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Children’s Chinese speech education and development in Chinese-

English bilingual education programs: Teachers’ perspectives

WHAT DID WE DO?

WHAT DO TEACHERS SEE & DO?
WHAT DID WE WANT TO KNOW?

WHAT DO TEACHERS THINK?WHAT DID TEACHERS MENTION?WHAT MOTIVATED OUR STUDY?
The public-funded Chinese-English program in Edmonton: 39-year 

history, one of the largest Chinese bilingual programs [1]

Student population: children who speak Mandarin, English, other 

Chinese languages and dialects, and/or other languages at home [2]

Study design: qualitative study with semi-structured interviews

To provide a quick impression of the interviews, 22 words were selected from the 

top 100 frequent words, which take up 16.15% of the transcriptions:

WHAT WILL WE DO NEXT?

REFERENCES

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

* A few synonyms were combined for simplicity, e.g. speak and talk, listen and hear, parents and family, improve and better. 

1. Edmonton Chinese Bilingual Education Association (ECBEA). About the program [Internet]. [cited 2021 Mar 24]. 

Available from: https://www.ecbea.org/about-the-program/

2. Wu JZ. Bilingual education in Western Canada and Chinese language minority students’ self perceptions of their 

citizenship and ethnicity. Comparative and International Education. 2005;34(1):23-30.

3. Duff P, Doherty L. Challenges, issues and ways forward. In Huang C-R, Jing-Schmidt Z, Meisterernst B, editors. 

The Routledge Handbook of Chinese Applied Linguistics. Routledge. 2019. pp. 149-164.

4. Derwing T. Integrating multiple views and multiple disciplines in the understanding of child bilingualism and 

second language learning. In Li F, Pollock KE, Gibb R, editors. Child Bilingualism and Second Language 

Learning: Multidisciplinary perspectives. John Benjamins Publishing Company. 2020. pp. 29-41.

5. Padilla AM, Fan L, Xu X, Silva D. A Mandarin/English two‐way immersion program: Language proficiency and 

academic achievement. Foreign Language Annals. 2013 Dec;46(4):661-79.

6. Isaacs T. Integrating form and meaning in L2 pronunciation instruction. TESL Canada Journal. 2009 Dec 18:1-2.

7. Baker C. Foundations of bilingual education and bilingualism. Multilingual matters; 2011.

8. Schwartz M, Wee Koh P, Xi Chen B, Sinke M, Geva E. Through the lens of teachers in two bilingual programmes: 

a look at early bilingual education. Language, culture and curriculum. 2016 May 3;29(2):141-68.

Teaching Chinese to a diverse 

group of students is hard [3]

Imbalance in student languages 

leads to English dominance [4]

Mandarin speech is 

challenging to learn [5]

Pronunciation is often ignored 

in curricula [6]

Theoretical dilemma between 

Communicative Language Teaching (CLT) 

and form-based pronunciation instruction [7]

Teachers actively 

negotiate between 

curricula and practice 

based on experience, 

intuitions, and 

reflections [8].

The majority of 

teachers are native 

speakers of 

Mandarin [2]

How do bilingual children develop speech in Mandarin, which is a minority language in Canada?

What are some challenges Chinese teachers encounter when teaching Mandarin pronunciation?

How to teachers understand these challenges and what approaches and strategies do they use?

What are teachers’ thoughts and philosophies of teaching Chinese in bilingual classrooms?

What are some research and practical needs reported by Chinese teachers in bilingual programs?

Interviewees: 12 Chinese teachers in the bilingual program

Native languages: 

Mandarin (8), 

Cantonese (2), 

English (2)

Teaching 

duration: from 

1 to 26 years

Currently 

teaching K to 

Grade 5

Interview procedures

General 
guidelines

15~45 min 
interviews *

Audio record
Transcribe & 

translate

Data analysis

Adjust and 
reorganize

Define the 
code book

Interact 
with data

Weekly 
discussion

Code and evaluate 

using Nvivo 12

Agreement = 98.8% 

Kappa = 0.72

Information saturation

Mandarin 
speech is 

challenging

Challenging 
speech 

elements

Speech use 
and 

dominance

Factors of 
speech 
learning

Teaching 
strategies

Speech 
development

• The bilingual program encourages the 

use of Mandarin

• English is dominant and the use of 

Mandarin is limited

T
o

n
e
s

• Teacher Hsu: 
“Tone 3 is very 
difficult for 
them..”

C
o

n
s
o

n
a
n

ts • Teacher Lee: 
“zh, ch, sh,” 
then “z, c, s” are 
difficult. 

V
o

w
e
ls

• Teacher Yi: 
(T)hey … do not 
say “xu,” they 
will say “shoe.”

Communicative Language 
Teaching (CLT)

Lean in use

Use of multimedia

Promotion of peer effect

Rewards and reflections

Form-based approaches

Corrective feedback

Repetition and practice

Comparison

Visual or gestural cues

• All 27 nodes were mentioned by the first 5 teachers

• All 27 nodes were mentioned by at least 2 teachers

• 4 nodes were mentioned by all 12 teachers

• 17 nodes were mentioned by > 50% teachers

• 15 ~ 24 nodes were mentioned by each teacher

Teachers from diverse 
backgrounds

Teachers think the input they 
provide is important

Meanwhile, the Mandarin-L2
teachers provide role models in 
language learning

CLT in a bilingual classroom

Motivation and interest are the 
most important

Teachers should encourage 
meaningful communication in 
Mandarin

Children from diverse 
backgrounds

Teachers start from scratch and 
provide maximal support

Teachers should incorporate 
Chinese and Western cultures

Teachers look forward to

More time and opportunities for 
students to practice Mandarin

Teaching resources and materials

Professional training on Mandarin 
speech and teaching methods

• Teachers observe progression in students’ Mandarin speech

• As the focus of curriculum shifts away from pronunciation in later 

grades, students’ Mandarin pronunciation might fossilize or regress

Language 

transfer
Family 

input
Individual 

factors

Peer effect

Societal 

impacts

Teacher’s 

input and 

policies

Our team is especially interested in bilingual children’s speech development.

We will explore impacts of family background and learner interest and motivation.

We will describe children’s speech across grade levels and identify error patterns. 

We will examine the acoustic details of bilingual children’s speech production.

We will share our findings with teachers and parents, and provide recommendations.

* In Mandarin or English, whichever was more comfortable for the teacher
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