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The third type of seminars/workshops Chinese teachers attended was 

intercollegiate.  Unlike Wang, Xu, and Zhao who benefited from collegiate pedagogy 

seminars/workshops, Liu took part in a Chinese teacher program called STARTALK® at 

a neighboring university in the United States to learn teaching methodologies to start 

from scratch a Chinese program at her university.   

Last but not least, Chinese teachers learned the American ways of teaching 

through proactive learning on their own.  Three of Chinese teachers (Chen, Li, and Wu) 

were representative in this regard.  Chen, Li, and Wu were, in Li’s words, “people who 

like to keep themselves busy” and “inclined to think, explore, and experiment.”  These 

Chinese teachers conducted self-initiated, on- and-offline research to explore the 

American teaching styles and methods.  

Developing Curriculum 

Generally speaking, Chinese teachers had greater freedom and authority in 

curriculum development in the United States than in China.  All the participant teachers 

but one could decide by themselves what course materials to use and what content to 

teach in their Chinese classrooms.  Chinese teachers selected from a variety of textbooks 

available on the US market and prioritized the Chinese language over the Chinese culture 

in class.   

Contingent on the Chinese program size, Chinese teachers focused on the Chinese 

language or the Chinese culture in their classrooms. The Chinese program size ranged 

from three semesters to ten semesters of Chinese courses.  All but one Chinese teacher 

(Wang) taught Chinese language courses ranging from elementary through intermediate 
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to advanced levels.  Wang taught contemporary Chinese literature to his fifth-years 

students at a public university. 

Chinese teachers focused their language courses on the students’ acquisition of 

listening, speaking, reading, writing, and typing skills.  Students were expected to learn 

Pinyin as well as characters and syntax to communicate in spoken and written Chinese.  

The Chinese language learning and teaching predominated the elementary to advanced 

levels of Chinese courses. 

Occasionally, Chinese teachers incorporated Chinese cultural elements into the 

language teaching and learning process.  One reason for the cultural incorporation was 

the inseparability between language and culture.  The cultural incorporation took two 

forms to facilitate the Chinese language learning.  One was the direct incorporation of 

Chinese culture and the other was the juxtaposition of Chinese and American cultures.  

For example, Liu introduced differences between Chinese and American ways of 

thinking when comparing word order between Chinese and English.  In English, words of 

time and place adverbials normally appear in large-to-small sequence, whereas in 

Chinese, the sequence is reverse.  Take the city of New York for instance.  Its sequence 

should be “New York City, New York, USA” in English and “USA, New York, New 

York City” in Chinese.  Such differences of word order in Chinese and English reflect 

differences between Chinese and American ways of thinking: visual-search mode V.S. 

center-logic mode.    

The extent to which Chinese teachers incorporated cultural elements was 

contingent on their academic specialties.  Teachers with an academic background in 
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cultural studies such as Liu, Wang, Xu, and Zhang tended to be more culturally-oriented 

in their Chinese language teaching.  As Liu put it,  

I normally touch on cultural aspects because my field is culturally related 

and naturally I include culture in class quite frequently. For example, 

when we learn Chinese grammar, we know the Chinese verbs do not 

deflect or change like English verbs.  They do not have forms of past 

tense, present tense, or future tense. This has something to do with cultural 

psychology, you know. That is, you will touch on cultural aspects no 

matter what. 

 

Chinese teachers were familiar with the textbooks existing here in the United 

States and made selections mainly on the basis of the textbook popularity and the 

program or teaching consistency.  The most popular textbook series was Integrated 

Chinese (IC) and eight out of the 11 participant teachers (Huang, Li, Wang, Wu, Yang, 

Zhang, Zhao, and Zhou) chose IC for their Chinese language courses.  While pointing out 

the drawbacks of IC, such as excessive vocabulary and comparatively loose grammar 

schemes, all seven Chinese teachers also acknowledged its advantages for learning 

Chinese in the United States: close to life, interesting, and appealing to students.    

Chinese teachers considered the program or teaching consistency when they 

selected textbooks.  The majority eight (Huang, Li, Wang, Wu, Yang, Zhang, Zhao, and 

Zhou) chose IC as the required textbook because their current institutions had been using 

IC and/or the teachers had used IC before.  Zhao and Zhou were representative in this 

regard.  As Zhao stated, “They [Zhao’s predecessors] have used IC and kept it ever since. 

Later we also found it pretty good, so we followed along.”  In the case of Zhou, she opted 

for IC for a newly established Chinese program because she used the same IC when she 

was a teaching assistant of Chinese at her PhD institution.  While acknowledging the 

popularity of IC, Zhou also called on more up-to-date Chinese textbooks.    
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Additionally, Chinese teachers selected textbooks out of financial or 

administrative reasons.  A minority three (Chen, Liu, and Xu) of the 11 participant 

teachers belonged to this category.  Liu selected Chinese Link (CL) over IC not only 

because CL-related resources were rich and available on the Internet but also because CL 

was more affordable than IC to her students.   As Liu remarked, “The other reason for our 

choice of CL is that it’s a little cheaper.  Our students, in general, are less financially 

privileged. Therefore, affordability is one of our major considerations when it comes to 

choosing textbooks.”   

Similarly, Xu chose CL over IC but out of administrative considerations.  Xu 

prioritized CL over IC because, although the two were similar in content, the structure of 

CL suited the three-credit hour Chinese course at his institution better.  As Xu remarked, 

“Each CL unit is self-contained and approximately half of that of IC.  Given the course 

credit hours in our program, we feel that we have a better control when teaching CL.  

Although we deliver pretty much the same content by using either CL or IC, students 

experience and receive CL better.  

In comparison with Xu’s course credit hour consideration in choosing textbooks, 

the reason for Chen to switch from IC to Modern Chinese (MC) was more of an 

administrative decision.  Chen did not have much control in terms of selecting textbooks 

in a large Chinese program. She and her colleagues had to switch to MC only because a 

colleague/leader was one of the authors and pushed the adoption of MC in spite of the 

general negative feedback from the teachers.   
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Summary 

Chinese teachers undertook academic pursuits in the United States as an entry 

point to their profession of teaching Chinese to English-speaking students at American 

colleges and universities. Chinese teachers experienced and understood how American 

methods of teaching and learning proved effective.  This allowed them to acquire 

necessary content and pedagogy knowledge for teaching Chinese at undergraduate level.  

Chinese teachers learned American pedagogy through first-hand class observations, 

language acquisition theories, internal and external pedagogy seminars, workshops and 

conferences as well as proactive learning.   

Chinese teachers initially involved themselves in Chinese teaching as teaching 

assistants through exchange programs, job hunting upon graduation, or by convenience – 

they worked at institutions with position openings.  In terms of curriculum development, 

Chinese teachers enjoyed greater freedom and authority in the United States than in 

China.  Chinese teachers considered textbook popularity, program/teaching consistency 

as well as financial and administrative factors in choosing textbooks.  While 

incorporating cultural elements to language teaching, Chinese teachers prioritized the 

Chinese language proficiency skills over the dissemination of Chinese culture.  In the 

next chapter, I describe the challenges Chinese teachers faced with regard to teaching 

Chinese to English-speaking American college students as well as how they coped with 

these challenges.   
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CHAPTER FIVE 

FACING AND COPING WITH CHALLENGES  

In this chapter, I describe the challenges Chinese teachers encountered in their 

professional development in the United States and the coping strategies Chinese teachers 

adopted.  Chinese teachers faced challenges in all four aspects of teaching: teaching 

agents, learning agents, teaching content, and teaching approaches.  The challenges were 

(1) professional insecurity; (2) understanding and meeting students’ needs; (3) teaching 

language skills; (4) engaging and motivating students.  Chinese teachers made efforts to 

cope with these challenges posed by adapting traditional Chinese language teaching 

methods to meet the needs of American college students.  In this chapter, I will describe 

first each challenge and its sub-challenges and then coping strategies of them.    

The Challenge of Professional Insecurity 

The first challenge Chinese teachers faced involved professional insecurity.  The 

professional insecurity mainly stemmed from job security and personal development 

concerns.  The factors that endangered Chinese teachers’ job security were enrollments, 

student evaluation, and work status.  Chinese teachers also faced the challenge of keeping 

up intellectual and language vitality.  

Two (Liu and Xu) of the 11 Chinese teachers felt insecure when student 

enrollments fluctuated, especially decreased.  A big change and challenge for Liu and Xu 

was concern about enrollments.  As Xu pointed out,  

It’s not easy to teach Chinese here in America compared with in China, for 

we have to worry about enrollments here whereas in China that’s never a 

problem. Therefore, besides classroom teaching, you have to think about 

how to promote your class and how to keep your students. 
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To Liu and Xu, maintaining and even increasing student enrollments was a major source 

of stress in their Chinese teaching career in U.S. higher education. 

In addition the obvious factor that influenced student enrollments in Chinese 

classes: quality of Chinese classes and teachers, Chinese teachers perceived two other 

factors: (1) Chinese program structure; (2) U.S.-China relationships.  In terms of the 

Chinese program structure, the existence of Chinese major/minor could positively affect 

student enrollments.  As Zhang noted, “the enrollments in our program have maintained a 

comparative high level largely because we offer Chinese minor on top of the language 

credit requirements.”   

At a higher level, the U.S.-China relationships especially in economy, trade, and 

politics influenced university foreign language course options and consequently student 

enrollments in a particular language program.  Yang cited the withdrawal of Russian 

from almost all foreign language programs as an example to illustrate this point.  Similar 

to Yang, Xu also perceived the saturation of Chinese programs in U.S. higher education 

and the job security issue arising from the temporary/adjunct rather than tenure-track 

positions assigned to Chinese teachers.   

Faced with the challenge of job security caused by student enrollments,  all 11 

Chinese teachers could act more at an individual level as they could not do much to exert 

impacts at institutional and (inter)national levels.  Liu suggested schools could offer 

hybrid or purely online Chinese classes to attract non-traditional students so as to ensure 

student recruitment.  Furthermore, Chen believed Chinese teachers could only do their 

best to attract and keep students by establishing authority and earning student’s respect 

with capabilities and personalities.  Chen argued students would pay more attention and 
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respect Chinese teachers and classes if Chinese teachers knew clearly what and why they 

were teaching the class, and how to help students really learn something.  Both Chen and 

Wang pointed out the importance of making students academically gratified.  As Chen 

stated, “what matters most is not what approaches are used but rather whether the 

students feel they have learned something solid and they can enjoy it.”   

Two (Chen and Zhang) of the 11 Chinese teachers also noticed that being nice 

was necessary to win students.  As Chen remarked, “it surely won’t work if the teacher is 

mean. To me, being nice is more about caring about students, caring about their needs.”  

In the meantime, Chinese teachers held that it’s important to keep niceness within a 

boundary so that students won’t take advantage of it.  As Zhang remarked, “you have to 

set boundaries. Otherwise, students will not take you seriously and they will be more 

likely to drop out. You need to be strict with your students because what matters most to 

them is they can learn a lot and all those knowledge are solid.”   

A second contributing factor for job security was students’ evaluation.  Wang and 

Zhang were concerned about how their students would evaluate them and the Chinese 

classes.  To begin with, less positive evaluations could lead to termination of university 

contracts with Chinese teachers.  Secondly, concerns about students’ evaluation may 

directly affect Chinese teachers’ reactions towards unwanted behaviors from students.  

For example, Wang recalled how because of his concern about end-of-semester course 

evaluation, he dared not to intervene when several students talked among themselves 

while he was talking.   

With regard to the challenge caused by student evaluation, Wang and Zhang 

shared a sentiment of powerlessness.  As the student evaluation tends to be rather 
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subjective and the students are diverse, Chinese teachers did not have much control.  One 

strategy Chinese teachers resorted to was focusing on the students’ learning outcomes 

rather than evaluations.  In Wang’s case, he later changed from inaction to intervening in 

classroom disruptions because in his remarks, “we should discipline when necessary. 

Otherwise, it would be irresponsible for other students and detrimental to their learning 

ultimately.”   

Chinese teachers held that concerns about work status were a leading contributor 

to job security.  The two sources of concerns were employment stability and 

sustainability and relationship with colleagues.  These sources operated either alone or 

jointly to disturb Chinese teachers.   

Chinese teachers concerned about their work status when they transited to a 

different university/Chinese program.  Chinese teachers believed securing the new 

position was the priority under such circumstances.  Zhang and Chen were representative 

in this regard.   

In Zhang’s case, she was faced with a dilemma between carrying out what she 

believed to be beneficial for students and offending her colleagues at the new institution.  

Zhang facilitated free study abroad programs for her students but could only saw them 

wasted because in her colleagues’ eyes, her programs would edge out their existing ones.  

As Zhang stated, “I could only do that much at present because I’m new and my position 

is not secure enough.”   

Similarly, Chen found her status as a newcomer refrained her from acting out her 

teaching ideals.  Chen noticed the pace of her colleagues was slow and their requirements 

for students were much lower than those at her previous institution which had a stronger 
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and more prestigious Chinese program.  Chen found it challenging to fit in and 

uncomfortable to implement her own space and requirements because, in her words, “that 

would put my [current] colleagues in a difficult situation.”   

Chinese teachers chose to compromise when they felt their job security at a new 

institution could be in jeopardy.  For example, Zhang decided on temporarily putting 

aside her insistence on study abroad (in China) because she felt offending her colleagues 

with this insistence would jeopardize her employment.  In a similar way, Chen 

compromised to fit in to survive by slowing down her pace and lowering her 

requirements but to the extent that her students could make solid progress.   

Additionally, Chinese teachers felt challenging to keep up their intellectual and 

language vitality by teaching the most basic of the Chinese language year in and year out.  

While Chen admitted teaching Chinese well brought down her own Chinese, Li claimed 

that teaching Chinese was “permanent brain damage” to Chinese teachers and many 

Chinese teachers shared this view.  Therefore, Chinese teachers faced the challenge of 

minimizing and if possible, evading the effects of this occupational hazard. 

To counteract “permanent brain damage,” Chinese teachers opted for continuous 

learning and self-improvement.  As Chen remarked, “a Chinese teacher has to be a 

generalist with a wide range of knowledge and skills.”  Chinese teachers persisted in 

improving themselves and learning from colleagues, students, and on their own.   

In addition to drawing nutrition from colleagues, Chinese teachers resorted to 

students for inspiration and improvement.  For example, Chen would pay attention to 

students’ cognitive styles and questions to adjust teaching approaches and content 
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accordingly.  Likewise, Li chose to teach both elementary and advanced levels of 

Chinese to ensure intellectual and linguistic vitality and freshness.   

The third and most essential strategy Chinese teacher adopted to cope with 

“permanent brain damage” was constant and continuous self-directed learning.  Chinese 

teachers invested time in consolidating and expanding their knowledge framework 

especially in Chinese, literature, and art.  Reading was the major form of further study for 

Chinese teachers. 

The Challenge of Understanding and Meeting Student Needs 

In addition to concerns about employment stability and sustainability as well as 

personal development, Chinese teachers faced the challenge of understanding and 

meeting the needs of the English-speaking Chinese-learning college students.  This 

challenge originated from the cultural differences between China and the United States 

and exemplifies in the form of differences between Chinese and American college 

students.  Furthermore, Chinese teachers encountered students in differing status 

(traditional vs non-traditional) as well as varied cognitive capabilities and proficiency 

levels.   

All 11 participant teachers pointed out that the American students were different 

from the Chinese students.  To begin with, all Chinese teachers agreed college students in 

America had less time to learn Chinese after class than those in China.  All the Chinese 

teachers stated explicitly or implicitly two reasons for American college students’ limited 

dedication to Chinese learning beyond classroom.   

The first reason was that the American college students, unlike their counterparts 

in China, might need to work to pay for their education or other expenses while being a 
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student.  Therefore, the American college students had reduced post-class time for 

academics such as Chinese learning.  As Xu remarked, “many of my students are full 

time students with a full time job, so you can’t really expect them to spend time after 

class working on Chinese.”   

The second reason was that the American students tended to attend multiple 

courses rather than just the Chinese class in one semester and could only designate 

limited amount of time to Chinese learning.  As Wu noted, “students have other credits to 

earn [besides Chinese], so you can’t ask them to spend all the time on Chinese.” Under 

this circumstance, how to more effectively utilize classroom time was a big challenge for 

Chinese teachers. 

Additionally, Zhao observed a third reason for the impossibility of American 

students to meet after class for Chinese learning.  That was, unlike Chinese college 

students who lived on campus, American college students lived in different scattered 

communities.  This prevented American college students from meeting in a convenient 

and regular manner after class.   

All Chinese teachers agreed the best way to cope with the challenge of students’ 

limited time for Chinese learning was to lower expectations for students’ engagement in 

Chinese learning after class, and more importantly, make the most out of the class time.  

As Xu pointed out, “Learning mainly occurs in class and therefore, the workload for 

students cannot be too large. We ought to work on manageable content for each class and 

assign more class time for students to practice.”   

In addition to the shared observation about American college students’ limited 

time for Chinese learning, five (Chen, Huang, Wu, Yang, and Zhao) of the 11 participant 
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teachers perceived seven distinctive features of American college students.  These 

features fell into two categories: (1) dynamics with the teacher, technology, and the 

world, and (2) approaches to learning.  The first categories of features included (1) care 

about teacher’s attitude and authority, (2) gravitation toward encouragement, (3) close 

ties to technology, and (4) lack of knowledge about the world other than the United 

States.  The second category of American college students’ features contained (1) dislike 

and/or de-emphasis of memorization, (2) dislike of long lecturing, and (3) willingness to 

express and communicate. 

Chen, Huang, Li, Wu, and Yang identified the relationship category of the 

American college students’ features.  Chen found out American college students cared 

about their teachers’ attitude and authority, and it was important for the teacher to 

establish authority while remaining neither too mean nor too nice to students.  

Furthermore, Chen and Li noticed American students gravitated toward encouragement.   

Moreover, Huang and Wu observed that American college students grew in 

technology, and technology was part of students’ life.  Nevertheless, Huang and Wu 

differed in the utilization of technology for Chinese teaching and learning.  Wu believed 

technology could make learning more interesting if not always effective and the teacher 

should encourage students to use technology to learn Chinese if the school has resources 

and technology is really helpful.  However, Huang didn’t think technology was reliable 

enough to be inseparable from Chinese teaching and learning.  In Huang’s words, “if the 

facilities are available, we take the advantage. If not, it’s no big deal at all.”   

Unlike Chen, Huang, and Wu who held neutral if not always positive views about 

the relationship category of American college students’ features, Yang observed the lack 
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of knowledge about the world in a disapproving manner.  According to Yang, American 

students’ understanding of the world was less than world students’ understanding of 

America, which may hinder or diminish American students’ enthusiasm and pursuit for a 

foreign language and culture such as the Chinese language and culture. 

However, Yang did not propose a strategy to cope with American college 

students’ lack of understanding of the world other than the United States.  In contrast, 

Chen, Huang, and Wu offered coping strategies for the challenges from the relationship 

category of American college students’ features.  Chen believed Chinese teachers could 

establish authority with their abilities to enlighten and engage students.  On the one hand, 

teachers should know the subject matter well. On the other hand, teachers should adopt 

flexible approaches to ensure students’ learning outcomes in an effective and intriguing 

way.   

Additionally, Chen and Li emphasized encouraging students whenever and 

wherever necessary could satisfy American students’ gravitation toward encouragement.  

Li put this point vividly succinctly:    

From time to time, I give them [students] some sweetness to taste such as verbal 

praises. Also, I always give them positive feedback. You know, its’ American 

culture, and I’ve learned this trick after I came here (the US). I will never tell 

them they’ve done their job poorly. This is for sure.  It’s actually more about 

making them feel a sense of achievement through a completed activity than giving 

them some sweetness to taste.  

 

Huang and Wu realized the close ties between American college students and technology 

and believed teachers could utilize technology to facilitate Chinese teaching and learning 

with things students were familiar with.  As Huang had reserved perceptions about 

technology, he stressed that to be fully prepared (with backup plans) was essential to curb 

the unreliability of technology.  With a more positive viewpoint about technology, Wu 
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suggested teachers “selectively use (technology) but encourage students to use 

(technology).”   

Moreover, Chen, Zhang, and Zhao identified American college students’ 

distinctive features in learning approaches.  Chen found American college students did 

not value memorization.  Similarly, Zhao observed American students especially disliked 

teachers “lecturing on and on up there (on the podium).”  Zhang and Zhao also noticed 

American students were willing and courageous to express and communicate, which was 

a positive trait for learning a language.  As Zhao remarked, “American kids are pretty 

good at this, that is, they won’t feel afraid of this [speaking] stuff and they are brave to 

speak (Chinese).” 

Chen, Zhang, and Zhao adopted strategies to tackle challenges incurred by the 

three learning approaches favored by American college students.  With regard to the less 

importance attached to memorization, Chen suggested steer exams away from pure 

memorization questions.  Zhao combined the other two features of American college 

students: designing and executing classroom activities to put students at the center of 

learning, and creating opportunities for students to express themselves in Chinese.  These 

two features proved effective in engaging students.  

In addition to the differences between American and Chinese college students, 

one (Liu) of the 11 Chinese teachers also identified the differences between traditional 

and non-traditional American college students.  Liu noticed that non-traditional students 

had more obligations to fulfill compared with traditional students, such as taking care of 

family and/or working full time, to name but a few.  Consequently, non-traditional 

students could commit less to Chinese learning and required extra efforts from the 
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teacher.  For example, a student of Liu’s lost her job while pregnant with a second baby 

and could not make it to class for the last two weeks of a semester.   

Liu believed being caring and flexible was essential to coping with challenges 

brought by the non-traditional students.  As non-traditional students had more 

competition needs to meet than regular students, Chinese teachers had to make extra 

efforts to accommodate students’ situation.  Take the aforementioned Liu’s student for 

example, Liu provided a tailored online class for the student to ensure the student could 

make up what she would miss from the class while staying at home coping with 

pregnancy and unemployment.  As Liu remarked, “My students’ situations are 

comparatively more complicated, so sometimes that requires the teacher to be a little 

flexible.”   

In a similar way, Wang and Xu perceived the differences between heritage and 

non-heritage students in a Chinese classroom at American colleges and universities.  The 

heritage students of Chinese consisted of two categories.  One category included those 

who had background with Mandarin Chinese, and the other Cantonese, a regional 

variation of Chinese with similar a similar written system to but a very different phonetic 

system from Mandarin Chinese.  As the heritage students have already acquired certain 

level of Chinese/Cantonese proficiency from their family and Chinese community in the 

States, their needs are different from those who started learning Chinese from scratch.   

Furthermore, the students from the Chinese linguistic and/or cultural background 

were better at Chinese listening and speaking than reading and writing and would like to 

improve Chinese reading and writing skills by taking the Chinese class.  Additionally, 

students from Cantonese background needed correction and improvement with spoken 
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Mandarin Chinese.  In contrast, non-heritage students of Chinese prioritized spoken 

Chinese over written Chinese for a more immediate communication purpose.   

Both Wang and Xu encountered challenges rising from these differences between 

heritage and non-heritage students of Chinese.  As Wang’s Chinese program was much 

larger than Xu’s, Wang had separate classes for heritage and non-heritage students and 

therefore could tackle the challenges respectively.  However, Xu faced a bigger challenge 

than Wang because Xu taught a class mixed with heritage and non-heritage students.  It 

was challenging for Xu to design activities that meet the needs of his heritage and non-

heritage students at the same time.   

 Faced with the challenges of students with different heritage backgrounds, Wang 

and Xu adopted varied coping strategies.  In the case of Wang, a double-track system was 

in action to accommodate the needs of heritage and non-heritage respectively.  As for the 

specific strategies tackling language skill teaching and learning, I will describe in the next 

section.   

While Xu responded to the challenge of a mixed class with a suggestion for a 

double track system, in reality, Xu had to sacrifice part of heritage students’ interests for 

the overall interests of the entire class.  As Xu pointed out: 

There is really nothing I can do at the moment [to change the situation] as 

the majority of my students are from non-Chinese background. I have to 

follow the majority rule. But you know, it’s unfair to the heritage students.  

The best solution I think should be a double track system. 

 

From the perspective of both Wang and Xu, it was important to separate Chinese 

language students into two types of classes in accordance with their heritage or non-

heritage background as these students might exemplify varied proficiency levels.   
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Similar to Wang and Xu who perceived varied proficiency levels of students due 

to the heritage/non-heritage difference, Wang, Wu, and Zhang also noticed the Chinese 

language students in the same class varied in proficiency levels and this proficiency 

variety posed a challenge for Wang, Wu, and Zhang.  Wang cited an example of how the 

discrepant performances of his same-class students in one task interrupted the flow of the 

class as the less competent students needed more time to process the task instructions and 

eventually carry out the task.  Wang, Wu, Xu, and Zhang found it challenging to teach a 

class of students with varied proficiency levels. 

The coping strategies Wang, Wu, Xu, and Zhang adopted in the regard of 

students’ varied cognitive capabilities fell into three categories: (1) review, (2) peer 

modeling, (3) one-on-one tutoring.  The first strategy was to review the old while 

learning the new.  This method provided the less proficient students with an opportunity 

to catch up with and solidify their learning.  As Wu remarked, “After all review is always 

important to learning a language.  It’s beneficial for not only the less competent students 

but also the more competent ones.”   

The second strategy was peer modeling.  For example, Wu and Zhang would ask 

several more proficient students to answer a question or perform a task before it was turn 

for the less proficient students.  Accordingly, the less proficient students could observe 

their more competent peers to increase the success probability of completing the task. 

The third strategy category required extra efforts from both students and the 

teacher outside the classroom.  The teacher could provide one-on-one tutoring after class 

for the students in need.  As Wu remarked, “I tell my students I’m always available when 

they need me.”  Besides the teacher, student tutors were a good resource for one-on-one 
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tutoring.  Wang, Wu, Xu, and Zhang encouraged their less competent students to seek 

help from students tutors deliberately hired by the schools.   

In the face of the class interruption/slowdown challenge, Wang and Wu chose to 

allow a maximum of 60 seconds for a less competent student to respond to a question or 

complete a task before he moved on to next student.  In the meantime, Wu would also 

provide hints for the student in question to figure out what he/she was supposed to say/do 

and how to do it.  Additionally, Wu insisted the hints should be in Chinese rather than in 

English.  As Wu stressed,  

I absolutely will not help the student in English in such a situation. Yes, it 

would be easier for students to understand your hints in English, then 

answer the question right away, and feel pretty happy.  However, the 

student would enjoy a stronger gratification after he/she finally figures 

things out with the teacher’s help in Chinese.  The student would also 

achieve a true understanding of the question he/she worked hard to 

answer, and that would exert a long-lasting impact on him/her.   

 

In this regard, both Wang and Wu allowed time for the less competent students, and Wu 

also preferred to provide necessary help in Chinese to achieve better learning outcomes.  

With regard to the reasons for students’ varied proficiency levels, Liu and Zhang 

identified varied cognitive capabilities as one factor.  Liu and Zhang believed all students 

were not equal in the cognitive capabilities to learn Chinese.  Some students might excel 

in listening and speaking and others might in reading and writing.  Consequently, 

students’ varied cognitive capabilities also posed a challenge for Liu and Zhang to teach 

Chinese in U.S. higher education.   

The coping strategies Liu and Zhang adopted in the face of students’ varied 

cognitive capabilities included two inseparable aspects.  First, Liu and Zhang accepted 
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the variation in the cognitive capability students.  In other words, Liu and Zhang did not 

expect a uniform capability or response from their students.   

Second, Liu and Zhang treated students’ varied cognitive capabilities by 

encouraging different strategies.  On the one hand, Liu and Zhang would help students 

use their cognitive capabilities as much as possible.  For example, Liu encouraged her 

students to make flash cards to build up Chinese vocabulary and argued flash cards were 

beneficial not only for the students whose spoken Chinese was better than written 

Chinese but also for the reverse.  Liu and Zhang took advantage of students’ cognitive 

strengths to boost students’ confidence and help one another.  When asking students to 

take turns to answer questions, Zhang always started from those who exceled in listening 

and speaking to ensure the activity proceeded like an echo.  Zhang named this method as 

the “echo effect.” 

The Challenge of Teaching Language Skills 

In addition to the challenges of professional insecurity and understanding and 

meeting students’ needs, all the participant Chinese teachers faced and coped with the 

challenge of teaching language skills.  All Chinese teachers agreed the Chinese language 

should be taught as a skill/tool rather than knowledge to the English-speaking American 

college students.  Therefore, how to teach the language skills successfully and effectively 

remained a challenge to Chinese teachers.  The five language skills all Chinese teachers 

concurred that the Chinese language students needed to master and develop were 

listening, speaking, reading, writing, and typing.   

 

 





89 

those of Zhang (six semesters) and Wang (10 semesters), Xu only touched the cultural 

elements when necessary and in English in his Chinese class.  One reason, according to 

Xu, was the Chinese classes were less advanced and more non-academically oriented.  

The other reason was Xu offered a Chinese culture course and the course was in English.   

Similar to Xu, Wang was able to focus the fourth- and fifth-year Chinese classes 

on Chinese literature only.  The textbooks were no longer language textbooks but 

selected works of Chinese literature such as essays, short stories, and novels.  Wang’s 

students were proficient enough to take these classes in Chinese.   

Unlike Wang and Xu who had extra credit hours for Chinese culture/literature 

classes, Zhang only included Chinese culture and literature (critique) into her third-

semester language class.  In the face of students’ lack of academic vocabulary, Zhang 

provided the necessary vocabulary for the students to analyze and critique Chinese 

movies.  As Zhang noted,  

When I taught the third-semester students Raise the Red Lantern, the 

movie, I had to give them analysis and critique vocabulary such as ‘静止

镜头(jìngzhǐ jìngtíu: frozen frame),’ ‘特写(tèxiě: close-up),’ ‘掌握自己的

命运(zhǎngwò zìjǐ de mìngyùn: to control one’s own destiny).’ Otherwise, 

when you ask them to discuss [the movie], you will find they cannot carry 

out any discussion if without this set of vocabulary. 

 

Teaching Chinese Speaking 

Of all five language skills, all but one (Wu) of Chinese teachers held that 

speaking and especially Pinyin/tones was the most challenging skill to teach and the 

fundamental reasons for this challenge were the lack of tones and some sounds in English 

as well language environment in the United States.  The Chinese language has four tones 

marked as  ,̄ ˊ, ˇ, ˋand known as the first, second, third, and fourth tone respectively.  In 

contrast, English does not have these tones.  Neither does English have the sound of “ü.”  



90 

The lack of a Chinese language environment also made teaching and learning Chinese 

speaking challenging.  As Wang pointed out,  

In terms of teaching Chinese [in the United States], the most difficult is to 

teach students to speak [Chinese] as after class, they can practice on their 

listening, reading, and writing but nor speaking. It’s all because they do 

not have a [Chinese] language environment here.  

 

Nevertheless, Wu did not think tones teaching was a big problem for her.  According to 

Wu, the four tones did not make much difference to the English speakers at the beginning 

and they could just make guesses.  Chinese tone teaching was more of a long-term 

training.     

All 11 Chinese teachers developed their own strategies to cope with the challenge 

of teaching Chinese Pinyin/tones in U.S. higher education.  These strategies fell into five 

categories: (1) emphasizing or deemphasizing the importance of pronunciation accuracy 

while providing help; (2) using language acquisition theories to guide Chinese 

Pinyin/tones teaching and learning; (3) making immediate corrections of pronunciation 

errors; (4) making use of technology to assist and improve pronunciation acquisition and 

accuracy.   

To begin with, all but one (Zhang) of the 11 Chinese teachers deemphasized the 

importance of and requirement for pronunciation accuracy.  They argued for the effective 

communication rather than accurate pronunciation as the ultimate goal of their teaching.  

As Wu remarked, “The tones should be approached in a context. It’s highly likely to be 

related to proficiency level because sometimes I don’t catch the tones you speak, but 

when [I] put them in a sentence, I know what you say.”  Similarly, Yang believed that 

linguistically speaking, adolescent foreign language learners and above were inevitably 
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accented and therefore, the teacher ought to lower the expectations for students and 

accept their “funny tones” while helping students with Pinyin and special pronunciations.    

In contrast with the rest 10 Chinese teachers, Zhang was a firm defender of 

tone/pronunciation accuracy.  Zhang required her students to pronounce “good ones from 

day one” because she believed tones were the life of Chinese.  Zhang also used a 

metaphor to illustrate the importance of tones in Chinese learning, “I tell my students that 

if their tones are not right, they will be like a perfect beautiful person without nose. 

Therefore, when they [my students] speak, they will touch their noses.”  

Secondly, Xu resorted to language acquisition theories such as i + 1 (i plus one), 

TPR (Total Physical Response), and communicative approach to facilitate Chinese Pinyin 

teaching and learning.  According to Xu, i + 1 tapped students’ familiar areas and led to 

their unfamiliar areas.  For example, When Xu taught Chinese Pinyin, Xu started with the 

Chinese names of Obama and Jackie Chen in Pinyin, which were a priori knowledge of 

Xu’s students.  Moreover, Xu drew upon TPR to teach Chinese Pinyin and especially 

tones by introducing and involving hand gestures.  In addition, Xu applied the 

communicative approach to his Pinyin teaching.  Xu believed authenticity and 

contextuality were the two key features of communicative teaching and learning.  For 

instance, Xu used the names of current Chinese leaders such as 习近平(Xí Jìnpíng) to 

help students learn Pinyin while students also focusing on knowing the people and 

acquiring new information.   

Third, five (Liu, Wang, Zhang, Zhao, and Yang) of the 11 Chinese teachers opted 

for (immediate) correction to cope with the challenge of teaching Chinese Pinyin/tones.  

Wang, Yang, Zhang, and Zhao followed the teacher-to-student correction approach and 



92 

believe immediate correction from the teacher could help not only the student who made 

pronunciation errors but also those who might be prone to the same or similar errors.  

Moreover, Wang stressed the teacher should pay attention to the extent by which the 

teacher made corrections.  According to Wang, the teacher ought not to spend too long on 

correcting a student’s pronunciation till the point of embarrassing him or her.   

In addition, Liu also encouraged her students to seek help with Pinyin/tones from 

the students’ pen pals at a sister university in Beijing via WeChat®, the current most 

popular messaging and calling app in China.  Liu held that students might feel less 

“threatened” when their pronunciation was corrected by friends/peers than by the teacher.  

Furthermore, friends/peers could be more available to offer help with pronunciation after 

class.   

Fourth, Liu, Wang, Zhang, and Yang also utilized technology to facilitate Chinese 

Pinyin teaching and learning.  Resorting to comparatively more traditional technologies, 

Wang and Zhang respectively asked students to make text recordings first on cassette 

tapes then on CDs and watch videos to correct or improve their pronunciation.  Wang 

introduced online tools, such as WinBar® and Lingt® to his Chinese class and asked his 

students to use WinBar® and Lignt® to make recordings.  According to Zhang, videos 

provided authentic pronunciation and communication in Chinese for students to copy and 

emulate.   

In addition, Yang tended to be more general in directing students to technology 

for help with Pinyin.  Yang normally told students there were many resources on teaching 

pronunciation and suggested students make use of the resources.  By comparison, Liu 
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introduced more recent and current technologies to students, such as the iPad and Apps, 

to them learn and improve their pronunciation.   

Last but not least, Wu and Zhang drew upon their academic background to 

summarize approaches to Chinese Pinyin teaching in vivid and easy-to-understand 

language.  Wu approached the teaching of “ü” from a linguistic perspective.  According 

to Wu, she would ask her students to make the sound of “u” first and then push the 

tongue forward to lips to pronounce “ü” easily and correctly.  In comparison with Wu’s 

scientific approach, Zhang’s methods of teaching Chinese tones were livelier.  For 

instance, one of Zhang’s tone teaching methods was to relate sounds in Chinese to those 

in English and/or music.  As Zhang illustrated,  

When teaching the first tone, I tell students that it’s like when you go see a 

dentist, your dentist asks you to open your mouth. What do you say? They 

[students] answer, “Ah.”  I respond with yes and tell them the standard 

“So” [in music] is the first tone.  Then the second tone, it’s like for 

example, someone tell you your brother, eh, died in a car accident, what 

would you say this time? “What?!” This is the second tone. You have to 

feel each tone is emotional, so as I tell them. And the third tone, for 

instance, if your boyfriend brags that he was born into a millionaire 

family, how would you respond? “Yeah?”. You are suspicious, right, that 

is, speaking very slowly and your voice descending down till you feel 

choked.  As for the fourth tone, I’m like, imagine someone ask you to 

jump from the 160th floor of a building, what do you say? “No!” [That’s] 

the fourth tone.   

 

Additionally, all 11 Chinese teachers held that a big challenge of teaching 

Chinese speaking in the United States was the lack of Chinese language environment.  

Aside from the class time dedicated to practicing Chinese speaking, nearly no Chinese 

language environment was available for students in the US higher education.  All 11 

Chinese teachers took methods to create Chinese language environment in and outside 

class.   
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To start with, Huang, Li, Wang, Wu, Zhang, and Zhou endeavored to create an 

authentic Chinese language environment in class.  One strategy Huang, Wang, Zhang, 

and Zhou was to ensure both the teacher and students use Chinese as much as possible in 

class.  For instance, Wang in recitation class required the teacher must only use the 

Chinese vocabulary and sentences structures that students had learned and only Chinese 

was allowed in class.   

In a similar strict manner, Zhang required quick responses in Chinese from her 

students, even when Zhang asked them questions in Chinese, too.  According to Zhang, 

she would ask a student a quick question and require the students to respond to her “like 

lightening.”  The rationale for Zhang’s strategy was that responding quickly in a target 

language was both natural and habitual.   

Nevertheless, Wu disagreed with Zhang on this point as Wu believed a quick 

response was unrealistic and pretty difficult.  Consequently, Wu allowed students time to 

process by repeating the same question in Chinese.  Additionally, when other students 

answered the same question according to their real situations, the relatively slower 

students might gain inspirations form the answers to understand and eventually answer 

the question.   

Furthermore, Zhang showed students Chinese films and videos as well as 

textbook DVDs in class to create an authentic language environment.  To facilitate 

students’ understanding of the films and videos, Zhang also provided necessary 

vocabulary for students.  For instance, Zhang showed YouTube videos about Chinese 

cuisines, prepared handouts of words and expressions new to students, and asked students 

to get familiarized with the new words and expressions prior to watching the videos. 
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Zhang thought students were more likely to understand the videos and feel encouraged as 

well using this method. 

Unlike Zhang, who utilized external resources to create authentic language 

environment, Huang, Li, Wu, and Zhou relied on students’ participation in classroom 

activities to foster authentic Chinese language settings.  The activities Huang, Li, and 

Zhou designed and enacted included storytelling, role-playing activities, and 

presentations in Chinese.  Huang and Li also incorporated more advanced classroom 

activities, such as debate.  Additionally, movie stubbing and news reporting were 

common in Huang’s and Li’s Chinese classroom respectively.  Similar to Huang and Li 

who leveraged pop culture and media, Wu taught her students to sing Chinese songs.   

Over and above the classroom design and lessons, Liu, Wang, and Zhang created 

opportunities for students to practice Chinese speaking outside the class.  Liu connected 

her students with native Chinese students at a sister university in Beijing and asked them 

to “chat” by inputting Chinese Pinyin on WeChat®.  In a similar global approach, Wang 

and Zhang believed the teacher could immerse students in real and natural rather than 

artificially structured Chinese language setting through study abroad/in China programs.  

Additionally, Wang encouraged students to participate in regional, national, and 

international speaking contests, such as the annual “Chinese Bridge” Chinese Proficiency 

Competition for Foreign College Students organized by Hanban/Confucius Institute 

Headquarters, a public institution affiliated with the Chinese Ministry of Education.    

Teaching Chinese Reading and Writing 

 In comparison with teaching Chinese listening and speaking, teaching Chinese 

reading and writing seemed less challenging to all the Chinese students.  Nevertheless, all 
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11 Chinese teachers found the challenge of teaching Chinese characters was comparable 

with that of teaching Chinese Pinyin/tones.  The reason for the challenge, as Chen 

pointed out, was that written Chinese was as unfamiliar as Chinese Pinyin/tones to the 

English-speaking American college students.  The unfamiliarity posed a challenge for 

both teaching and learning of Chinese characters.  So was the case of Chinese grammar.   

In addition to teaching students to read and write Chinese characters, three (Li, 

Liu, and Zhang) of the 11 Chinese teachers stressed the importance of producing 

sentences and passages rather than individual words in written Chinese.  As Zhang noted, 

“Individual words make sense only when in sentences.”  Therefore, how to teach students 

to produce meaningful sentences and passages in written Chinese was a challenge for Li, 

Liu, and Zhang.   

Although all 11 Chinese teachers held that writing Chinese characters entailed 

long-term training and practicing, Chinese teachers fell into two categories in terms of 

how to teach students to write Chinese characters.  Four Chinese teachers (Chen, Wang, 

Wu, and Zhao) took a more conventional approach to Chinese character teaching and 

insisted on students not only writing Chinese characters by hand but also following stroke 

orders strictly.  In contrast, the majority seven of the 11 Chinese teachers (Huang, Li, Liu, 

Xu, Zhang, Zhou, and Yang) were more flexible with requirements for character writing.   

Chen, Wang, Wu, and Zhao argued that it was essential for students to get 

sensitized to Chinese characters through writing by hand.  Chen, Wu, and Zhao 

particularly disapproved of the Romanization of Chinese (characters) in Chinese 

language teaching and learning.  From the perspective of Chen, Wu, and Zhao, writing 

Pinyin or typing Chinese characters with Pinyin would diminish students’ sensitization to 
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the image and structure of Chinese characters and ultimately impede students’ learning of 

Chinese language as a whole.   

The rule of thumb for Chen, Wang, Wu, and Zhao to cope with the challenge of 

teaching Chinese characters, therefore, was to write Chinese characters by hand.  Wang 

and Wu also required students to strictly follow stroke order when handwriting 

characters.  However, Wang and Wu differed in how to teach students to remember 

stroke order. Wang took a deductive approach to stroke order, teaching by telling 

students a set of rules of stroke order and then asking students to firmly abide by the 

rules.  Wu’s approach was of an inductive nature.   

Wu let students explore and summarize rules of stroke order on their own and 

argued that through handwriting characters, students also develop their body memory to 

the extent that their hands and body might automatically help with correct stroke order.  

Wu cited the example of passwords to illustrate the body memory theory.  As Wu 

remarked, “Sometimes you may be like, ‘what’s my password?’ Oh gosh, I forgot it.  But 

when you put your hands on the keyboard, you can recall your password right away, 

right?”   

Dissimilar to Chen, Wang, Wu, and Zhao, Huang, Li, Liu, Xu, Zhang, Zhou, and 

Yang lessened requirements for writing Chinese characters and allowed students to use 

Pinyin input to type Chinese (characters) on computer or mobile devices such as cell 

phone or tablet.  As Zhou pointed out, making writing Chinese characters a formidable 

thing at the beginning or always requiring handwriting Chinese characters was very likely 

to discourage students.  On the one hand, Zhang and Zhou allowed students to use Pinyin 

for difficult characters.  On the other hand, Huang, Li, Xu, and Yang advocated typing 
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Chinese via the Pinyin input method as an alternative strategy to and a useful supplement 

for teaching Chinese characters to English-speaking American college students.   

Apart from following stroke order, Chen, Li, Liu, Wang, Zhao, and Zhou also 

asked students to approach Chinese characters from the angles of image, meaning, and 

sound.  The image of Chinese characters consisted of two aspects.  One aspect was more 

obvious and entailed the difference between the simplified Chinese and the traditional 

Chinese.  Both Liu and Wang prioritized the simplified Chinese over the traditional 

Chinese, but Wang followed a more rigid strategy.  Wang required all his first-year 

Chinese language students to learn the traditional Chinese and switch to the simplified 

Chinese since the second year.  According to Wang, it’s easier for students switch from 

the traditional Chinese to the simplified Chinese.   

Unlike Wang, Liu gave students freedom to choose between the simplified and 

traditional Chinese.  Liu argued the textbooks were in both forms of Chinese and students 

were inevitably exposed to both.  According to Liu, the bottom line for her students was 

to be able to read and write either of the two forms of Chinese and read the other.  

However, as Liu felt more comfortable with the simplified Chinese because of her own 

background, Liu required that students must be able to read the simplified Chinese.   

The other aspect of the image of Chinese characters was their geometric 

structures.  Zhao, unlike Chen, Wang, and Wu, favored the approach of character chunks 

over stroke order.  According to Zhao, it’s easier and more effective to learn and 

remember Chinese characters in five reoccurring chunks/structures: single, left-right, top-

bottom, incomplete enclosure, and complete enclosure.  On the one hand, the chunk 

approach was holistic as it treated each Chinese character as a unit.  On the other hand, 
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the chunk approach had fewer rules to follow than the stroke order approach as the latter 

had up to nine rules regarding which stroke preceded which.    

  Additionally, Chen and Zhou approached Chinese characters by relying on 

Chinese radicals and combining the image and meaning of Chinese characters.  Chen 

believed in continuous efforts for Chinese characters learning and disagreed on typing 

Chinese.  Chen also pointed out that native speakers of Chinese took this image-meaning 

approach to learn and remember Chinese characters, too.  Likewise, Zhou emphasized 

that students needed to be familiar with basic Chinese radicals.    

Liu also valued the combination approach, but she preferred the connection 

between the sound and image of Chinese characters and argued that students ought to 

establish this connection as early as possible.  Liu believed that the goal of learning 

Chinese formally as a course should entail communicating in both spoken and written 

Chinese.  If a Chinese language student could only converse in Chinese but unable to 

read and write Chinese, he or she was actually Chinese illiterate.  Therefore, Liu required 

students to establish a connection between characters’ sound and image.  As Liu noted, 

It’s like […] when you say ‘Nǐ hǎo’(你好: Hello), he/she (the student) can 

immediately visualize the two characters [of ‘你好’] in his/her mind. […] If a 

student can speak Chinese very well but he/she cannot read or write at all, very 

soon it will be very difficult for him/her to catch up [in a Chinese class].  

 

Moreover, Li and Xu also introduced Pleco® to students to learn Chinese 

characters almost anytime and anywhere as long as student cell phones had Internet 

access.  According to Li, students could look up unfamiliar words on Pleco® like in a 

dictionary.  Students could also utilize Pleco®’s module of optical character recognizer 

(OCR) to scan a character to get its pronunciation, meaning, and strokes.  Xu noted 
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students relied on Pleco® so much that she heard them saying “Let’s pleco it,” quite 

often.   

Apart from Chinese character writing, writing in Chinese was the other 

component and a more advanced level of Chinese writing.  Four (Li, Liu, Zhang, and 

Zhao) of the 11 Chinese teachers believed putting Chinese words and phrases into 

meaningful sentences and passages rather than memorizing individual words and phrases 

was the goal of Chinese learning.  As Zhang pointed out, “Words only make sense in 

sentences [and passages].”  Chinese grammar was essential for students to arrange 

individual words and expressions into sense-making sentences and passages.  Therefore, 

Chinese teachers faced the challenge of teaching students Chinese grammar and how to 

write in Chinese.   

Li, Liu, Zhang, and Zhao took traditional approaches to Chinese writing teaching.  

All four of them and Wu resorted to pattern drills to teach Chinese grammar and focused 

on the grammatical differences between Chinese and English.  Zhao adopted the strategy 

of “dispersing difficult points” to cope with the challenge of teaching Chinese grammar.  

As Zhao explained,  

When you teach a difficult grammar point, you have to break it down and 

teach it repeatedly in an extended period of time. Take ‘把’(bǎ) structure 

for example, you can’t teach all the rules of the structure to students at one 

time. Instead, you must teach one rule a time until the last rule. 

 

Li, nevertheless, taught “把” structure in a more task-oriented approach and by asking 

questions that contained “把” structure.  As Li remarked, 

[…] Students always find “把” structure very confusing or difficult. [I 

found] the best [teaching method] is that every student can answer “你把

什么放在什么地方?” (Where do you put what?). For instance, “你把你的

电脑放在什么地方?” (Where do you put your computer?) […] Every 
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student can answer [this question], for example, “放在桌子上,” (put on 

table) “放在床上” (put on the bed). […] They (students) feel like, ‘Ah ha! 

I got it!’ Very encouraging! 

 

Similarly, Wu made use of a Chinese song “两只老虎” (liǎng zhī lǎohǔ: Two Tigers) to 

teach the usage of “得” (de: a structural particle that introduces descriptive 

complements).  Additionally, students were already familiar with the melody of the song 

as the song’s English version was “Brother John.”  

Li and Zhang, however, used sentence dictation to encourage and assess student 

ability of generating grammatically correct and meaning-making sentences.  According to 

Li, words had to be arranged into sentences to be useful.  Otherwise, it was not only 

meaningless but also difficult to memorize individual words and expressions.   

 Moreover, Liu required students to write weekly journals in Chinese as a method 

to train and develop students’ Chinese writing skills.  The topics for the journal writing 

were relevant not only to the texts students learned in class but also to the life of students.  

For example, Li asked students to write a journal about one of their own shopping 

experiences after learning a text about shopping.  Students felt Chinese learning was 

pertinent to their life and gravitated towards such tasks.   

The Challenge of Engaging and Motivating Students 

All 11 Chinese teachers found that engaging and motivating Chinese language 

students were important but challenging due to the Chinese cultural background where 

Chinese teachers learned in a traditional way.  The traditional Chinese approach of 

teaching was teacher-centered and predominantly lecturing, and therefore, proved less 

appealing to American students and less suitable for language learning.  As Wang stated, 

“In here [the United States], class has to be lively and interesting…. [If] we followed the 
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typical Chinese way of teaching, I’m afraid most likely, American students could not 

stand it and would drop out.”   

Nevertheless, Chinese teachers observed and learned the American methods of 

teaching through academic studies in the United States to cope with the challenge of 

motivating students at American colleges and universities.  Chinese teachers discovered 

and developed two engagement strategies and two motivation strategies.  The 

engagement strategies were being relevant and flexible.  The motivation strategies 

included instrumental and intrinsic motivations.   

Li described the principle of engaging students in the Chinese classroom as 

“dancing with chains.”  According to Li, Chinese teachers needed to keep the classroom 

activities both engaging and under control.  As Li remarked,  

The teacher must know what he/she is doing…. Students feel they are 

using their creativity and imagination happily, but all should be under true 

control of the teacher…. Otherwise, the activities may go unstrained and 

aimless….. The difficulty, therefore, lies in how to keep students engaged 

and directed at the same time. 

 

Chen, Huang, Wang, Wu, Xu, and Zhao also agreed on the importance and challenge of 

balancing engagement and effectiveness.  For example, Wu argued that when students 

enjoyed class, they might not necessarily learn things; whereas when they felt bored, they 

might actually learn something.  In Wu’s words, “To be fun is important and easier… but 

to be both fun and fruitful is more important and challenging.”   

All 11 Chinese teachers discovered and believed relevancy and flexibility were 

key to engaging and enlightening students in Chinese class at American colleges and 

universities.  To begin with, Chinese teachers needed to design and direct classroom 

activities that were relevant to students.  Liu and Zhao were representative in this regard.   
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In Li’s case, she designed activities pertaining and appealing to students of 

various levels.  For example, Li asked her first-year Chinese language students to 

perform a role ply called “Meeting Parents” after learning how to make a self-

introduction in Chinese.  As Li pointed out,  

It’s about a Chinese girl taking her boyfriend home to meet her parents [for the 

first time].  [In this scenario] you need to introduce yourself and [the parents] ask 

a lot of questions such as “你叫什么名字(nǐ jiào shénme míngzi: What’s your 

name?),” “你学什么(nǐ xué shénme: What do you study?),” “你是哪国人(nǐ shì 

nǎguórén: What nationality are you?).” […] “你爸爸妈妈是做什么的 (nǐ bàba  

māma shì zuò shénme de: What do your parents do?)”  These are all the basic 

stuff that we have learned. […] I think [my] students quite enjoy [this role 

playing] and it’s a good summary […] of what we have learned.   

 

For students at a more advanced level, Li required them to journal in Chinese on a 

weekly basis.  Not only were the journal topics relevant to texts, but also the journal 

content had to regard students’ real life.  In other words, the journals could help students 

to apply text knowledge to students themselves and real life situations.   

 In a similar way, Zhao designed small activities based on the sentence structures 

students were learning and around the topics students gravitated towards.  As Zhao 

remarked,  

American college students… at such an age range are, generally speaking, 

interested in what’s relevant to their life. For example, ask them about their 

roommates, boyfriends/girlfriends and such….  In this way… students won’t feel 

bored in class and they can also apply what they learn to their life. 

 

Zhao summarized this relevancy approach as figuring out what American students 

wanted and designing activities accordingly. 

All 11 Chinese teachers also discovered the importance of flexibility in engaging 

Chinese language students in U.S. higher education.  The flexibility strategy consisted of 
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two aspects: (1) flexibility with student needs and (2) flexibility of classroom activities.  

Understanding student needs was prerequisite to adjusting classroom activities.   

Chen, Huang, Li, Liu, and Wu believed Chinese teachers ought to design and 

direct classroom activities according to student needs.  As Huang put it, 

The key [to my Chinese teaching in the United States] is be flexible, …. That is, 

adjust according to the needs of students, [such as] how to suit this year’s 

students, how to suit this big [social, political, and economic] environment…. 

It’s… constantly changing under different circumstances. 

 

Similarly, Chen pointed out that no teaching approach was perfect or panacea for all 

problems in teaching and therefore making adjustments was the most challenging but 

important.   

While Li, Liu, and Wu tailored activities for students of varying Chinese 

proficiency, Huang adjusted activities to suit a new class or semester.  Take Li’s 

proficiency-based activities for example.  Li used storytelling and topic/scenario 

conversations for elementary-level students, debate and news report for intermediate- 

level students, and advanced debate and role playing for advanced-level students.  

Although Li used storytelling more often, she based the tasks and difficulty levels on 

student proficiency as well. 

Huang noticed different personalities of parallel classes in the same semester and 

same-level classes in different semesters and advocated for corresponding adjustment of 

classroom activities.  As Huang noted,  

[Let me] put it this way, … every [Chinese] class has a different personality. With 

that said, a class from ten years ago may be quite alike in personality to a class 

this year.  They are the same personality, both talkative and outgoing….  Every 

class, every semester, different personalities. 
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From Huang’s perspective, no one activity can meet all student needs, so Chinese 

teachers should make constant adjustments to suit new students and new eras.   

The second aspect of the flexible strategy entailed Chinese teachers adjusting 

their activities to inspire curiosity in students.  In this regard, the activity form ought to be 

diversified.  Huang and Wu emphasized the importance of diverse activities in keeping 

students engaged.   

On the one hand, Chinese teachers ought to develop a consistent class routine for 

students to follow easily and clearly.  On the other hand, Chinese teachers needed to 

spice up the class routine with surprise activities so students would be curious and eager 

to find out what’s next.  As Wu asserted, “Students would be intrigued by the surprises 

while remaining on track because of the familiar routine.  Diversification [of activities] 

… can engage students’ attention.”   

Furthermore, the flexibility strategy encouraged class effectiveness.  Chen, 

Huang, and Wang in particular stressed the unifying of student engagement and class 

effectiveness.  For example, Huang held that games like jeopardy were just means to 

achieving teaching-learning objectives.  Whatever the form of games/activities, the 

teacher and students ought to work jointly to generate desired learning outcomes.   

Additionally, all 11 Chinese teachers utilized modern technologies to engage and 

motivate students.  The most common technologies Chinese teachers resorted to included 

PowerPoint, (YouTube®) videos, movies, computer software, mobile device applications, 

and online tools.  Chinese teachers believed integrating multimedia into Chinese 

instruction not only facilitated teaching but also engaged students.   
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Chinese teachers such as Li, Wang, Xu, and Zhang embraced pedagogical 

technologies as effective tools to motivate students.  Li and Zhang used YouTube 

frequently as a resourceful tool to expand student knowledge and engage student in visual 

and audio worlds.  Furthermore, Li and Wang turned to online tools to engage and 

motivate students.  In Li’s case, she utilized VoiceThread® and LinguaFolio® to facilitate 

student Chinese speaking and listening in an intriguing way.  Li also interacted with 

students online through Google® Drive, Google® Calendar, and Dropbox®.  Similarly, 

Wang integrated Hot Potatoes® and LanguageTreks® to make Chinese teaching effective 

and engaging.  Wang also asked students to use WinBar® and Lingt® to record their text 

reciting.   

In addition, Chinese teachers such as Huang, Wang, and Zhao valued teacher’s 

humor in class.  Huang and Wang noted humor played an important role in engaging 

students.  According to Wang, Chinese teachers could make inoffensive jokes about 

students or student actions to enliven classroom atmosphere and make class more 

meaningful.  Wang, for instance, once joked about a student’s recurring misuse of “是 

(shì)” which is equivalent to “to be” in English but not as always needed as in English.  

Wang said to the student jokingly,  

Remember, ‘是’ is not your girlfriend that you need to always bring along 

with you. Even if it’s your girlfriend, it needs its own space, right? You 

need to respect ‘her.’ Show ‘her’ to us only when ‘she’ agrees! Deal? 

 

Everyone laughed, according to Wang, and the student has made fewer errors with “是” 

ever since this joke.   

Similarly, Huang believed jokes about student life helped students understand 

language points and perform activities.  In accordance with Huang, after she knew 
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students better, such as relationships or friendships in class, she would make jokes about 

the friends to get across language points.  For instance, Huang used the friendship of her 

two students in her sentence example to illustrate the past tense in Chinese.  As Huang 

remarked, 

I know A and B are good friends, so I said “昨天是 A的生日，A请 B去

A的家吃晚饭，他们也一起看了一个电影。(Yesterday was A’s 

birthday. A invited B to A’s house for dinner. They watched a movie 

together, too.)” Then I asked students to observe the sentence and figure 

out how to describe things and event in the past in Chinese.  After that, I 

asked B in Chinese how he liked the dinner and movie.  It was fun. The 

students felt the Chinese language was not just characters in textbooks but 

something real related to their life. 

 

Unlike Huang and Wang, Zhao held that making fun of teachers themselves might 

intrigue students better.  According to Zhao, students tended to better connect with a 

teacher who was not that intimidating or serious.  For example, when Zhang noticed 

some of his students using English rather than Chinese to work on a conversational 

presentation, he put on a sad face and said in Chinese,  

对不起，请说中文，好不好？我不懂英文，可是我想知道你们在说什

么，因为我觉得你们现在很开心，我也想开心一下。(Excuse me, 

could you please speak Chinese? I don’t understand English, but I want to 

know what you are talking about because I feel you guys are having lots of 

fun and I want to have fun, too.) 

 

The students knew Zhao understood English and had a PhD from an American university, 

so they burst into laughter and switched to Chinese to complete their task.  

Furthermore, Huang pointed out humor was more spontaneous than structured.  

According to Huang, jokes emerged out of interactions between teacher and students 

and/or among students.  As Huang noted,  

I think people don’t joke for the sake of jokes. Because I know them 

[students] well, know what they want to do, […], what they like, […], why 

they learn Chinese, and who their family members are, I can mobilize 
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these information to improvise jokes usually out of questions students 

raise and lighten up the class a bit.    

 

 Huang further pointed out that not all students could comprehend a joke right away due 

to their varied proficiency levels.  In situations like this, those who laughed about the 

joke would explain in English to those who haven’t figured out the joke.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                       

In addition to engaging students (in class), all 11 Chinese teachers found it was 

important and challenging to motivate students both in and outside of class.  Huang, Liu, 

Wu, and Yang noticed English-speaking students were motivated to learn Chinese at 

American colleges and universities, however, the intensity of motivations varied.  Huang 

and Yang shared the opinion that American college students were to some extent 

motivated to learn Chinese.  Huang held that English-speaking students had less strong 

motivation to learn Chinese in America than their counterparts in China.  As Huang 

remarked,  

When I taught [Chinese to international students] in China, they lived in the 

target-language environment and therefore had much stronger instrumental 

motivation than students here [in the States].  That is, if you don’t learn how to 

shop [in Chinese], you can’t buy stuff [in China]; if you don’t know how to 

negotiate with others [in Chinese], you can’t negotiate price with vendors/shop 

owners [in China]. 

 

Additionally, Huang pointed out students different motivations.  For example, some 

Chinese American students wanted to learn Chinese because of their Chinese origin 

and/or the expectation and requirement from their parents.   

Liu and Yang agreed that their students were motivated to learn Chinese by 

arguing that if only for the sake of language credits, students would have chosen less 

difficult foreign languages such as Spanish.  As Liu noted, “Generally speaking, my 

students are very interested in China and Asia or they like picking up challenges.”  In a 
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similar way, Yang mentioned Chinese was not a required foreign language on American 

university campus and students were very likely to choose Chinese out of their interest 

and/or consideration for professional development.   

All 11 Chinese teachers tried to combine instrumental and intrinsic motivations to 

inspire and develop student interest in learning Chinese.  As Wang stated, “When 

students realize learning Chinese is useful, they will naturally become interested in it.  

Meanwhile, the teacher needs to channel students’ interest in Chinese and Chinese 

culture into real life applications so as to boost the interest.”  The instrumental motivation 

strategies adopted by Chinese teachers included emphasizing communication, involving 

students in Chinese proficiency competition, and assignments and exams/quizzes.  

Furthermore, Chinese teachers intrinsically motivated students by helping students 

appreciate Chinese, involving students in study-abroad programs, inspiring students’ 

creativity, and introducing Chinese culture.   

In terms of the instrumental motivation strategies, all 11 Chinese teachers agreed 

on the communicative function of Chinese and stressed the learning objective of 

communicating in Chinese.  As Zhou noted, “Effective communication [in Chinese] is 

the final goal of my teaching.”  For example, Huang, Li, Wu, Zhao, and Xu designed 

various scenarios for students to use Chinese in activities and games such as storytelling, 

role play, and jeopardy, to name but a few.  To carry out these activities, students had to 

communicate in Chinese with partners about and in the activities.   

Moreover, Wu bridged her students with Chinese students at a sister university in 

Beijing and asked them to communicate in Chinese via Skype®.  Wu believed Chinese 

language students would become more encouraged and motivated if they could be 



110 

understood by native speakers of Chinese other than the teacher.  Similarly, Huang 

created opportunities for students to use Chinese to communicate their life experiences 

and practice Chinese with a Chinese study partner at the same institute.   

In addition, Chen and Wang motivated students to learn Chinese by involving 

students in Chinese proficiency contests.  Wang’s school outperformed many prestigious 

universities in the US in the annual “Chinese Bridge” Chinese Proficiency Competition 

for Foreign College Students.  Wang believed the success motivated not only the 

participant and winner students but also their fellow students.  However, Chen argued the 

Chinese proficiency competition only involved a small number of Chinese language 

students and its influence was limited.   

In a similar way, Li and Wu motivated students by encouraging them to 

participate in projects and exerting positive impact on student life.  Li utilized 

LinguaFolio® to encourage students to document their spoken activities online.  

According to Liu, students not only enjoyed speaking Chinese but also could revisit their 

recordings.  More importantly, Liu believed the archived recordings of students could 

prove and demonstrate student Chinese language proficiency on the job market.   

When a student of Wu’s participated in a university event that encouraged 

conservation of energy and advocated low carbon life, Wu directed the student to create a 

poster comparing the life styles as well as differences in energy saving between 

American and Chinese people.  The student won an $8,000 scholarship with the poster to 

participate in an environmental protection project in China.  Wu reflected on what a 

successful (Chinese) teacher meant to her and held that if a teacher could exert very 

positive influence on students and inspire students, than that teacher was successful.  As a 
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Chinese teacher, Wu hoped to represent positive and uplifting energy from China and 

influence her students beyond the Chinese language. 

Furthermore, all 11 Chinese teachers assigned homework and gave exams/quizzes 

to students as instrumental motivations.  Students wanted to know how well they learned 

through homework and exams/quizzes.  If students did well in homework and/or 

exams/quizzes, they experienced stronger motivations to learn and to keep learning 

Chinese.  For example, Liu and Zhang constantly tested student mastery of Chinese 

characters by dictating words and sentences respectively to students.  Students knew they 

had to not only take these tests but also work hard to do well on these tests.  Chen noticed 

students did not value memorization, and therefore suggested teachers steer away from 

pure memorization test questions.   

Intrinsically, Chinese teachers motivated students by helping them appreciate the 

Chinese language.  This appreciation included the beauty of Chinese, students’ self-

discovery of the language rules, as well as differences and similarities between Chinese 

and English.  Xu and Zhang directed students to appreciate the beauty of Chinese sound 

by associating Pinyin with the real world and approaching Pinyin in vivid and lively 

language respectively.  Wu taught students Chinese songs to appreciate the beauty of 

Chinese image and sound.   

Additionally, Xu led students to approach Pinyin from what they were familiar 

with and discover the rules of Pinyin by themselves.  This type of self-discovery of 

language rules motivated students to learn more about the language.  In a similar manner, 

Wu let students discover stroke order rather than asking them to memorize it.   
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Furthermore, Li, Liu, Zhang, and Zhao brought students’ attention to the 

differences between English and Chinese to motivate students.  The juxtaposition of two 

languages inspired students’ curiosity and interest and encouraged further study and 

exploration.  Nevertheless, Wu warned about the negative influence of students’ native 

language on their learning of Chinese.  An example of such influence was students’ 

tendency to translate their thoughts from English to Chinese before speaking out in 

Chinese.   

In addition, Liu introduced Chinese culture to students, while identifying 

differences between English and Chinese.  For example, Liu noted Chinese verbs do not 

have tenses and this phenomenon was related to the cultural psychology.  The 

incorporation of Chinese culture into differences between the two languages not only 

ignited students’ interest but also deepened students’ understanding of the Chinese 

language and culture.   

Summary 

Chinese teachers encountered four challenges in teaching Chinese to English-

speaking students at American colleges and universities.  The four challenges were 

professional insecurity, understanding and meeting students’ needs, teaching language 

skills, and engaging and motivating students.  The challenge of professional insecurity 

consisted of concerns about job insecurity and personal development.  Chinese teachers 

could only act at a more individual level to cope with professional insecurity.   

The challenge of understanding and meeting students’ needs due to students’ 

limited time for Chinese learning and lack of language environment.  Chinese teachers 

optimized class time and created opportunities for students to practice and use Chinese in 
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and outside class.  To cope with the varied cognitive competencies of students, Chinese 

teachers tailored teaching content and approaches to meet the needs of diversified 

students. 

Chinese teachers coped with the challenge of teaching language skills by applying 

their accumulated experiences and second language acquisition theories.  Chinese 

teachers adopted a communicative student-centered approach to learning, and adopted 

task-based pedagogies to teach Chinese language skills.  To engage students, Chinese 

teachers endeavored to make teaching content and approaches flexible, relevant to 

students’ life, and optimized students’ creativity.  Chinese teachers also used varied 

technologies, and humor to engage students in Chinese learning.  To motivate students, 

Chinese teachers created opportunities for students to realize learning Chinese was useful 

and interesting.   
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CHAPTER SIX 

BUILDING PEDAGOGICAL CONTENT KNOWLEDGE AND ENABLING 

PEDAGOGICAL REASONING AND ACTION 

In this chapter, I use Mishra and Koehler’s model of Technological Pedagogical 

Content Knowledge (TPCK) and Shulman’s model of Pedagogical Reasoning and Action 

(PRA) to analyze how native Chinese teachers became effective Mandarin Chinese 

teachers at American colleges and universities.  I first summarize the models of TPCK 

and PRA and then analyze Chinese teachers’ experiences in teaching Mandarin Chinese 

US higher education from two aspects: building TPCK and enabling PRC.  Additionally, 

I use Confucianism to examine the tactics Chinese teachers employed to teach Mandarin 

Chinese at college level in the United States.   

Mishra and Koehler (2006) developed the model of TPCK on the basis of 

Shulman’s PCK, a theoretical framework about teachers’ knowledge base consisting of 

both subject-matter knowledge or content knowledge (CK) and pedagogical knowledge 

(PK).  Mishra and Koehler introduced technological knowledge (TK) into PCK and 

integrated three aspects of teachers’ knowledge base: CK, PK, and TK.   

In the case of Chinese teachers, CK referred to teacher knowledge of Mandarin 

Chinese (and Chinese culture), PK represented teacher knowledge of how to teach 

Mandarin Chinese (and Chinese culture) effectively to students, and TK stood for teacher 

knowledge of various technological facilities and how to utilize the technologies for 

effective teaching.  In building the TPCK of Mandarin Chinese (and Chinese culture), 

Chinese teachers needed to blend Mandarin Chinese (and Chinese culture), Mandarin 

Chinese (and Chinese culture) teaching pedagogy as well as educational technology into 
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an understanding of how to organize and present various aspects of Mandarin Chinese 

(and Chinese culture) with the assistance of technological tools to students with diverse 

interests and abilities to learn. 

Additionally, Shulman (1987) identified four sources of the knowledge base of 

teachers:  

(1) scholarship in content discipline; (2) the materials and settings of the 

institutionalized educational process such as textbooks, school organizations, and 

the structure of the teaching profession; (3) research on schooling, social 

organizations, human learning, teaching and development, and the other social 

and cultural phenomena that affects what teachers can do, and (4) the wisdom of 

practice itself (p. 8).   

 

Although Shulman’s knowledge base included only CK and PK, his source identification 

also applied to TK.  Chinese teachers drew on these four sources to build the TPCK 

needed to prepare for the Chinese language instruction in U.S. higher education.    

Building Technological Pedagogical Content Knowledge 

 In American higher education, Chinese teachers’ TPCK consisted of Mandarin 

Chinese (and Chinese culture) as CK, methods of teaching Mandarin Chinese (and 

Chinese culture) as PK, and knowledge of both standard and more advanced technologies 

as TK (See Figure 1).  Chinese teachers drew upon three major sources to build up the 

content knowledge: (1) scholarship in content discipline; (2) materials and settings of the 

institutionalized education process; and (3) wisdom of practice.  In addition to these three 

sources, Chinese teachers also drew upon research on human learning, teaching, and 

development to build the pedagogical knowledge.   
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Figure 1. Building Technological Pedagogical Content Knowledge 

Building Content Knowledge 

To begin with, Chinese teachers studied Mandarin Chinese and Chinese culture 

through both formal education and informal learning in China and America (See Figure 

1-1).  Before coming to the US to further their studies, Chinese teachers completed 

formal education up to undergraduate education in China.  This formal education trained 

Chinese teachers in Mandarin Chinese and Chinese culture.   

  
 

Figure 1-1. Sources of Content Knowledge 
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required to learn Mandarin Chinese.  At the college level, teachers like Chen, Li, Huang, 

and Wu who majored in Chinese language and literature or teaching Chinese as second 

language continued their formal education in Mandarin Chinese and Chinese culture.  

Teachers like Zhou who majored in journalism also kept learning Mandarin Chinese in 

college.  Liu, Wang, Xu, Zhang, and Zhao, although they majored in English language 

and literature or English for science and technology, still needed to learn college Chinese 

and engage in Chinese and Chinese culture learning.   

As students in the United States, Chinese teachers continued to learn Mandarin 

Chinese and Chinese culture through formal education.  The case was true especially for 

Wu who pursued a PhD in Chinese linguistics and pedagogy.  Similarly, Huang and Xu 

examined Chinese from the perspective of linguistics as they pursued a PhD in 

linguistics.  Zhang, Zhao, and Zhou engaged in an advanced level of Mandarin Chinese 

and Chinese culture learning as they specialized in comparative literature between 

Chinese and English literature.  Likewise, Liu and Wang’s academic studies in the US in 

cultures and intercultural communication endowed them with more comprehensive 

understanding of Chinese culture.  Although Chen and Yang shifted to academic studies 

unrelated to Mandarin Chinese and Chinese culture, Chen and Yang had acquired 

sufficient content knowledge of Mandarin Chinese and Chinese culture in China to 

qualify them to teach Mandarin Chinese to English-speaking college students in the 

United States.   

In addition to formal education in Mandarin Chinese and Chinese culture, Chinese 

teachers acquired through informal learning content knowledge necessary to teach 

Mandarin Chinese in U.S. higher education.  As native Chinese, Chinese teachers started 
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their informal learning of Mandarin Chinese unconsciously and consciously right after 

they were born.  This informal learning occurred in the everyday interactions between 

Chinese teachers and their social and outside worlds.   Even in the United States, these 

interactions still took place as Chinese teachers had inalienable relations with Chinese 

culture and heritage.   

The second source Chinese teachers drew upon was textbooks of Mandarin 

Chinese and Chinese culture.  Chinese teachers came into contact with the textbooks in 

two forms.  One was the textbooks Chinese teachers used as students both in China and 

the United States.  The other was the textbooks Chinese teachers used for students in 

China or the United States.  Chinese teachers deepened and expanded their knowledge 

and understanding of Mandarin Chinese and Chinese culture from linguistic, pedagogical, 

(inter)cultural, and/or comparative literature lenses.   

The third source for Chinese teachers’ content knowledge of Mandarin Chinese 

and Chinese culture was wisdom of practice generated through socialization in China and 

the United States.  Chinese teachers participated in verbal and non-verbal interactions 

with people and media in China to build and expand their knowledge of Mandarin 

Chinese and Chinese culture.  Similar to the informal learning, this type of knowledge 

acquisition may be unconscious or conscious and voluntary or involuntary.  While living 

in the United States, Chinese teachers interacted more consciously and voluntarily with 

people of Chinese origin, and used media about China and Chinese culture both in the 

United States and China.   
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Building Pedagogical Knowledge 

Likewise, Chinese teachers developed their pedagogical knowledge on four major 

sources (See Figure 1-2).  In addition to their study of Chinese teaching pedagogy, 

pedagogical textbooks and settings of the institutionalized education process, and 

pedagogical practices, Chinese teachers also drew upon research on human learning, 

teaching, and development to build pedagogical knowledge.  Although Chinese teachers 

acquired pedagogical knowledge of teaching Mandarin Chinese in both the United States 

and China, the pedagogical knowledge they accumulated in the United States better 

prepared and primed them to teach English-speaking students in U.S. higher education.   

 
 

Figure 1-2. Sources of Pedagogical Knowledge 

 

First of all, Chinese teachers learned language acquisition theories and language 

teaching pedagogy through formal education in China and especially in the United States.  

Chinese teachers such as Chen, Huang, Li, Liu, Wang, Wu, Xu, Zhang, and Zhao who 
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knowledge of (foreign) language acquisition theories and language teaching methods at 

college.  As PhD students in the United States, teachers such as Huang and Wu focused 

their academic studies on (applied) linguistics or Chinese pedagogy and deepened their 

knowledge of language rules and pedagogy.    

In addition to formal education, Chinese teachers increased their knowledge of 

language acquisition theories and language teaching pedagogy through informal learning 

in China and more in the United States.  Teachers like Chen, Huang, Li, and Wu who 

majored in Chinese language and literature or teaching Chinese as a second language in 

China learned from classmates and/or colleagues in informal conversations about Chinese 

teaching methods.  As teaching assistants of Mandarin Chinese in their PhD institutes, 

teachers such as Chen, Wu, Wang, Zhao, Zhang, and Zhou exchanged among their 

respective colleagues ideas about Chinese pedagogy.  Additionally, teachers like Chen, 

Li, and Wu who liked to “keep them[selves] busy” engaged in proactive learning of 

Chinese teaching methods in a US higher education setting on their own.  These teachers 

turned to online resources and/or scholarship in (foreign) language pedagogy for 

inspirations and solutions to pedagogical problems they encountered in teaching 

practices.   

Chinese teachers drew upon textbooks of linguistics and pedagogy for knowledge 

of Chinese language teaching methods in China and the United States alike.  This 

knowledge source overlapped with the formal education source of Chinese pedagogical 

knowledge.  Moreover, Chinese teachers developed their pedagogical knowledge through 

Chinese language textbooks because these textbooks included activities designed to 

enlighten and engage Chinese language students.   
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Furthermore, Chinese teachers turned to research on human learning, teaching, 

and development to establish Chinese pedagogical knowledge.  This type of knowledge 

learning occurred through both formal education and informal learning in China and the 

United States.  Chinese teachers learned language acquisition theories and strategies and 

language teaching methods in and outside of classroom.  In addition, Chinese teachers 

attended pedagogy seminars, workshops, and conferences to increase their knowledge of 

Chinese teaching methods.  Participant teachers such as Liu, Wang, Xu, and Zhao who 

worked as TAs of Chinese in their academic pursuits in the United States gained 

knowledge of the American pedagogy through collegiate/intercollegiate seminars, 

workshops, and/or conferences on pedagogy.  For example, Liu, Wang, Xu, and Zhao 

attended collegiate and intercollegiate pedagogy workshops to learn the American 

teaching methods from experienced colleagues or colleagues who specialized in 

pedagogy.   

More importantly, Chinese teachers built Chinese pedagogical knowledge through 

the wisdom of practice.  This pedagogical knowledge source took two forms: (1) learning 

from the practice of others (for example, in the role of student or graduate assistant); and 

(2) reflection on their own practices. Chinese teachers learned teaching pedagogy by 

observing their own class as students in China and the United States alike.  Nevertheless, 

Chinese teachers observed and learned mostly Chinese methods of teaching in China, 

whereas they observed American methods of teaching in the United States.  The learning- 

and student-centered pedagogy Chinese teachers observed as students in the United 

States enabled them to adjust their methods to suit English-speaking students at American 

colleges and universities.  Additionally, Chinese teachers reflected on their own teaching 
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experiences as TAs and later teachers to develop and/or modify methods of teaching.  For 

example, Wang, Wu, Xu, and Zhang noticed the student diversity of heritage, proficiency 

level, and/or cognitive capability in their class and adjusted their methods accordingly.   

Building Technological Knowledge 

In a similar process of building CK and PK, Chinese teachers acquired knowledge 

of various technological tools to facilitate teaching.  Chinese teachers learned the 

necessary TK mostly through wisdom of practice: classroom observations and informal 

learning both in China and in the United States (See Figure 1-3).  Chines teachers 

internalized the TK they learned as students and teachers.   

 

Figure 1-3. Sources of Technological Knowledge 

 

As students in China and in the United States, Chinese teachers experienced and 

learned consciously and/or unconsciously pedagogical technologies their teachers used 

for classroom instruction.  When in China where technological development and 
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tapes, DVDs, cassette tapes, film slides and PowerPoint slides, and computers.  Whereas 

in the United States, Chinese teachers encountered in and outside of classroom more 

advanced technologies, such as operating systems as well as computer hardware and 

software programs, for example, Microsoft Office®, browsers, emails, Google® Drive, 

and Dropbox®, to name but a few.   
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Additionally, Chinese teachers developed TK about the Internet and using the 

Internet.  Chinese teachers got familiar with educational technologies, such as 

Blackboard and YouTube as graduate students and/or TAs in the United States.  When 

mobile devices, such as cell phones (especially smart cell phones) and tablets gained 

currency, Chinese teachers learned how to use these devices and adopt a wide array of 

applications such as Pleco®, Skype®,  and WeChat®, to name but a few.    

Two (Wang and Xu) of the 11 participant teachers specialized in educational 

technology in addition to teaching Chinese.  Wang could get in touch with the most up-

to-date educational technologies such as WinBar® and Lingt® and figure out how to 

integrate these technologies.  Moreover, Wang organized technology workshops for his 

colleagues to disseminate technological knowledge. 

Additionally, Chinese teachers such as Li proactively learned TK especially 

cutting-edge TK on their own.  Li claimed to be inquiring and exploring in terms of 

teaching Chinese.  Li explored and acquired knowledge of VoiceThread® and 

Linguafolio®, to name but a few, and incorporated these technologies into her Chinese 

instruction.   

My research, in contrast with previous research on teaching Chinese as a foreign 

language in U.S. higher education, revealed the sources of Chinese teachers’ content 

knowledge, pedagogical knowledge, and technological knowledge as well as exposed the 

ways in which Chinese teachers built TPCK to prepare themselves for actual teaching.  

Previous research did not touch on the knowledge base development of Chinese teachers 

at American colleges and universities.  Additionally, my research showed the necessity 
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and importance for Chinese teachers to draw upon formal and informal learning both in 

China and the United States to build a knowledge base integrating CK, PK, and TK.   

Enabling Pedagogical Reasoning and Action 

  Shulman’s model of PRA provides guidelines for teachers to enable pedagogical 

reasons on the basis of the knowledge base.  According to Shulman (1987), PRA 

encompasses a cycle of comprehension, transformation, instruction, evaluation, 

reflection, and new comprehension (See Figure 2).  Shulman (1987) also identified  five 

forms of the transformation process: (1) preparation (of the given text materials) 

including the process of critical interpretation; (2) representation of the ideas in the form 

of new analogies, metaphors, and forth; (3) instructional selections from among an array 

of teaching methods and models; (4) adaptation of these representations to the general 

characteristics of students to be taught; and (5) tailoring the adaptation to the specific 

students in the classroom (p. 16).   

 

Figure 2. Enabling Pedagogical Reasoning and Action 

 

Chinese teachers underwent the cycle of comprehension, transformation, 

instruction, evaluation, reflection, and new comprehension in their teaching experiences 

in US higher education.  Chinese teachers taught Mandarin Chinese teaching effectively 

by enabling PRA of Mandarin Chinese (and Chinese culture).   
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Enabling Comprehension 

All 11 Chinese teachers had a clear understanding of the Chinese education 

purposes at U.S. colleges and universities.  The goal was to develop Chinese language 

students’ skills in Chinese listening, speaking, reading, and writing (and typing) as well 

as their knowledge and understanding of Chinese culture.  Within the U.S. higher 

education context, all 11 Chinese teachers believed first and foremost their students 

needed to know how to communicate effectively in spoken Chinese.   

Additionally, Chinese teachers knew the features of Mandarin Chinese distinctive 

from English.  The major differences lied in the written system and syntax.  Chinese 

teachers were aware Mandarin Chinese has separate phonetic and written systems, and 

the written system of Chinese characters is different from the English alphabet.  

Furthermore, Chinese teachers comprehended Chinese phonetic system has tones unique 

to Chinese.   

Moreover, Chinese teachers formed their perceptions about Chinese education at 

American colleges and universities.  While only one Chinese teacher (Yang) held that 

Chinese learning was not as popular in the US as people thought, the rest of 11 

participant teachers believed Mandarin Chinese gained currency in U.S. higher education.  

Xu further pointed out Mandarin Chinese learning in the United States has entered a 

saturation stage after ten years of development.  In the meantime, all 11 Chinese teachers 

noted the popularity of Mandarin Chinese on the American campus resulted from the 

rapid development of Chinese economy and increasing influence of China in the world.   

My research findings in general confirmed previous research (Asia Society, 2010; 

Furman, Goldberg, & Lusin, 2010; & Shen, 2007) regarding the increased popularity of 
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Chinese language programs and students in U.S. higher education.  Additionally, my 

research also revealed three types of Chinese language programs in U.S. higher education 

consistent with previous research (“ACTFL Proficiency Guidelines,” 2012; “Chinese 

Flagship Programs,” n.d.; “Confucius Institute,” n.d.).  .   

Moreover, my research findings confirmed previous research (“ACTFL 

Proficiency Guidelines,” 2012; Everson, 2009; Lu, 1997) in terms of teaching purpose 

and content.  Previous research (Everson, 2009; Lu, 1997) identified Chinese language 

and communicative skills as well as knowledge of Chinese culture as the major 

components of Chinese language teaching and learning.  In addition to the common four 

language skills: speaking, listening, reading, and writing previous research (“ACTFL 

Proficiency Guidelines,” 2012) revealed, my research found typing Chinese was a fifth 

language and communicative skill Chinese classes needed to incorporate.   

Furthermore, my findings agreed with studies on the unique features of Chinese, 

especially Pinyin and characters.  First, both my research and previous research (Cai & 

Liu, 2011; McGinnis, 2007; Li, 2004) identified the four tones as a remarkable feature of 

Chinese different from English and essential for learners.  Second, my research and 

previous research (Kuo & Hooper, 2004; Shi, 2002; Xiao, 2009) found Chinese 

characters differed from alphabet-based English and the number and order of character 

strokes posed a challenging for Chinese teaching and learning.  Last, my research 

findings supported previous research (Byram, 1989; Christensen, 2009; Hammerly, 1982; 

Tang, 1996; Wong, 2010, 2012; Zhu, 2010) about the inseparableness of Chinese culture 

from Chinese language education.    
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Enabling Transformation 

Chinese teachers enabled pedagogical transformation through preparation, 

presentation, selection, and adaptation and tailoring to student characteristics (See Figure 

2-1).  In terms of preparation, Chinese teachers developed curriculum by deciding 

teaching content, deciding education purpose, and selecting textbooks.  All 11 Chinese 

teachers held they focused their class more on Mandarin Chinese than Chinese culture.  

Chinese teachers believed Chinese classes in U.S. higher education ought to center on 

training and developing students’ Chinese skills in listening, speaking, reading, and 

writing (and typing).   

 

Figure 2-1. Enabling Transformation 
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completely isolate Chinese language from Chinese culture.  On the other hand, Chinese 
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teachers could incorporate elements of Chinese culture to assist students’ understanding 

of Mandarin Chinese and develop students’ interest in learning Mandarin Chinese.   

All 11 Chinese teachers also agreed Chinese classes in US higher education 

should enable students to first and foremost communicate effectively in Mandarin 

Chinese and understand Chinese culture.  Chinese teachers unanimously considered 

Mandarin Chinese as a tool to facilitate students’ communication in a Chinese setting.  

Therefore, Chinese language classes in U.S. higher education ought to focus on the 

acquisition of skills in effective communication in both spoken and written Chinese.   

Meanwhile, Chinese teachers selectively incorporated elements of Chinese culture 

relevant to Chinese language learning in class.  For instance, Liu introduced differences 

between Chinese and American ways of thinking to explain word order differences in 

Chinese and English.  Additionally, Chinese teachers occasionally included Chinese pop 

culture, such as movies in advanced Chinese language class at college level.     

Besides deciding teaching content, Chinese teachers enabled the pedagogical 

preparation by deciding Chinese textbooks.  Chinese teachers not only knew the 

textbooks available on the market but also selected textbooks based on a number of 

factors.  The factors included textbook structure and content, textbook popularity, 

program and/or teaching consistency, financial consideration, and/or administrative 

influence.  The most popular textbook series Chinese teachers used in U.S. higher 

education was Integrated Chinese (2009).  Other textbook series included Chinese Link 

(2010) and Modern Chinese (2012).   

With regard to presentation, Chinese teachers used analogies, metaphors, 

examples, explanations and the like to build a representational repertoire of Mandarin 
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Chinese.  All 11 participant teachers utilized their own and students prior knowledge to 

present aspects of Mandarin Chinese.  For example, Xu incorporated hand gestures to 

present the four tones of Chinese Pinyin.  In contrast, Zhang made analogies between the 

four tones of Chinese Pinyin and English exclamations in four situations to represent 

Chinese Pinyin tones in a more comprehensible and interesting way.  Similarly, Wu 

explained and demonstrated the tongue movement and position and the mouth shape to 

show how to make the sound of “ü.”   

In terms of written Chinese presentations, three Chinese teachers (Cheng, Wang, 

and Wu) approached Chinese characters from the angle of radicals, whereas one teacher 

(Zhao) summarized Chinese characters in five reoccurring chunks/structures.   Moreover, 

two Chinese teachers (Li and Wu) utilized physical response theory and Chinese nursery 

rhymes to effectively present grammar points such as “把” structure and “得” as a degree 

compliment of a verb.   

In addition to a presentational repertoire, Chinese teachers built an instructional 

repertoire to select modes of teaching, organizing, managing, and arranging for Chinese 

class.  All 11 Chinese teachers organized their classes in a sequence of reviewing the old, 

learning the new, and practicing the new.  Chinese teachers also resorted to traditional 

teacher-centered approaches, which were minimal as well as student- and learning-

centered classroom activities to achieve teaching and learning objectives in an engaging 

fashion.  Lecturing, pattern drills, and sentence translation were among the traditional 

Chinese teaching methods.  Asking and answering questions, role playing, storytelling, 

debating, news reporting, movie stubbing, and doing games were common classroom 

activities used by Chinese teachers.  These activities proved not only relevant to student 
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life but also inspired creativity in students.   Moreover, Chinese teachers considered 

teacher/peer modeling and correction in Chinese teaching and learning process.   

Last, Chinese teachers took student characteristics into consideration and adapted 

accordingly.  Chinese teachers noticed the differences between American and Chinese 

college students.  In comparison with their counterparts in China, American college 

students dedicated less time to learning Chinese individually and in groups after class 

because of dual roles as students and employees and/or inconvenience associated with 

meeting others due to distance. American students had their own distinctive features and 

Chinese teachers made adaptions accordingly.    

American students cared about the authority established by the teacher, so 

Chinese teachers demonstrated competence in Mandarin Chinese and Chinese culture 

effectively delivered the content. American students frequently used technology, and so 

Chinese teachers promoted student use of technology in and outside of class.  American 

students not only were willing and courageous to express themselves and communicate 

with others but also disliked lecturing and memorization.  Chinese teachers designed 

activities to adapt to these features.  Because American students appreciated 

encouragement, Chinese teachers constantly encouraged students using verbal and non-

verbal feedback.   

Furthermore, American students differed among themselves in cultural/linguistic 

backgrounds as well as cognitive capabilities and styles.  Accordingly, Chinese teachers 

considered adaptations and tailored instruction to these characteristics.  The adaptions 

might include setting a dual-track system for heritage and non-heritage students, 

assigning different tasks to and/or designing different activities for students of varying 
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levels, and filling student learning gaps while encouraging student Chinese language 

strengths.  For example, Wang, Wu, Xu, and Zhang resorted to class review, modeling, 

and one-on-one tutoring to adapt to the varying proficiency levels of students in the same 

class.   

My research findings confirmed with previous research (Chi, 1989; McGinnis, 

1994; Ning, 2001; Zhu, 2010) regarding the traditional approaches adopted by Chinese 

teachers.  First of all, Chinese language instruction remained textbook-bounded.  Second, 

I found Chinese teachers continued using lectures, dictations, and pattern drills.  Some 

teachers still emphasized the importance of stroke order.   

Nevertheless, my study revealed Chinese teachers revised traditional approaches 

to some extent.  For example, Chinese teachers choose textbooks that were less grammar-

centered and more communication-oriented.  They teachers lectured only when necessary 

and centered class on interactive activities, such as role plays and presentations.  Chinese 

teachers dictated sentences rather than words to students so students could understand 

and produce sentences used in conversation.  

My research and previous research (Chi, 1996; Chu, 2006; Wu, 1993) showed 

Chinese teachers should adjust linguistic tasks and instructional approaches according to 

student proficiency levels.  However, my research further revealed Chinese teachers 

should consider other student characteristics and needs, such as heritage backgrounds, 

personal circumstances and obligations as well cognitive styles and capabilities.  In other 

words, my research suggested a new trend in Chinese language instruction in U.S. higher 

education and this trend involved adjusting pedagogical methods based on multiple facets 

affecting student learning, rather than just Chinese proficiency levels.   
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Enabling Instruction 

Chinese teachers enacted their instructional repertoire and adaptions to student 

characteristics (See Figure 2-2).  All 11 Chinese teachers followed an observable form of 

classroom teaching.  Chinese teachers started their class by first reviewing last class’ 

content, then introducing new content, and last involving students in activities to practice 

the new content.   

 

Figure 2-2. Enabling Instruction 

Furthermore, Wu and Zhao stressed Chinese teachers ought to diversify 

classroom organization in addition to following the above routine.  Wu and Zhao 

believed increasing classroom organization diversity and flexibility inspires student 

curiosity and interest due to novelty.  Consequently, Chinese teachers effectively 

informed and engaged students in class.       

Moreover, Chinese teachers valued and enabled interactions in and outside of 

Chinese class.  The interactions took three forms: (1) interactions between teacher and 

students; (2) interactions among students; (3) interactions between Chinese language 
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students review questions at the beginning of class and expected students to answer the 
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questions.  Huang, however, initiated interactions among students and with students also 

before class online and offline.  Moreover, Chinese teachers enacted interactions among 

students by instructing students to participate in group activities such as role playing and 

jeopardy, to name but a few.  In addition, Chinese teachers like Huang and Li enabled 

interactions between Chinese language students and Chinese students in China or the 

United States.   

In addition, all 11 Chinese teachers utilized pedagogical technologies to facilitate 

teaching and engage students.  Chinese teachers integrated not only computer hardware 

and software but also the Internet and mobile devices into Chinese instruction.  Chinese 

teachers also enabled teacher-student and student-student interactions through online 

tools.   

Additionally, three Chinese teachers (Huang, Wang, and Zhao) valued teacher’s 

humor in class.  Huang, Wang, and Zhao noted that besides interactive activities, humor 

played an important role in engaging students.  The three Chinese teachers believed 

inoffensive jokes about student life or teachers themselves could not only enliven class 

atmosphere but also help students understand language points and perform activities.    

Chinese teachers did not spend much time on classroom management. Teachers 

like Huang specified requirements for student behaviors, such as attendance in the 

syllabus.  Additionally, Chen held that establishing teacher authority helped classroom 

management, and teachers established this authority by knowing and letting students 

know clearly about their knowledge and expectations.  To achieve this goal, Chinese 

teachers knew Mandarin Chinese and Chinese culture well and adopted flexible 

approaches to help students achieve learning outcomes in effective and intriguing ways.  
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When classroom disruptions occurred, Chinese teachers chose to ignore as a novice 

teacher or intervene as a veteran.     

My research findings concurred with previous research (Kuo & Hooper, 2004; 

Lee, 2005; Jin & Erben, 2007; Xie & Yao, 2009; Xu & Monloney, 2011; Yang & Xie, 

2013) in terms of modern technological incorporation into Chinese language instruction.  

First, Chinese teachers embraced and utilized educational technologies, such as 

computers, software programs, mobile devices, and online multimedia to facilitate 

teaching and learning.  Second, the utilization of modern technologies enhanced not only 

language but also intercultural learning.  Third, Chinese teachers expanded student 

language and culture learning beyond classroom and even beyond national borders.   

However, my research differed from previous research (Kuo & Hooper, 2004; 

Lee, 2005; Jin & Erben, 2007; Xie & Yao, 2009; Xu & Monloney, 2011; Yang & Xie, 

2013) in the scope and effectiveness of technological incorporation.  My research 

revealed that although educational technologies were instrumental and effective in 

Chinese language instruction, technologies could and should not replace teachers.  In 

other words, while educational technologies indeed facilitating Chinese teaching and 

learning, Chinese teachers should not rely entirely on technologies to enlighten and 

engage students.   

Furthermore, my research discovered humor and student life related activities 

helped to engage and motivate students, which previous research rarely touched on.  

Although previous research (Christensen, 2009; Wong, 2010; Wong, 2012; Zhu, 2012; 

Xu & Moloney, 2011) suggested incorporating Chinese culture and educational 

technologies to inspire and maintain student interest in learning Chinese, my research 
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suggested additional engaging and motivational strategies.  The strategies included 

humor and activities related to student life such as daily life, academic opportunities, and 

career prospects.   

Enabling Evaluation 

Chinese teachers evaluated student understanding and performance as well as 

their own performance (See Figure 2-3).  During interactive teaching, Chinese teachers 

checked for student understanding by constantly asking students questions such as “听懂

了吗 (Have you got it?)”, “有问题吗 (Any questions?)” and/or “还有问题吗 (Any other 

questions?).”  At the end of lessons or units, Chinese teachers gave students quizzes and 

exams to test student understanding.   

 

Figure 2-3. Enabling Evaluation 

Chinese teachers evaluated their teaching performance through two channels.  

One was self-initiated evaluation through the entire teaching and learning process.  The 

other was student evaluation of teacher performance.  Chinese teachers assessed their 

performance by student performance in and outside of class and adjusted approaches 

accordingly.   In class, Chinese teachers appraised their performance on the basis of 

student content understanding and activity completion.  Outside of class, Chinese 

teachers evaluated their teaching effectiveness through grading student homework.  
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Furthermore, student evaluation offered opportunities for Chinese teachers to examine 

teaching performance and effectiveness.   

Enabling Reflection and New Comprehension 

Three Chinese teachers (Chen, Wang, Wu, and Zhou) constantly reflected on the 

teaching-learning process as well as student and teacher performances to achieve new 

comprehension of teaching methods, content, and purpose.  Chinese teachers like Chen 

engaged in reflection and conducted self-initiated research to explore and apply effective 

pedagogical strategies.  

In the case of Zhou, she adjusted her teaching approaches to writing and tones in 

communication after reflecting on student withdrawal from Chinese class because of 

Chinese characters and tones.  Zhou deemphasized the roles of writing and Pinyin tones 

in Chinese communication because native speakers of Chinese speak with different tones 

but still understand each other.  Zhou let students know this in their very first class and it 

worked great.  Furthermore, Wang and Wu reconstructed their understanding of teaching 

purpose after reflecting on student academic involvements.   

My research differed from previous research with regard to teaching evaluation 

and teacher reflection.  Previous research largely focused on teaching contents and 

methods, whereas my study located two additional activities: evaluation and reflection on 

both teaching and learning.  In the light of Shulman’s PRA, my research investigated 

Chinese teachers and pedagogy reveals the complexity of the teacher’s world as well as 

the focus on student learning.  

Confucian Emphasis on Adapting Methods to Student Characteristics  
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Similar to Shulman’s model of PRA, Confucianism emphasizes adapting teaching 

methods to student characteristics.  A very important educational concept and guideline 

in Confucianism requires teachers to select methods and strategies based on student 

cognitive levels, learning capacities, and features.  The purpose of the adaptions is to 

optimize student strengths, offset student weaknesses, inspire student interest, and build 

student confidence.    

In the case of Chinese teachers teaching English-speaking colleges students in the 

United States, their first step involved understanding student characteristics.  All 11 

Chinese teachers realized American college students differed from Chinese college 

students in learning environment and approaches.  The Chinese language students in U.S. 

higher education devoted less time to learning Chinese due to multiple courses taken with 

Chinese and/or part-time employment for tuition and/or other expenses.  Additionally, 

Chinese language students did not have a favorable language learning environment.  With 

regard to learning approaches, American college students were willing to express and 

preferred student-learned activities in class.   

Moreover, Chinese language students in U.S. higher education varied in status, 

heritage backgrounds, cognitive skills and abilities.  Nontraditional students had more 

obligations than traditional students besides study.  Heritage speakers and non-heritage 

speakers of Chinese differed in familiarity with Chinese (and Chinese culture).  Non-

heritage speakers differed from one another in cognitive capacities and Chinese language 

proficiency levels.   

Chinese teachers adjusted their teaching methods according to the aforementioned 

characteristics.  Chinese teachers created opportunities in, and outside of class to engage 
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students in Chinese language learning.  Chinese teachers tailored assignments and helped 

for nontraditional students who needed to fulfill familial or professional obligations.  To 

cater to students with varied cultural heritage, Chinese teachers emphasized different 

language skills, such as reading and writing for heritage speakers and listening and 

speaking for non-heritage students.   

To meet the needs of students with divergent cognitive capacities, Chinese 

teachers not only helped students balance cognitive abilities in the full measure but also 

optimized student cognitive strengths to boost student confidence and inspire progress.  

Additionally, Chinese teachers resorted to reviewing, teacher and peer modeling as well 

as one-on-one tutoring to assist students with proficiency discrepancies.  Chinese teachers 

also provided less proficient students with additional response time to answer questions 

or perform activities.   

Summary 

Chinese teachers acquired necessary CK, PK, and TK through formal and 

informal education to integrate the trio into TPCK for Chinese teaching in U.S higher 

education.  Chinese teachers enabled pedagogical reasoning and action to actualize 

Chinese instruction.  Chinese teachers engaged in a cycle of comprehension, 

transformation, instruction, evaluation, and reflection and new comprehension to enable 

pedagogical reasoning and action.   

My research concurred with previous research in terms of teaching content 

(Chinese language skills over Chinese culture), using traditional teaching methods, 

making adjustments to meet student proficiency levels, and incorporating modern 

technologies.  Nevertheless, my research revealed a more comprehensive understanding 
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of Chinese teachers and pedagogy in U.S. higher education.  Chinese teachers adopted a 

less teacher-centered, more communication-oriented trend in Chinese langue instruction.  

Moreover, my research demonstrated the importance of humor and student life related 

activities in engaging and motivating students.  Finally, the importance of continued 

evaluation and reflection on teaching and learning proved valuable to Chinese teachers.   
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CHAPTER SEVEN 

SUMMARY, IMPLICATIONS, AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

In this chapter, I conclude this case study of Mandarin Chinese teachers and 

methods in US higher education from three aspects.  First, I summarize the research 

findings and compare the findings with what I discovered in the literature review.  

Second, I discuss implications for practice, including how my findings may inform the 

practice of potential and novice Chinese teachers as well as the ways university 

administration may support Chinese language teaching and learning.  In the final section I 

discuss the limitations of my research and also suggest possible areas for further research 

on teaching Chinese at U.S. colleges and universities.   

Research Findings 

Native Mandarin Chinese teachers became effective teachers of Mandarin 

Chinese in U.S. higher education by embarking on an educational journey, and later 

learning the role of teacher by meeting and mastering certain challenges.  Chinese 

teachers initially prepared themselves for teaching Mandarin Chinese through three 

phases, and then once they entered the teaching profession, they faced and coped with 

four distinct challenges. I briefly summarize these findings and then discuss their 

implications for practice.      

Teaching Preparation 

The Chinese teachers’ journey of teaching Mandarin Chinese consisted of three 

phases.  The first phase involved pursuing advanced academic studies in the US related to 

the previous fields in which Chinese teachers specialized.  Only one of the 11 participant 
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teachers started teaching Mandarin Chinese in the United States on an exchange program 

without a degree from an American university.    

The second phase was learning American methods of teaching.  This phase 

overlapped with the first and continued throughout the entire journey.  Chinese teachers 

obtained American pedagogical methods from four sources: (1) classroom observations; 

(2) language acquisition theories; (3) pedagogy seminars, workshops, and/or conferences; 

and (4) self-initiated learning.  Chinese teachers learned the key features of American 

pedagogy involved student- and learning- centered teaching as well as task-based 

instruction.    

The third phase involved the experiences encountered during their initial 

professional life at American colleges and universities.  Chinese teachers participated in 

initial professional involvement mostly as TAs (or RAs).  The minority of two participant 

teachers started teaching Mandarin Chinese by leveraging their experience of teaching 

their specialization courses at the same universities.  One participant teacher initiated 

Mandarin Chinese teaching only after graduating from an American university.   

Additionally, Chinese teachers developed curriculum in this phase.  Chinese 

teachers controlled teaching content and textbooks, and prioritized teaching Chinese 

language skills over teaching Chinese culture in their courses.  Chinese teachers used 

their familiarity with Chinese textbooks on the market and selected textbooks based on 

the textbook popularity, the Chinese program or teaching consistency, student financial 

conditions, and/or administrative decisions.  The most popular textbooks Chinese 

teachers used were Integrated Chinese (2009).  A minority three of the 11 participant 

teachers used Chinese Link and only one selected Modern Chinese (2012).   
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In the process of professional preparation, Chinese teachers built technological 

pedagogical content knowledge for teaching Mandarin Chinese (and Chinese culture) in 

U.S. higher education.  Chinese teachers developed Mandarin Chinese (and Chinese 

culture) as content knowledge and Mandarin Chinese teaching methods as pedagogical 

knowledge, and adopted standard and more advanced technologies as technological 

knowledge.  Chinese teachers drew upon formal and informal education/learning in 

China and the United States, to build CK, PK, and TK for Chinese teaching.  Chinese 

teachers integrated the knowledge trio to construct TPCK necessary for effective and 

engaging teaching of Mandarin Chinese (and Chinese culture).   

Teaching Actualization 

Chinese teachers encountered and coped with four challenges in the process of 

enacting teaching.  The four challenges included professional insecurity, understanding 

and meeting student needs, teaching Chinese language skills, and engaging and 

motivating students.  Chinese teachers adopted coping strategies to adapt to the 

distinctive features of Chinese classes in U.S. higher education context.   

Chinese teachers coped with professional insecurity as immigrants from mainland 

China.  The insecurity stemmed from student enrollments, performance evaluation, 

employment eligibility and sustainability, and intellectual impairment.  Chinese teachers 

had to deal with the pressure and stress from these four insecurity sources.  In addition to 

ensuring and increase student learning achievements, Chinese teachers remained both 

nice and assertive in teaching-learning interactions.  Chinese teachers also engaged in 

continuous learning and self-improvement to remain intellectually rigorous. 
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Moreover, Chinese teachers endeavored to understand and meet student needs.  

Chinese teachers noticed the characteristics of Chinese language students in U.S. higher 

education due to students’ primary language and American culture.  Chinese teachers 

designed and implemented various classroom activities to engage, enlighten, and 

encourage American students.  Chinese teachers related these activities to student life.  

Additionally, Chinese teachers adjusted instructional approaches to meet the needs of 

students with different cultural heritage, cognitive abilities, and/or proficiency levels.   

Furthermore, Chinese teachers focused student acquisition of language skills.  

Chinese teachers prioritized Chinese listening and speaking over reading and writing in 

class and encouraged students to practice Chinese characters after class.  While loosening 

up requirements for student pronunciation/tones, Chinese teachers created authentic 

language environment in class for students to practice communicating in Chinese.  In 

addition, Chinese teachers utilized language acquisition theories such as communicative 

approach and technologies such as online tools to facilitate Chinese teaching and learning 

in and outside of class.   

Last, Chinese teachers engaged students with diverse teaching approaches and 

classroom activities and motivated students instrumentally and intrinsically.  Chinese 

teachers followed the principles of flexibility and relevance when designing and 

executing classroom activities.  Following a class routine of reviewing the old, 

introducing the new, and practicing the new, Chinese teachers flexibly centered 

classroom activities on student-related topics and needs, such as role play and storytelling 

relay, to name but a few.  Additionally, Chinese teachers adopted humor, technologies, 

and evaluation measures to engage students.   
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To motivate students, Chinese teachers helped students realize the usefulness of 

Chinese and appreciate the beauty of Chinese language and culture.  Chinese teachers 

instructed and encouraged students to communicate in Chinese, take chapter exams and 

quizzes, and participate in Chinese-/China-related activities on and off campus.  Students 

recognized learning and using Chinese may benefit their academic studies and 

prospective careers, and this kept them learning and using Chinese.  In addition, Chinese 

teachers incorporated elements of Chinese culture into the Chinese language class so as 

to cultivate in students the aesthetics of Chinese language and culture.  When students 

appreciated and enjoyed Chinese language (and culture) per se, they tended to proactively 

and/or collaboratively explore more about Chinese language (and culture).   

In the process of coping with these four challenges, Chinese teachers also enabled 

pedagogical reasoning and action in a cycle of comprehension, transformation, 

instruction, evaluation, and reflection and new comprehension (Shulman, 1987).  In this 

cycle, Chinese teachers prepared and presented Chinese language (and culture) in 

comprehensible and intriguing analogies and metaphors for students to develop 

communications skills in Chinese and experience positive impacts from learning and 

using Chinese.  Moreover, Chinese teachers encouraged and enabled interactions between 

teachers and students as well as among students to achieve teaching and learning goals.  

Additionally, Chinese teachers utilized technologies to facilitate teaching and learning as 

well as engage students.  Furthermore, Chinese teachers evaluated and reflected on both 

teacher and student performances to gain new comprehension about Chinese language 

(and culture) education in U.S. higher education.   
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Implications for Practice 

I conducted the current research with potential and developing Chinese teachers 

as my primary audience.  Nevertheless, I found administrative factors also influenced 

Chinese teachers in U.S. higher education.  Based on my research findings, I suggest the 

following practice implications for potential and developing Chinese teacher as well as 

university administrators.   

Implications for Potential Chinese Teachers 

To become Chinese language teachers at American colleges and universities, 

Native speakers of Mandarin Chinese might consider pursuing graduate studies in the 

United States and/or participate in exchange programs such as Confucius Institutes 

between Chinese and American universities.  Potential Chinese teachers may also wish to 

enroll in graduate programs related to (Chinese) linguistics, literature, culture, and 

pedagogy.  Possible academic areas in the order of relevancy include: teaching Chinese 

as a second language, Chinese linguistics and pedagogy, (applied) linguistics, Chinese 

language and literature, higher education pedagogy, comparative literature (between 

Chinese and English literature), cultural studies, and intercultural communication.   

In addition to pursuing academic studies in the above-mentioned fields, future 

Chinese teachers might engage in actual Chinese teaching as early and as much as 

possible to gain teaching experience.  Potential Chinese teachers might work as teaching 

and/or research assistants of Chinese while pursuing academic studies.  Moreover, future 

Chinese teachers as graduate students might be encouraged to participate in conferences, 

seminars, and workshops on Chinese language teaching to learn from experienced 

teachers.  Potential Chinese teachers may also contribute their thoughts and experiences 
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of Chinese language teaching in U.S. higher education in conference papers, prepared 

talks as well as scholarly publications.   

Implications for Developing Chinese Teachers 

To become effective Chinese language teachers at American colleges and 

universities, Chinese teachers might constantly and continuously build technological 

pedagogical content knowledge of Chinese language (and culture) and enable 

pedagogical reasoning and action.  Chinese teachers might continually develop and 

expand their knowledge of Chinese language (and culture), pedagogical strategies, and 

technologies.  Engaging in continuous formal and informal learning and work with others 

builds and expands a knowledge base about Chinese language and teaching. Chinese 

teachers might watch closely for new trends to keep their Chinese language teaching up-

to-date and intriguing.  For example, Chinese teachers might introduce students to current 

Internet slang and popular expressions used by Chinese people to create interest and 

make students feel the instruction benefits them now. 

Additionally, Chinese teachers may turn to Confucianism for pedagogical 

principles and inspirations and incorporate these principals into their teaching of Chinese 

in U.S. higher education.  This includes such Confucian educational concepts as 

“teaching students according to their aptitudes,” “education for all,” and “teaching 

benefits teacher and student alike” (Li, 1999).  Combining traditional Chinese pedagogy 

with western/American pedagogy to suit and promote Chinese language (and culture) 

teaching in US higher education supports effective language instruction.  

Chinese teachers might develop clear teaching purposes: (1) students should be 

able to communicate effectively in first and foremost spoken and then written Chinese; 



147 

and (2) students should benefit from Chinese language (and culture) learning more than 

simply effective Chinese communication.  Students should use Chinese language study 

and knowledge about Chinese culture and China to seek and increase academic and 

professional possibilities and success.  Students engaged in learning Chinese learn how to 

learn more effectively, according the participants in this study.  Chinese teachers might 

encourage self-initiated and/or group study to discover rules concerning Chinese 

language and then apply the rules to other situations.   

Chinese teachers might transform the instruction of Chinese language (and 

culture) to students in comprehensible and intriguing ways.  They might present Chinese 

language (and culture) in the form of analogies and metaphors to assist and enhance 

student understanding.  Establishing regular class routines for students to follow helps the 

teaching-learning process.  Diversifying classroom activities to engage students, and also 

integrate technologies to facilitate teaching and learning support student engagement.   

Finally, Chinese teachers might manage their classes effectively to ensure student 

cooperation, an effective learning environment, and learning.   

To gain student respect and cooperation, Chinese teachers might provide clear 

instructions and the necessary support for students to perform tasks successfully.  

Chinese teachers might make task instructions as clear and detailed as possible, 

preferably in written form so students can revisit the instructions when needed.  Modeling 

or at least scaffolding tasks (step-by-step) helps students further understand task 

requirements.  Take student text preparation for example, Chinese teachers may design 

preparation tasks in a structured manner for students to complete before class.   
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Developing a habit of constant evaluation and reflection on both teacher and 

student performance promotes growth.  Using exams/quizzes and surveys/questionnaires 

both online and offline proves useful in collecting feedback from students.  Chinese 

teachers may also keep reflective journals to document and analyze their teaching-

learning experiences.  Sharing reflections on teaching with other experienced Chinese 

teachers in person, via email or phone may also provide additional support.   

Chinese teachers might use their personalities (or authentic selves) to facilitate 

teaching as well as teacher-student relationships.  This means establishing and 

maintaining a nice or pleasant, yet assertive image so students feel comfortable to 

approach and learn from the teacher.  “Spicing” up a class with humor increases student 

interest with the use of inoffensive jokes.  Teachers may know their students well enough 

to address their individualized needs and adjust instructional approaches accordingly.  

Finally, Chinese teachers might be present and available when students need help.  

Developing Chinese teachers may not only let students know about teacher’s availability 

for help but also reach out to offer help.    

Implications for University Administrators 

University administrators can support and help Chinese teachers, developing and 

experienced alike, in the areas of program and course design, Chinese teacher 

recruitment, teacher development, and textbook selection.  University administrators may 

adopt a dual-track system for Chinese program and courses.  This establishes Chinese 

language courses and Chinese culture/literature courses in the same Chinese program or 

at the same institute.  The dual track allows for different goals based on student goals.  
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Further division might occur by setting up Chinese language classes for heritage and non-

heritage students respectively.    

When recruiting Chinese teachers, university administrators may consider 

applicants specialized in educational technology and (higher) education.  Normally, 

recruiters eliminate these applicants in the first round.  As a matter of fact, university 

administrators should recruit two sets of Chinese teachers to teach Chinese language 

classes and Chinese culture and/or literature classes respectively.  University 

administrators may recruit Chinese teachers with linguistics, Chinese language, 

pedagogy, educational technology, and/or (higher) education background to teach 

Chinese language classes and Chinese teachers with culture and/or literature background 

to teach Chinese culture and/or literature classes.  In addition, university administrators 

should also support immigrant Chinese teachers in terms of visas so as to ensure Chinese 

teacher retention and full dedication.   

Finally, university administrators may organize on a regular basis teacher 

development projects, especially on pedagogical strategies and educational technologies 

to keep Chinese teachers up-to-date on trends and expand their technological pedagogical 

knowledge.  In smaller universities, developing or novice Chinese teachers might join 

ACTFL, free mentoring network, and/or other professional organizations to learn about 

professional development whenever possible.  Additionally, university administrators 

may give Chinese teachers maximum freedom and respect in terms of selecting 

textbooks, and avoid selecting textbooks due to non-academic considerations.     
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Limitations of the Research 

Although the current research generated meaningful findings about native 

Mandarin Chinese teachers and pedagogy, I identified several limitations in my research 

findings.  To begin with, my study involved 11 participants, and the data consisted of 

only interviews with participant teachers. I could not conduct class observations or access 

teaching plans to collect data for a variety of reasons (student privacy, variations in 

teacher styles and confidence).  My study did not include descriptions regarding the 

transition of Chinese students and teachers from China to the United States and their 

adjustment experiences.  This may have affected their views of American education and 

their learning.  My questions may have emphasized certain aspects of Chinese language 

teaching, and missed other valuable topics.  Last, I overlooked an opportunity to discuss 

the classroom management strategies used by participant teachers in the interviews.  

Because this area typically causes problems for all teachers, more study is needed.   

Recommendations for Further Research 

I recommend the following five areas for further research on teaching Mandarin 

Chinese as a second language.  First of all, researchers may draw upon as many forms of 

data as possible: interviews, class observations, and teaching plans.  Second, future 

research may focus on how the personalities of Chinese teachers influence teaching of 

Chinese as a second language in secondary and/or postsecondary education in US and/or 

other regions.  Third, researchers may focus on how educational technologies have 

changed Chinese-as-a-second-language teaching and learning in secondary and/or 

postsecondary education in the United States and/or other regions.  Fourth, researchers 

may also explore how teaching Chinese as a second language differs in higher education 
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and secondary education in the United States and/or other regions.  Last, researchers may 

interview Chinese language students to discover what constitutes a successful and 

effective Chinese-as-a-second-language teacher in secondary and/or postsecondary 

education in the United States and/or other regions.   

Closing Thoughts 

I extend my deepest gratitude to all 11 participant teachers who shared their 

teaching experiences and insights and made my study possible.  As the researcher and a 

novice teacher of Mandarin Chinese in U.S. higher education, I benefited greatly from 

hearing the stories of the participant teachers and writing this dissertation.  This research 

informed and reformed my ongoing teaching practices.  More importantly, I understood 

the meaning of “dancing with chains” – and enjoyed dancing with chains in my actual 

teaching.     

I not only borrowed specific methods of teaching Pinyin and characters but also 

generated effective methods to engage students in learning Chinese.  For instance, I 

invited and directed beginning students to read out in Pinyin names of famous and 

familiar people and places, such as Obama, Xi Jinping, New York, and Minnesota, to 

name but a few, to learn Pinyin and discover rules of Pinyin.  I also guided students to 

approach Chinese characters in three (combined) ways: chunks, radicals, and stories.  

These methods proved effective in my class.  Moreover, I provided students with a list of 

the 100 most popular Chinese surnames and naming guidelines to engage students in 

creating Chinese names for themselves by applying the knowledge of Pinyin and Chinese 

character composition students have learned in the first two weeks of Fall 2015.  After 

the naming practice on the part of students, I invited them to introduce the names they 
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created and compare the names with those I picked so as to reinforce their understanding 

of Pinyin and characters.   

In addition, I designed tasks to assist and guide students to learn a new text.  I 

developed this method during the writing of this dissertation.  When I found that merely 

asking students to preview new words and grammar for a text did not work, I wondered 

how I could enable preview.  This research inspired me in this regard because I turned to 

a task-driven method and prepared preview tasks for students to work on new vocabulary 

and grammar.  I also grouped related words and grammar together to help students 

“review the old while learning the new.”  

 I added scaffolding questions in Chinese to presentation scenarios and used 

questions to not only guide students in presentation preparation but also reinforce 

communication in Chinese as verbal communication, consisting of asking and answering 

questions.  When students spent too much time on figuring out words/characters in 

questions rather than on speaking Chinese when preparing a presentation, I added Pinyin 

to the questions.  Students not only related Pinyin with characters but also got right into 

practicing speaking Chinese.  Students reported better and improved learning outcomes 

with preview tasks and scaffolding questions in both Chinese characters and Pinyin.   

To me, “dancing with chains” denotes an artful integration and presentation of 

expertise and commitment in teaching Mandarin Chinese to English-speaking American 

college students.  On the one hand, Chinese teachers should build necessary and 

sufficient knowledge in Chinese language and culture, pedagogy, and educational 

technologies.  On the other hand, Chinese teachers should dedicate themselves to the 

purposes of teaching and learning and to the needs of students.  Although concerns about 
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professional insecurity and intellectual impairment may add weight to chains, Chinese 

teachers can dance well with expertise and commitment.   
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Appendix B 

Email to Potential Interview Participants 

Dear (name of potential participant), 

  

I would like to introduce myself as a Chinese student enrolled in the University of St. 

Thomas doctoral program in educational leadership and currently working on my 

dissertation. I taught Mandarin Chinese at a four-year liberal arts university in the 

Midwest for two and half years. This experience has inspired a research study to 

understand how native Mandarin Chinese teachers choose and change teaching materials 

and methods to suit their English-speaking American undergraduate students. I would 

like to invite you to participate in this study.  

 

Based on a review of the literature, pedagogical mismatches due to linguistic and cultural 

differences exist in the U.S. college level Chinese language education. By undertaking 

this investigation, I hope to provide novice and potential native Mandarin Chinese 

teachers a better understanding of adaptive strategies they can employ to meet the needs 

of English-speaking American college students of Mandarin Chinese.  

 

Participation is voluntary. It involves a semi-structured interview that will last 

approximately two hours and will occur in the next 3 months. Please note that all 

information you share will be kept confidential and that pseudonyms will be assigned to 

people and places so as to ensure confidentiality. If you choose to participate, you are 

free to withdraw from the study at any time. It will not affect your relationship with the 

researcher or University of St. Thomas.  

 

There are few potential risks of participating in this study. Before the interview, I will ask 

you to share instructional documents such as lesson plans, student homework and exams, 

teaching aids, and the like.  During the interview, I will ask questions about your teaching 

philosophy, experiences, strategies, and instructional documents. A third potential risk 

relates to breaches in confidentiality and privacy. Procedures will be taken to reduce the 

risk and stated in the consent form. The benefits of your participation include the 

opportunity to discuss your experience and to contribute to a study that will help inform 

neophyte and prospective Mandarin Chinese educators in the context of U.S. 

postsecondary institutions. 

 

You will be asked to read and sign a consent form of participation. This study requires 

approval from the University of St. Thomas Institutional Review Board. Please feel free 

to contact me if you are interested in participating or if you have any questions. Thank 

you in advance for your consideration. 

 

Sincerely,  

 

Jing Tong  

tong2988@stthomas.edu 

651-962-8128 

mailto:lroen@faribault.k12.mn.us
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Appendix C 

CONSENT FORM  

UNIVERSITY OF ST .  THOMAS  
 

Teaching Mandarin Chinese in U.S. Higher Education: A Case Study of Native Mandarin 

Chinese Teachers and Pedagogy 

[IRB #  583655-1] 

 

I am conducting a study about how and why native Mandarin Chinese teachers choose and 

change teaching materials and methods in teaching their English-speaking American 

undergraduates. I invite you to participate in this research. You were selected as a possible 

participant because you are currently a Chinese faculty member at an American 

university/college who has received at least undergraduate education in mainland China and 

taught Mandarin Chinese at college level in the United States for at least two years.  Please 

read this form and ask any questions you may have before agreeing to be in the study. 

 

This study is being conducted by: Jing Tong, a doctoral student in the Department of 

Leadership, Policy, and Administration, under the supervision of Dr. Sarah Noonan, 

Associate Professor through the University of St. Thomas in Minnesota. 

 

Background Information: 

The purpose of this study is to investigate the adaptive strategies immigrant Chinese 

language instructors employ to address pedagogical mismatches due to linguistic and cultural 

differences in the process of teaching Mandarin Chinese to English-speaking American 

college students.  

 

Procedures: 

If you agree to be in this study, I will ask you to do the following things from March 2014 

through December 2014: (1) participate in an interview, (2) provide documents related to 

your teaching, and (3) allow me conduct a classroom observation via Skype. I will ask you to 

reserve two hours for the interview at your convenience. The interview will include a series 

of open-ended questions that I will email to you in advance. Prior to the interview, I will ask 

you to email me two sets of the most recent syllabi, two to five lesson plans, as well as pieces 

of student written work to illustrate your Mandarin Chinese curriculum. You have the 

freedom to choose either English or Mandarin Chinese as a preferred primary language for 

the interview. At the interview, I will request your permission and an appointment time to 

observe you teaching a class via Skype. The whole interview process will be tape recorded 

for transcription, translation if necessary, and analysis.  

 

Risks and Benefits of Being in the Study: 

There are few potential risks of participating in this study. Before the interview, I will ask 

you to share instructional documents such as lesson plans, student homework and exams, 

teaching aids, and the like. During the interview, I will ask questions about your teaching 

philosophy, experiences, strategies, and instructional documents. A third potential risk relates 

to breaches in confidentiality and privacy. Procedures will be taken to reduce the risk and 

stated in the consent form. The benefits of your participation include the opportunity to 
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discuss your experience and to contribute to a study that will help inform neophyte and 

prospective Mandarin Chinese educators in the context of U.S. postsecondary institutions. 

 

Compensation: 

There will be no compensation in the form of cash or token payment for participating in this 

study. 

 

Confidentiality: 

The records of this study will be kept confidential.  In any sort of report I publish, I will not 

include information that will make it possible to identify you in any way. The types of 

records I will create include recordings, transcripts, fieldnotes, and computer records. I will 

be the only person that has access to the records. Dr. Sarah Noonan, my Dissertation Chair, 

and other members of the dissertation committee may also view the records. I will delete 

and/or destroy all the records within two years gaining approval for this study from the 

University of St. Thomas Institutional Review Board and within six months of a successful 

defense of my dissertation (June 2015).   

 

Voluntary Nature of the Study: 

Your participation in this study is entirely voluntary. Your decision whether or not to 

participate will not affect your current or future relations with the University of St. Thomas. I 

will give you an opportunity at the end of the interview to review your remarks, and you can 

ask to modify or remove portions of those if you do not agree with my notes or if I did not 

understand you correctly. You may stop participating in the interview at any time that you 

wish. Should you decide to withdraw data collected about you, your data may not be used. 

You are also free to skip any questions I may ask. 

 

Contacts and Questions: 

My name is Jing Tong.  You may ask any questions you have now.  If you have questions 

later, you may contact me at 651-962-8128. You may also contact my Dissertation Chair, Dr. 

Sarah Noonan, at 612-962-4879. The University of St. Thomas Institutional Review Board 

can be reached at 651-962-5341 with any questions or concerns you may have. 

 

You will be given a copy of this form to keep for your records. 

 

Statement of Consent: 

 

I have read the above information.  My questions have been answered to my satisfaction.  I 

consent to participate in the study.   

 

 

______________________________   ________________ 

Signature of Study Participant              Date 

 

 

 

______________________________   ________________ 

Signature of Researcher    Date 
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Appendix D 

DEMOGRAPHIC INFORMATION 

UNIVERSITY OF ST. THOMAS RESEARCH STUDY 

Teaching Mandarin Chinese in U.S. Higher Education: A Case Study of Native Mandarin Chinese Teachers and Methods 

[IRB # 583655-1] 

Your responses to these questions are optional. Should you choose to answer the questions, this information, like your identity, will 

be kept confidential. These questions are important for study and this information will be helpful in my data analysis. If you have 

questions about how this information will be used, who will see it, or how I will use it in my data analysis, please ask. Thank you for 

your time. 
 

Date:  Participant Name:  Participant Gender:  

Current Institution:  Current Position:  

Type of Institution: College 
Private (  )  
Public ( ) 

Years at Current Institution:  

Type of Chinese Language Program: 
Regular ( ) 
Confucius Institute (  ) 
Flagship (  ) 
Other () 

 

Years in Higher Education Teaching Chinese:  

Language Level (s) Currently Teaching: 
Beginning ( x ) 
Intermediate (  ) 
Advanced Intermediate (  ) 
Advanced (  ) 

Undergraduate Major:  
 
Undergraduate Institution:  
 

 
Highest Degree Major:  
 
Highest Degree Institution:  
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Appendix E 

 Interview Script and Questions 

Thank you for participating in this study and allowing me to interview you. The 

interview will take approximately 60 minutes and be tape recorded. You are free to 

choose either English or Mandarin Chinese as the preferred primary language for the 

interview. The interview will be transcribed verbatim and translated into English if we 

conduct it in Chinese. I will return via email the interview transcripts or translation to you 

to check for accuracy, ask questions, and make additional comments.  

The purpose of this interview is to gain insight into your Mandarin Chinese 

teaching materials and methods as well adaptive strategies employed to meet the 

challenge of teaching college students with experience in “Western” methods of language 

learning. As you have reviewed and signed the confidential consent form and completed 

the demographic form, I will begin the interview with a series of pre-scripted questions to 

gain illuminating information germane to my research questions. I ask that you answer 

the questions as honestly as you can. You may skip questions you do not want to answer. 

If you need clarification regarding any question, please feel free to ask. 

 

1. Could you please tell me how you have come to teach Mandarin Chinese at the 

current institution? 

2. What teaching materials do you use in classroom? 

3. How do you decide what to teach in your class? 

4. What teaching strategies do you feel essential and effective in classroom? 

5. How do these strategies differ or resemble the pedagogical methods you use in 

classroom?  

6. What factors do you think contribute to your understanding and selection of 

pedagogical strategies for your class? 

7. What barriers or challenges have you met in teaching Mandarin Chinese to English-

speaking American college students? 

8. What strategies do you adopt to deal with these challenges? 

9. Could you recall an instance of adapting your initial pedagogy to meet the challenge 

of teaching Mandarin Chinese to English-speaking American college students? 

10. How do you view Chinese language teaching in US higher education in general? 


