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This is a study of beginning reading instruction in the
Chinese primary school, which examines the environment,
learning tasks, teaching methods, content, and attitudes in
early literacy learning in that setting. The inquiry, based
on review of research, classroom observations, translation
of texts, and interviews with Chinese teachers, parents, and
students, explores the effect of the Chinese linguistic,
cultural, and political context on reading instruction
there. The direct teaching methods seen are primarily the
outgrowth of the character-based orthography and cultural
factors. The content reflects the current goals of the
Chinese leadership. Implications were found for beginning

reading instruction in the United States.



ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS iv

I would like to express my sincere appreciation to
several persons on both sides of the Pacific for their
assistance in my completion of this thesis. On the U.S.
side, I would like to thank my advisers, Henry Dizney and
Jan Jipson, for coping with my manic work style, and
particularly Dr. Dizney for his solicited and unsolicited
advice and opinions on many topics besides the thesis. I
would also like to thank my parents, Richard and Lucille
Rayle, to whom my China explorations have no doubt caused
considerable financial strain and anxiety.

On the Chinese side of the "lake", I am deeply indebted
to several individuals, especially my adviser Yang Cuan Li.
Mr. Yang helped me translate my interview questions into
Chinese and obtain several books, made the crucial
connections allowing me to visit the schools, and was always
there to break the ice with nervous teachers and clear up
language snafus. Special thanks also to the teachers and
administrators at Fu Hua Primary School in Harbin,
especially to my "star" interviewee for putting up with 105
questions in strangely accented Chinese and showing me that
beneath their politics, teachers everywhere have a lot in
common. Finally, thanks to all the Chinese teachers,
students, parents, and friends who shared with me through
interviews, questionnaires, and informal conversations. To
all the children, I send best wishes. "Hao hao xuexi, tian

tian xiang shang!™"



TABLE OF CONTENTS

FOREWORD...‘l........l...ll....l.........‘.ll...'.l..lviii

CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION. .. ¢eeseeeessssasssccscossosncnses 1l

Past ReESEAYCh.: i et eeeestorttoccenacsssssnenscnssss 1
Methodology: General CommentS...ccveerscececcanes 6
Background ReSEaAYCh.:ceeeeseeeeccossscssnssccncass 9
Translation O0f TeXtS...ieeeeeeoeeeeceosesasssasees 10
Classroom Observations..eceeeeeceeeeeseecnsessssas 10
Teacher InterviewsS. . ceeeeeeesceoceeersocssssassnnse 12
Parent InterviewsS.ceeeeoeroeesceceaeensesosansasss 13
Student Questionnaires and InterviewS.....eceee.. 14

CHAPTER 2: ENVIRONMENTII.....'.....l.....'.l...‘...... 17

The Chinese Educational System.....veeeeeeeceeees 17

Government Schools, "People-Run" Schools and Key
SChOOlS.ieseseescecscscossssososssscssssnnssseces 20

Fu Hua Primary SChOOl..v:icieeeeececoeoccosoccncees 22

CHAPTER 3: THE NATURE OF THE LEARNING TASK....:c0e00.. 31

Objectives for Primary School Language
Instruction.ceveeecssesscosscosasssssanessasses 31
Spoken Chinese: Regionalects, Dialects, and
"Common SpeecChM...cceevesscscesossccncsssceassass 33
Spoken Chinese: Tones, Syllables, and Words..... 37
Pinyin Romanization.....ceeeceececeoeeccacncacnns 38
Chinese Characters: A Brief Introduction......... 44

CHAPTER 4: CLASSROOM MANAGEMENT AND TEACHING METHODS.. 56
Classroom Management.....ccceeeetecececccseccoeass 56
Teaching Methods: General Comments.......ccc0.0.. 60
Teaching Methods in Reading Instruction.......... 65

CHAPTER 5: CoNTENT....oooooooo0..000-....0-0--.-.0..-. 87

Political Socialization and the Role of the

PEeXtEDOOK. « c tesesesescsoassssoscssssscscsscssnecocsse 87
Historical Changes in the Chinese Readers........ 90
Goals and Methodology of Textbook Analysis....... 92
Political ThemeS...ceceeeesssscossssssasccsscocans lgg

Behavioral ThemeS...cceeeccccccssssssssssonseocs



Informational ThemesS.....a0c.
Other ThemeS...oeeteeesosnsas
Comparison to Ridley, Godwin,
Concluding RemarkS..c.eeecasss

CHAPTER 6: ATTITUDESO..'....."...
General CommentS.eeereveceess
Teachers.'"..'.ll'..l..."‘.
Parents............O......l..
StudentS.ecieecescosscccessasen

CHAPTER 7: CONCLUSION. ::eseeocsoss

ANNOTATED BIBLIOGRAPHY..:.vcceovess

and Doolin....cee..

® @ 6 00 0 008 00 058 80000 00
® ® 0 00 0 00 068 0 0000808900 00
® & 06 ¢ 9 0 060008 600900065800
€ 9 6 0690 06000 00008 0000000
® 6 06 0 06 0 006000 000808 0600 00
® 8 0 06 06 060 0 000 000 0080 00

106
107
108
110

115
115
116
119
126
130

145

vi



vii

LIST OF TABLES

Table Page
1. Themes of Selections at Each Grade lLevel........ 99

2. Percent of Themes Occurring at Each Grade Level 99



FOREWORD viii

I chose the topic of beginning reading instruction in
the Chinese primary school mainly because I saw it as an
ideal way to integrate longstanding interests in elementary
education, particularly beginning reading instruction, and
Chinese language and culture. I have been pulled between
these two fields for a long time, and finally decided to
combine them in my studies and hopefully in my future
career.

I have always been fascinated by foreign lands,
languages, and cultures. As a high school senior, I was
invited to run in a friendship race in Guangzhou (Canton),
People's Republic of China. I spent only 48 hours there, but
was so intrigued by the country that I decided to study
Chinese in college, and return for an extended period of
time when I could speak the language. Therefore, in addition
to my education courses, a large portion of my college
career has been spent in the effort to become fluent and
literate in Chinese. Like the children in my study, I have
grappled with those 3000 characters required for functional
literacy in Chinese.

I have also been interested in education, especially
beginning reading instruction, for many years. I see
teaching someone to read as one of the most precious gifts
one can give, and developing literacy and enjoyment of
reading in my students will be one of my primary

responsibilities as an elementary school teacher.
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My goal in doing the research for this thesis was to

observe how my counterparts in China deal with a task which
will be an important part of my future career. I felt that
an understanding of the environment, learning tasks,
student-teacher interactions, content, and attitudes
involved in beginning reading in another culture would help
me to reflect upon and clarify those same aspects in my own
culture. In addition, I sought to gain a deeper
understanding of how the beginning reading process functions
as a microcosm of the cultural goals and attitudes of a
society.

I completed the observational end of my research while
studying in a Chinese language program at Harbin Institute
of Technology in Harbin, P.R.C. from September to December
of 1989. The bulk of my observations and interviews were of
students and teachers at the nearby Fu Hua Primary School. I
will describe my observational methodology in detail in

Chapter 1, and the school environment in Chapter 2.



CHAPTER 1l: INTRODUCTION
Past Research

In his book, Comparative Reading, published in 1973,

John Downing, a leading researcher in the field, laments,
Because theory and research on reading developed
earliest in countries where alphabetic systems of
writing prevail (particularly in the U.S.), non-
alphabetic systems have received scant attention.

When they are looked gt it.is usuilly through

ethnocentric alphabetic blinkers.

Actually, at the present time a considerable volume of
material, both research and descriptive in nature, is
available on beginning reading instruction in the Chinese
primary school. However, it must be carefully and critically
evaluated. Owing to the linguistic and logistical
difficulties for Western researchers seeking to conduct
studies or extended observations in China, some sources are
simply reports of very brief visits made to selected
schools, often as a member of an educational tour group,
with the aid of an interpreter. While I have occasionally
made use of such sources, I have taken as my main sources my
own observations, and research carried out by Chinese
speakers.

Most research in the field focuses on a very specific
aspect of learning to read Chinese. One group of scholars is
concerned with the cognitive and linguistic demands of
acquiring literacy in different orthographies (writing
systems), and examining the possible relationship of the

orthography to reading achievement and disability.



Hong Kong researcher Che Kan Leong has focuses on
Chinese linguistics, and compares information processing in
reading Chinese and English. He concludes that somewhat
different cognitive processes may be involved in reading and
learning to read in the two languages.

American researcher Marcia E. Sheridan addresses the
question of whether it is easier to learn to read in Chinese
or English. She compares the information processing involved
in reading the two scripts, and concludes that both
orthographies and cultural factors play a role in the
development of reading disabilities.

Chinese educator Zhang Zhigong provides an excellent
inside view of the Chinese writing system as it affects
beginning readers, and examines the features of the language
which make learning to read difficult for Chinese children,
as well as the developmental stages of beginning reading in
Chinese.

Harold Stevenson and his colleagues at the University
of Michigan have been conducting a large-scale, long-term
comparative study of the reading and mathematics achievement
of American, Chinese, and Japanese children. In their
research, which includes extensive observation by native
speakers as well as cross-national testing, they address the
nature of the Chinese and English orthographies, the
cognitive skills related to acquiring literacy in thenm,
teaching methods, attitudes, and comparative measures of

reading achievement and disability. They conclude that the



incidence of reading disability in Chinese and American
children is approximately the same, and that cultural
factors such as teaching methods, attitudes, and homework
are responsible for observed discrepancies in average
achievement level in favor of the Asian students.

Other researchers have analyzed the content of the
primary readers at various times, focusing mainly on how
they reflect the adult society's political goals.

The earliest work I found in this area is Ridley,

Godwin, and Doolin's book, The Making of a Model Citizen in

Communist China, published in 1971. These researchers, who

worked with texts in use in the late 1950's through early
1960's, viewed the texts as an outline of qualities which
the Chinese leadership considered important in developing
its children into "model citizens". While there is some
treatment of teaching methods, based on an examination of
teacher materials and Chinese writings on educational
theory, the main focus is on deducing the political goals of
the leadership. At that time, the United States did not have
diplomatic relations with China, so the authors' lack of
firsthand observations and their narrow focus is certainly
understandable.

In 1977, Jonathan Unger translated and analyzed
selections from primary school readers in use in Guangzhou,
(Canton) immediately after the Cultural Revolution. He
identifies political and moral themes in the readers, and

examines the use of heroes as models. He includes an
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examination of teacher materials, and information on teacher

training, teaching methods, and classroom management based
on interviews with Hong Kong refugees. He also considers the
relationship between memorization and creativity in Chinese
language education, and some of the problems of becoming
literate in Chinese, especially for speakers of dialects
other than Mandarin, the national standard dialect. Of all
the research discussed in this section, Unger's comes
closest to a comprehensive examination of Chinese reading
instruction in its own right. However, texts and teaching
methods, as well as the whole of Chinese society, have
undergone drastic changes since the end of the Cultural
Revolution.

More recently, Chinese-American Julia Kwong examined
the revised textbooks of the late 1970's, and found that
compared to the Cultural Revolution era texts Unger had
translated, they reflected a new emphasis on science,
technology, and modernization, and much less stress on class
struggle and worship of leaders such as Mao Zedong.

A small amount of material on Chinese teaching methods
exists in English. American educator Lillie Pope provides an
insightful overview of the Chinese language, problems faced
by Chinese children in learning to read, and new teaching
methods being experimentally implemented in the P.R.C.

The most detailed information on teaching methods comes
from Chinese educational researchers. Most of these sources

were found in the English-language edition of Chinese
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Education, which publishes translated selections of articles

from various Chinese educational journals.

Chinese educators Jiang Shangye and Li Bo describe
problems faced by children in learning to read Chinese, and
provide an overview of several recent steps toward reform in
teaching methods. Ding Yicheng, Li Nan, and Bao Quan'en
report on experiments in using phonetically annotated
characters, and Mae Chuchang describes another approach, the
concentrated character recognition method, also being
experimentally implemented in the P.R.C.

Finally, a few researchers, rather than focusing on a
specific aspect of beginning reading instruction, have
included it as part of a more broadly based inquiry into the
socialization of Chinese children. One of the books which
most influenced the portion of this study dealing with

textbook content was Edward Wilson's Learning to be Chinese:

The Political Socialization of Children in Taiwan, which
explores the political and moral socialization of Taiwanese
children from a variety of angles. Wilson, who has done work
in other areas of Asian studies as well, speaks and reads
Chinese, and uses this to great advantage in his research.
He analyzed the nationally-adopted readers in use on Taiwan
in the mid 1960's, and conducted extensive observations at
three Taipei-area primary schools in 1965-6. His research
focuses on the development of children's attitudes toward

authority in the family, school, and political context. Many
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of his findings deal with deeply ingrained Chinese cultural

patterns, and apply to the mainland as well.

Rather than focus on a specific area such as political
socialization, Chinese-American Ann-Ping Chin, through the
use of semi-structured interviews, allowed Chinese children
to tell their own stories. These are recorded in her book,

Children of China: Voices From Recent Years. Some of the

responses reveal children's attitudes towards primary
education and reading instruction which are relevant to my
work. Because of shyness, unfamiliarity with foreigners, and
wary parents and school officials, Chinese children are
often difficult to interview, and Chin's book provides a

valuable look into their world from their own point of view.

Methodology: General Comments

Rather than taking the narrowly focused approach chosen
by many of the above researchers, I have chosen to present a
more comprehensive view of the process of beginning reading
instruction in China as a phenomenon worthy of description
in its own right. My study has less in common with empirical
studies such as those by Stevenson and his colleagues, than
with the technique of ethnographic description, often used
in cultural anthropology. Ethnographic description concerns
itself with describing phenomena as they fit into their

cultural context. Anthropologist Clifford Geertz explains:



Believing that man is an animal suspended in webs of 7

significance he himself has spun, I take culture to be

those webs, and the analysis of it to be therefore not
an experimental science in search of lgw but an
interpretive one in search of meaning.

In conducting my study, I have resisted the tendency of
other researchers to focus narrowly on a single aspect of
the subject, as I feel that some essential meaning is lost
when one narrows one's focus to a single variable one wishes
to observe. Geertz writes:

If anthropological interpretation is constructing a

reading of what happens, then to divorce it from what

happens-from what, in this time or that place, specific
people say, what they do, what is done to them, from
the whole vast business of the world-is to divorce it
from its applications and render it vacant. A good
interpretation of anything...takes us igto the heart of
that of which it is the interpretation.

In this paper, I hope to delve into the "heart' of the
process of beginning reading in the Chinese primary school,
from the point of view of all the participants. I am
unusually suited as an observer to undertake this task.
Because I am not Chinese, I am not a part of the system I
observe, and thus can stand back at an objective distance
from it. However, I can speak, understand, and read Chinese,
which allowed me to talk to parents, teachers, and children,
read texts in their original language, and observe classroom
interactions without the aid of an interpreter. Thus I am
truly "on the outside looking in"; outside the Chinese

culture, and looking in on it through the window of spoken

and written language.



Geertz writes of the nature of ethnographic

description:

It is interpretive, and what it is interpretive of is

the flow of social discourse, and the interpreting

consists of trying to rescue the "said" of such talk
f?om its perishing occasions...in addition...it is
microscopic.

I have applied the approach outlined by Geertz to ny
subject. The "flow of social discourse" I have attempted to
interpret concerns what has been said by a variety of
participants in the process of learning to read in the
Chinese primary school: teachers, students, parents,
textbooks, and educational experts. I have "rescued" this
discourse through notes, tapes, questionnaires, and
translations. In my interpretation of this "flow of
discourse™", I have made use of all of these sources, as well
as what others have written on the subject.

I have undertaken such a detailed study of this small
slice of Chinese culture because I believe that in observing
the teaching of beginning reading in China, there is
something important to be learned both about beginning
reading and about China.

My goals in doing this study were twofold. First, I
wanted to gain added insight into the essential nature of
beginning reading instruction by looking at how a process
with which I was familiar in my native language and culture
was approached in a very different environment. I was
curious as to what commonalties I might find, and how the

cultural, political, and linguistic context would affect the



beginning reading process in another culture. I felt that
observing these effects would help me to better understand
the influence of these factors on the beginning reading
process for the American children I will teach.

My second goal was to gain insight into Chinese culture
as a whole through a detailed look at a small slice of it.
Primary education is an especially rich source of
information about a culture, because it embodies the
knowledge and beliefs a society deems important enough to
inculcate in the next generation from an early age. Gaining
insight into the knowledge and beliefs a society views as
important allows us to better understand and more
effectively communicate with its members. Geertz writes that
"The aim of anthropology is the enlargement of human

"5 I pelieve that by examining these beliefs as

discourse.
they are expressed in the primary readers, I have in some
way opened up a new window on Chinese culture so we might

better understand it.

Background Research

This project began in spring, 1989 with a review of
available literature on the subject. To the greatest extent
possible, I utilized sources by Chinese speaking researchers
who were Chinese natives or who had spent extensive time in
the country. Much of my research was done in the journal
Chinese Education. This background research continued to a

lesser extent while I was in Harbin, as I found several
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relevant articles in English and Chinese-language newspapers

available there.

Translation of Texts

In spring, 1989, I obtained through a Chinese friend
the Chinese textbooks used nationally in the P.R.C. for
grades one, two, and three, and spent the spring and summer
translating them. As there are large differences between
Chinese and English grammar and writing style, my
translations focused on preserving the meaning of the
stories as opposed to a word-for-word rendering. When I
encountered difficulty, which was rare, I consulted my
Chinese professor, Lucia Yang. I was also able to check some
of my translations against those of the same stories in
Ridley, Godwin, and Doolin's book, and found that they
matched up very well. I attained copies of the teacher
materials corresponding to these texts at the Educational
Bookstore in Harbin, and translated the instructional

objectives and a sampling of lesson plans for each book.

Classroom Observations

My observations were conducted while I was a student in
the China Exchange Travel (C.E.T.) Chinese Language Training
Program at Harbin Institute of Technology in Harbin,
Heilongjiang Province, P.R.C. I studied in Harbin from late
August to mid-December, 1989. Program participants lived

with a Chinese roommate, and attended a variety of language
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classes, including twice-weekly meetings on a one-to-one

basis with a professor who aided us in pursuing an
independent study project of our own choosing. I worked on
my thesis research with Yang Cuan Li, an English instructor
at H.I.T. Mr Yang speaks excellent English, and is a
professional translator. I had prepared interview questions
for teachers, parents, and students over the summer, and Mr.
Yang helped me translate these into Chinese. He then
arranged for me to visit a nearby kindergarten and primary
school.

We visited the kindergarten attached to the Institute
four times over a two-week period in October. Mr. Yang was
very insistent that I be allowed to see simply the everyday
activities at the kindergarten, not the special performances
that are usually put on for foreigners, and so I was. Most
of the time I sat at the back of the classroom for five and
six year olds, taking notes and the occasional photograph. I
conducted one interview with a kindergarten teacher.

We visited the nearby Fu Hua primary school eight times
over a four-week period in November and December. Five of
these visits were for conducting classroom observations of
one to three hours in length, and three for conducting
teacher interviews of two to four hours in length. During
classroom observations, Mr. Yang and I sat on a bench with
the students in the back of the classroom. I carried the
textbook used by the students, and occasionally chimed in as

they read aloud in unison. Most of the time, I took very



rapid notes. If there was something I didn't understand, I
whispered to Mr. Yang or wrote him a note. Mr. Yang never
actually "interpreted" in the traditional sense of the word.
I audiotaped the final lesson I observed, and translated and
transcribed the tape with the help of my Chinese roommate in
Eugene, Chen Xingping. I also briefly visited a rural school
in Acheng township about an hour's drive from Harbin along

with the other American students.
Teacher Interviews

I interviewed one teacher at the kindergarten and four
teachers at Fu Hua Primary School. Interviewing several
teachers was necessary both to get a broad range of input
and to get the 105 interview questions answered. An
experienced teacher who is now an administrator at Fu Hua
was instrumental in coordinating the teachers' schedules and
mine to allow me to conduct the interviews, as well as
serving as an interviewee herself. The bulk of my
observations and interview time was with a very candid
first-grade teacher who was undoubtedly selected because she
is one of the most experienced teachers at Fu Hua and has
won many awards. None of the teachers spoke English, so
interviews were conducted entirely in Chinese. I read the
question or asked it conversationally, and the teachers
answered orally. I did not tape the interviews as I felt
this would make my subjects uncomfortable. Instead, I took

rapid notes in a sort of bilingual shorthand. In the event

12
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that the teacher did not understand my oral question, she

could look at the question sheet, and if I didn't understand
her answer, Mr. Yang would rephrase it in simpler Chinese or
occasionally English. He also watched my notes to make sure
I had understood the teacher's answer. I did not generally
record which teacher answered which question, as I often
talked with a series coming in to be interviewed on their
respective breaks, although I made note of some of the
questions answered by the first grade teacher. While our
discussions dealt only with teaching, I have omitted their
names as a precautionary measure. My interviewees at Fu Hua
included the administrator, and one teacher each at the
first, second, and third grade levels. I also interviewed at
her home a former Fu Hua teacher who now teaches English at
the junior middle school level, in Chinese and English at
her request. I did not conduct any interviews at the rural

school.

Parent Interviews

While the main focus of my research was observing what
went on in the classroom, I was also curious as to parental
attitudes and contributions to the beginning reading
process. Therefore, I conducted five parent interviews. The
number of interviews I conducted was limited by the small
number of parents of school-aged children with whom I felt
familiar enough to interview. Three of my parent sources

were teachers in the language program. I also interviewed a



clerical worker who was a professor's neighbor, and a cadre
(official) I met on the train. Interviews were conducted in
a mix of Chinese and English with the professors (typically
I asked the question in Chinese and they answered in
English), and in Chinese with the worker and the cadre. One
of the professors was available to help me interview his
neighbor, the worker, and I handled the cadre interview by
myself. Responses were recorded in written notes. In the
sections in which these parents are profiled, I will refer
to them as Professors A, B, and C, the worker, and the

cadre.

Student Questionnaires and Interviews

I also gave questionnaires to five primary school
students, and inferviewed two in person. All but one of
these students attended Fu Hua Primary School. Five first
grade students at Fu Hua were given a written questionnaire,
which was written in both characters and pinyin, the
phonetic spelling system that Chinese students are taught in
kindergarten and in the first weeks of first grade. The
teacher who administered the questionnaire was asked to
select a representative sample of students and not to assist
them in filling out the form. Students were told they could
respond in pinyin or characters, and tended to use a mixture
of the two. The Fu Hua sample included three girls and two
boys, whose parents were cadres (2), teachers, workers, and

meteorologists. I also gave a questionnaire to Professor B,

14



who took it home for his son to complete. Additionally, I
interviewed two students, the son of Professor A and the
daughter of the worker, his neighbor, in person. These
interviews were, of course, in Chinese, and were conducted
at their homes. My total student sample included four males

and four females, with an age range from seven to eleven.

15
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NOTES

1 John Downing, Comparative Reading: Cross-National Studies

of Behavior and Processes in Reading and Writing (New York:
The MacMillan Company, 1973), p. 148.

2 clifford Geertz, The Interpretation of Cultures (New York:
Basic Books, 1973), p. 5.

3 1pid., p. 18.
4 Ipid., p. 20.

5 1bid., p. 1l4.



CHAPTER 2: ENVIRONMENT 17

The Chinese Educational System

Most Chinese children begin their formal education at a
very early age. At the age of three, the boundary is crossed
between the "tuoersuo" or nursery, which provides primarily
custodial care, and the "youeryuan" or kindergarten, which
offers some educational activities. Kindergartens may be run
by local educational authorities, townships, work units, or
private individuals, who are often retired teachers.
Attendance at kindergarten is not compulsory, but a matter
of convenience, since both parents work in nearly all
families. Fees for kindergarten are generally taken from the
parents' salaries. The availability and quality of
kindergartens varies widely, with the best facilities
usually found in urban ones run by universities and teacher-
training schools.

Children typically enter primary school at age seven,
although many urban schools admit "bright" six year olds.
Whether a child is considered "bright" may be judged by
admissions tests, interviews, or parental influence. Primary
school encompasses six years. Attendance is compulsory, and
is full-time for urban students. Nationwide, primary schools
enroll about 92% of children in the 7 to 12 age group.l In
the countryside, students usually attend part-time schools

Many do not complete primary school, and most of those who

do do not continue beyond that level.






Graduates of the "regular" senior middle schools take
the grueling college entrance examinations, whose scores
determine which college, if any, they will attend. Only four
percent of test-takers will be able to attend college at
government expense.3 Some colleges are beginning to accept
self-supporting students with scores that approach their
cutoffs on a trial basis, and thousands of students study
through radio, TV, or correspondence courses. Of the four
percent who are accepted, most will attend local or
provincial colleges, with only a tiny handful testing into
the most prestigious national institutions, such as Beijing
and Qinghua Universities.

The general picture of the Chinese educational systemn,
then, is one of a progressive funnelling process in which
students must prevail over increasingly tough competition in
order to continue their schooling. This situation is
primarily a result of China's huge population and limited
resources. Primary school, while it may be the first and
only exposure to formal education for rural children, is for
urban students such as those at Fu Hua the first entry into
a ruthless competition which will involve them for the
remainder of their childhood. A Chinese university student
interviewed by Ann-Ping Chin explained it this way:

Kids are given more and more tests all the time...So

the kind of life they lead is quite rigid. They face

entrance exams for junior high and high schools, and

i i hool". On every
there is pressure to get into a "key sc
level thege is an eleva&or, and you have to get on.

It's very hard on them.

19
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Government Schools, "People-Run" Schools, and Key Schools

In both urban and rural areas, schools may be of two
types. Government-run schools are financed by government
funds, and their instructional schedules and curriculum are
regulated by the National Ministry of Education. These are
the co-ed neighborhood day schools that most urban children
attend. Some operate as boarding schools for rural students
and are located in county towns. Admission to government-run
junior and senior middle schools is by competitive
examination. Government-run schools may charge tuitions, but
it is usually quite low, about 1/4 of an average worker's
monthly salary per year.

There also exists a second-tier schooling system known
as "minban" or "people-run" schools. In urban areas, some of
these schools date from pre-Revolutionary times, or
originated after the failure of the Great Leap Forward
program of rapid industrialization in the early 1960's,
which caused severe cutbacks in government funding for
education. These schools handle overflows of students from
the government-run schools at the primary level, and admit
those who did not test into government-run junior and senior
middle schools. They have separate exams after the
government exams, and most of their students are from fairly
affluent families who can afford the higher fees. It is
almost impossible for minban school graduates to compete

successfully for college admission or good city Jjobs.
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Most Chinese children live in rural villages, and

receive their schooling at minban schools financed by local
funds and student tuition. The fees may consume a
considerable proportion of a peasant family's income,
decreasing the motivation to keep children in school. Rural
minban schools follow a pared-down curriculum (in some cases
only Chinese and math), are generally attended only part-
time to allow children to help with farm work, and emphasize
preparation for agricultural work rather than further
education after leaving primary school. There are many
horror stories in the Chinese press of primitive facilities,
untrained teachers, and local officials appropriating school
funds for their own use. Susan Shirk writes, after observing
the rural minban schools: "Because these schools were
obviously inferior to full-time schools, it was almost
impossible for students to compete successfully with
graduates of full-time schools for admission on to the next
level."d

A special case of the government-run school is the
"zhongdian" or "keypoint" school. Keypoint schools (often
referred to in English as "key" schools) offer the highest
quality of education available in China. They are selected
at each level of government (national, provincial, county,
city, and district), as a function of the proportion of
students they send on to the next level of schooling. Key
schools receive preferential funding, and usually have more

experienced, better qualified teachers, better facilities,






neighborhood seems somewhat above the average standard for
Harbin; apartments are fairly new, and many have indoor
plumbing.

Slightly more than half of the students at Fu Hua come
from homes where at least one parent has graduated from
senior middle school or higher. Many of them are children of
teachers at Harbin Institute of Technology. The rest come
from homes where neither parent has an education higher than
the junior middle school level.

A total of 1769 students attend the school, with 977
boys and 792 girls. There are five to six classes at each
grade level. The average class size is 65 to 70 students.
Class sizes tend to be slightly smaller, 50 to 60 students,
in the early grades. Some teachers feel that the class sizes
are just right; others indicated to me that they would like
smaller classes of 30 to 40 students, so they could make
more home visits and better meet students' emotional needs.
Within grades, students are assigned to the class of a
particular teacher arbitrarily, although it appears that
parental requests may be granted occasionally via the "back
door" method of bribes and personal connections.

Classes are so large, in part, because Fu Hua is a key
school. All students from the surrounding neighborhood are
theoretically eligible to attend, although they may be
"pushed out" by extra students from other parts of Harbin
whose parents can go through the back door. Work has begun

on developing an entrance test to rectify this situation.

23



) L 24
The physical facilities at Fu Hua are quite adequate,

and appear comparable to a typical school in a lower middle-
class area in the United States. The office for the
principal and vice principals is furnished with a carpet,
comfortable chairs, desks, and telephones. Administrators
work at desks in the same room rather than separate offices
or cubicles. There is also a teacher's room with chairs,
tables, and educational journals, as well as several
meeting rooms of various sizes. Most of my interviews were
conducted in these areas.

Classroom size is comparable to that in the U.S.,
although they are more tightly packed because of large class
sizes. Students sit at desks on wooden benches nailed to the
floor. The desks are connected horizontally in groups of two
or four. There are usually 7 to 9 rows of desks, at which
students sit boy-girl-boy-girl. Desks in some classrooms
have blue cloth covers, and appear old although the school
building is very new. Students keep a pencil box, textbooks,
and a water bottle or canteen at their desks. The teacher
has a desk, and there are one or two large filing cabinets
for storage.

The classrooms appear less visually "cluttered" than
U.S. classrooms, but not sterile or uninviting. Those I
visited all had some inspirational message in cut-out
characters above the chalkboard. A favorite is "Study Hardg,
Be Ambitious, Be Honest, Observe Rules". There are

blackboards at the front and back of each classroom. The
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middle school. A few of the younger teachers at Fu Hua are

college graduates, although this is much more common at the -
middle school level than the primary level. All the
administrators and teachers I encountered at Fu Hua, except
for the P.E. teacher, are women.

This chapter has introduced the context of the Chinese
educational system of which Fu Hua Primary School is a part,
and drawn the reader into the environment in which the
teaching of reading takes place. The next chapter will
examine the nature of the learning tasks which face children

as they begin to acquire literacy within that environment.
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obstacles to literacy learning than they do for white,

middle-class children in various regions of the United

States.

Spoken Chinese: Tones, Syllables, and Words

Putonghua, like other forms of Chinese, is a tonal
language in which the meaning of a syllable varies according
to the tone in which it is pronounced. These tones are not
absolute, but vary according to the voice range of
individual speakers. Tones in Putonghua are high level
(first tone), high rising (second tone), low dipping (third
tone), and high falling (fourth tone). Neutral tones may
also occur in the second syllable of words. Tones present
the most difficult challenge for foreigners learning to
speak Chinese, and may present problems for Chinese children
as well. Parents correct young children's tones like
American parents correct grammar, and a teacher told me that
many children can't accurately discriminate tones until they
are nine or ten years old.

Tones are an essential part of the Chinese language
because they distinguish what would otherwise be an enormous
number of homonyms. Compared to over 8000 syllables in
English, there are only about 400 in Mandarin Chinese, the
exact number depending on whether exclamations are counted
and which dialect is examined. The Chinese syllable, minus
tone, contains a maximum of four phonemes as opposed to

seven phonemes in English.9 There are 21 initial consonant
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and students were asked to respond as they felt most

comfortable. Most of the first-graders used a combination of
the two. While their pinyin spelling was not flawless, none
had trouble clearly conveying their meaning with it.)

Throughout primary school, pinyin is used to indicate
the pronunciation of new characters in textbooks. In the
first and second grade readers, it is printed directly above
the new character the first time it is introduced, and in
subsequent readers is paired with the new character in a
reference list at the end of the selection. It is also used
to a limited extent to indicate the pronunciation for
characters students have not yet learned. This allows
stories to be more interesting and less restrained by rigid
vocabulary control, and avoids burdening children with
learning characters of limited use, such as those used to
indicate the sounds of foreign names. In addition, the first
and second year readers contain several stories written
entirely in pinyin-annotated characters, and students at
some schools, including Fu Hua, study supplementary texts in
which pinyin is printed beneath each character. These
classes, of which I observed two, focus on comprehension
skills rather than character recognition.

Given the ease of learning pinyin, the obvious question
that arises is why Chinese characters have not been
abandoned, or at least relegated to a more limited role, in
favor of using pinyin as a means to mass literacy in China,

a largely rural developing country in desperate need of an



educated work force. This has in fact been a subject of
periodic discussion ever since 1917, and one which has waxed
and waned with the political climate. An argument often
advanced by conservatives is that the characters play an
important role in giving cultural unity to a large,
ethnically and linguistically diverse nation. After all,
they argue, Chinese speaking mutually unintelligible
dialects can communicate with each other in writing, and the
works which are the backbones of ancient and modern Chinese
culture, such as the Confucian classics and Mao's works, are
written in characters. Additionally, poetry and calligraphy
based on characters have been highly regarded art forms for
thousands of years. There is also considerable nationalistic
sentiment against replacing a writing system developed in
China with one from the West. As Mao Zedong, who at one
point was actually in favor of doing so, pointed out
perceptively, "If the Latin alphabet had been invented by
the Chinese, probably there would not be any problem. The
problem stems from the fact that the foreigners did the
inventing and the Chinese did the copying."ll

Not only the leadership but much of the populace would
probably oppose such reform as well. For thousands of years,
literacy has been equated with mastery of several thousand
characters. John Downing quotes Cheng Chiao, a Song dynasty
encyclopedist: "The world is of the opinion that those who
know characters are wise and worthy, whereas those who do

not know characters are ignorant and stupid."12 Combined
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with the traditional Chinese reverence for education, this

has led to a situation in which "The general feeling that
only literacy in characters is real literacy has led parents
to object to their children learning pinyin."13 DeFrancis
cites evidence suggesting that this is the case even for
peasants, among whom there is a high rate of illiteracy.l4
Perhaps the greatest barrier to expanding the use of
pinyin today lies in the attitudes toward reform of both
leaders and much of the populace. In 1984, DeFrancis wrote:
The prevailing mood appears to be one of widespread
cynicism, battle fatigue, and me-firstism that has
diminished the interest of many who are already
literatg in suppoiging language reform along the lines
of earlier years.
The events of 1989 no doubt strengthened a growing concern
with stability rather than potentially destabilizing reforms
on the part of the leaders, and possibly many citizens as
well. In contrast to the renewal of the language-reform

debate during the early 1980's, the quote below from the

October 22, 1989 Harbin Daily newspaper succinctly expresses

the Chinese government's current attitude toward language

reform:

A few days ago, the Society for Research on the
Modernization of Chinese Characters, the Beijing
Xiaoyuan Institute for Language and Cultura} SCiepce
and Technology, and other units met for a dlscu§51on
meeting in the capitol. The experts at the meeting
pointed out that "The era of the theory that Chinese
characters are backward has passed; the 21st century
will be an age in which Chinese characters will be a
powerful force." Mr. Yuan Xiaoyuan, a dedicated
researcher who has made great contributions to rgsearch
on China's language and script,'fegls that the view
that "Chinese is backward and difficult to learn; the

Latin alphabet is universal" has no foot to stand on.1®
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Since the Chinese press is essentially a spokespiece for

government opinions, it is apparent that any move away from
characters and toward increased use of pinyin is, for the
moment at least, a dead issue. In other words, for the time
being, the literacy learning task will continue to be seen,
as it has always been seen, as a matter of mastering the

Chinese character-based writing system.

Chinese Characters: A Brief Introduction

Given that learning to read in China today consists
largely of learning to recognize and write characters,
important considerations for literacy education include how
many characters must be learned for functional literacy, and
how those characters convey meaning. The most complete
listing of characters in existence, the Kangxi Dictionary
from the 1700's, contains about 47,000. Most of these are no
longer used today, and many were rare at the time the
dictionary was compiled. Most dictionaries today contain
about 8500, with 6300 being the top number of characters
employed in a current publication. Of these, 2400 make up
90% of the characters, and the standard for functional
literacy is usually set at 2500-3000 characters.l’ At this
level, at which I am currently, one can get the gist of most
articles in a general-interest newspaper or magazine such as
People's Daily or the Chinese edition of Reader's Digest and

read light fiction. However, reading technical, scholarly,









47
absolute meaning, but a variety of classical and modern

meanings. Which meaning applies varies from word to word.

In addition, finding where the word boundaries lie may
be a problem, as there are no indicators of this in Chinese
script. Lee, Stigler, and Stevenson write:

Segmentation is clearly a problem for the novice trying

to decode Chinese characters. 1In English, segmentation

is of phonemes within a word; in Chinese, it is

segmentation of strings of characters into words.2l
Teachers I interviewed said that this characteristic of the
written language contributes to a tendency for children to
"call characters" and read in an unnatural sing-song, rather
than read for meaning.

The basic unit of all Chinese characters is the
"stroke", a mark made with a continuous motion of pen or
brush. Traditional Chinese characters contain from one to 64
strokes, with an average of 9.15 strokes per character. Some
of the traditional complex characters were simplified in the
P.R.C. by government decree in 1950, reducing the average
number of strokes to 7.67.22 Whether this actually
simplified the task of character recognition for young
readers is debatable. Studies by Hong Kong linguist Che Kan
Leong found that the optimum stroke number for character
retention was eleven or twelve, plus or minus four strokes.
Children had more difficulty remembering characters with
fewer than seven strokes, possibly because the number of

contrastive elements had been reduced.23 Strokes include

various kinds of dots, lines, and hooks. There is a proper
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In the past, textbooks had very heavy political content
that was not suited to children's level of

unders;anding: Today's texts are much better, as they

are written with the characteristics of children in

mind and about things which naturally interest them.

Julia Kwong (1983) examined texts of the early and late
1970's, and found in the latter, revised texts much less
emphasis on Mao, class struggle, and rural life, more
emphasis on science, technology, modernization, and more
realistic portrayal of children in ordinary activities. She
noted that "These additions certainly made the texts more
interesting, more informative, and much richer than the
sterile political indoctrination of the earlier parts of the
decade."8

The textbooks were revised in 1985 with the shift to
six years of primary schooling, and again in 1987 in
accordance with a directive of the National Ministry of
Education.? According to a note in the back of each revised
edition, the changes are primarily in the new characters
introduced, post-reading exercises, and review sections. I
am uncertain as to what changes, if any, have occurred in

content, as I did not have access to the books reviewed by

Kwong.

Goals and Methodology of Textbook Analysis

My goal in examining the readers was to apply a

quantitative approach similar to that used by Ridley,

Godwin, and Doolin, and examine how textbook content had

changed since the time of their study. I was fortunate in

















































































































































































