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BOOK REVIEW

Review of Ponddy Reader

Jing Zhou, Zhejiang International Studies University
I April Zhao, Harvey Mudd College

Ponddy Reader
Product Type: a web-based learning platform

Requirements: a mobile device, tablet, or computer
Access: via website P)éé PO n d d y

Available from: https://reader.ponddy.com

Cost: free for Lite users; US $ 35 annually for School
users; US $ 99.99 annually for Standard users

Introduction

Ponddy Reader is a website that provides Chinese language teachers and learners with online reading
resources and Chinese lessons. Leveraging Ponddy Reader’s artificial intelligence (Al) and nature language
processing (NLP) algorithms, the platform transforms any reading content into an interactive learning
module which offers visualization of the vocabulary items, grammar points, Chinese characters, radicals
(i.e., base components of each character), as well as customized games and discussion questions. A free
version of the platform is available for open access, although many of the features are limited to subscribed
users only.

Description

Reading Material

With Ponddy Reader, learners of Chinese can read articles (also known as Pondlets) available from the
website’s Ponddy Library database. The Ponddy Library provides over a thousand interactive lessons to
teachers and learners of Chinese, which are categorized into different collections, such as Advanced
Placement (AP), Hanyu Shuiping Kaoshi (HSK, a Chinese proficiency test), American Council on the
Teaching of Foreign Languages (ACTFL), International Baccalaureate (IB), and Common European
Framework of Reference for Languages (CEFR) (see Figure 1).

When users look for articles in the Ponddy Library, they can see the title, date posted, claps (i.e., a type of
“like” button), and assigned difficulty level (Figure 2). Furthermore, students can access a list of vocabulary
and grammar items and add them to My Pond, where they can learn and practice these items in detail. It is
worth noting that there is a list of “can-do statements” at the top of the Pondlet. Learners can check whether
they are able to fulfill those can-do statements after reading the Pondlet and completing the lesson. Once a
student opens a Pondlet, they can play the audio of the article (Figure 3). Students have the option to listen
to the entire article, listen paragraph by paragraph, or even word by word. The words are underlined
according to the difficulty levels, and students can click on any word to view its definition.
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Figure 2

A Pondlet in the Ponddy Library
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Main Content Vocabulary Grommar Resources Exercises

Alternatively, teachers can upload their own articles to the website. Once uploaded and processed, the
generated Pondlets are automatically assigned difficulty levels based on the difficulty of the vocabulary
items in the articles (i.e., automatic leveling). The website then creates the main content (i.e., the text in
Pinyin), vocabulary, grammar explanations, resources, and exercises for the uploaded article. After the
Pondlet is completed and ready to use, the teachers can download the PDF version of the Pondlet, share it
through Facebook or Twitter, or post a link to the Pondlet in a learning management system such as Canvas

or Sakai.
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Figure 3
Reading a Pondlet
o ° ° @) Play all ¢ View Settings
F A HFFS% 0 HR , HAR 5 AR XM £ AL, X L HA 9ER
Beijing you xuxuduoduo de huatong hutong yu hutong zhijian shi zhuzhai zhexié zhuzhai jiush siheyuan
‘“mw” X & . B, dkw@, AT ERAEERE R, OLK
shi dong nan X1 béi si bian he de yis shi wei za yigi siheyuan
HAE— A A W BE GE KRR KE . W B FE HHNA EF . b
jijushi yi ge yong bian fangwu baowei qila de yuanluo Si bian fangwua fenbie shi zhengfang nan
B A RE B BE , KB L5 BE XA A K O #EARk
fang , dong xiangfang he xiangfang fangwa yu fangwd zhijian shi yong yuan gqiang lianjié aqilai de
BT
yuanz

Interactive Vocabulary

One of the most unique features offered by Ponddy Reader is its interactive vocabulary display. Once a user
clicks on a vocabulary item, they are presented with four panels: (a) Dictionary, (b) Word Pond, (c)

Character Pond, and (d) Radical Pond.

Dictionary

The Dictionary panel allows learners to see an overview of a vocabulary item. It provides a traditional
dictionary view with audio, part of speech, frequency, and sample sentences (Figure 4). Sample sentences
are ranked by the difficulty level so that the learners can refer to the ones that best suit their current language
proficiency. The frequency feature gives a general idea of how frequently this vocabulary item is used (i.e.,

low, medium, or high).
Figure 4
Dictionary View
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Word Pond

Word Ponds provide visualizations of words closely related to a single vocabulary item. A Word Pond
allows learners to see the words or phrases that often appear together with the vocabulary item so that they
can deepen their understanding of this vocabulary item’s use. Arrows pointing toward or away from the
vocabulary item indicate the ordering of the two words or phrases, which is another feature of the
visualization. For example, Figure 5 shows the words and phrases that are closely related to the vocabulary
item “1[E N> (Zhongguorén, Chinese). “F&A1” and “H1[E N> together means “we Chinese,” and “
N> and “F50 5 777 together means “Chinese people work together.”

Figure 5
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Learners can learn how a character is used to form other words or phrases through the Character Pond
feature. A Character Pond is provided for each character in a vocabulary item. For the vocabulary item “H
& N> (in Figure 5), a Character Pond is provided for “H” (center), “[H” (country), and “ A\ ”(people)
respectively (see Figure 6). Learners are first shown a dictionary definition of the character, then provided
with words or phrases that contain the character. Learners can click on the related words and phrases to
look up their pronunciation and meaning.

Radical Pond

Character Pond

Finally, a Radical Pond is provided for each radical in the characters of the vocabulary item. Radicals are
basic components of Chinese characters (Sun, 2006). The Radical Pond in Figure 7 displays different
characters with similar components to facilitate understanding of the semantic and phonetic radicals that
make up each Chinese character. Radical knowledge, especially semantic radical knowledge, has been
found to contribute to Chinese character recognition and reading comprehension among Chinese as a
foreign or second language readers (e.g., Zhou, 2018). The Radical Pond feature can expand L2 Chinese
readers’ knowledge of radicals and orthography, thus contributing to their reading proficiency.
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Figure 6
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Figure 7

Sample Radical Pond
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Grammar

The grammar points from Pondlets are summarized in a list format. Similar to vocabulary items, these
grammar points are also assigned a difficulty level. Grammar rules can also be added to a learner’s Pond.
Learners can view their vocabulary and grammar Ponds separately in their personal dashboards. For each
grammar point, a learner can read grammar details, which is an explanation of the usage of the grammar
point in English, as well as several sample grammar sentences (Figure 8). However, the sample sentences
feature is available only to subscribed users.

Figure 8

Grammar Point View

v The Preposition "45"

| "#8" can be a verb or a coverb (like an English preposition). As a verb, it takes a noun as an object and means "to give." When it precedes
a verb phrase, it functions as a coverb and means "for."

Resources

In addition to vocabulary and grammar explanations, Ponddy Reader also provides a Resources section for
additional activities. This section is comprised of several components: the reading comprehension section,
the language note corner, supplementary readings, performance-based activities, and some supplementary
words. For some Pondlets, there are also video clips with comprehension and discussion questions. The
reading comprehension section asks learners detailed open-ended questions about the readings. These



Jing Zhou and April Zhao 7

questions are all based on the facts from the readings and are designed to check learners’ comprehension
of the reading material. However, an answer key to these questions is not provided. The language note
corner provides explanations for some key grammar points. Performance-based activities are potential
classroom activities for language teachers. Video clips available in some Pondlets can be a valuable
resource for lead-in or review activities. If learners want to read more on a topic closely related to the article,
they can explore articles provided in the supplementary readings.

Exercises

Finally, Ponddy Reader offers interactive exercises for each reading to help learners consolidate vocabulary
and grammar knowledge learned from the reading materials. Examples include Match the Pronunciation,
Word Puzzle, Match the Meaning, Word Arrangement, and Drag to Fill games. These games offer learners
opportunities to match vocabulary items with their pronunciation and meaning, as well as to practice the
word order of a sentence. Each game is designed to address integrated skills, such as listening and reading,
and can be played individually or as a group.

Evaluation

Ponddy Reader is a valuable platform for teachers and learners of Chinese at all levels. The graded reading
materials are particularly helpful for those learners who are interested in developing their Chinese reading
skills and vocabulary knowledge. To encourage students to read more, L2 readers must read texts that
reflect their language ability (Day & Bamford, 2002). The Ponddy Library provides over a thousand
readings for Chinese learners to choose from. Appropriate reading materials can be selected based on
learner proficiency level and the difficulty level of the materials. To our knowledge, Ponddy Reader is one
of the first websites to provide online graded reading materials for learners of Chinese (an equivalent
website for learners of English is Xreading.com). One suggestion to the website developers would be to
include graded Chinese books in Ponddy Reader. With its Al-assisted content processing function, the
website can generate vocabulary items, grammar explanations, and exercises for the graded books. This
way, Chinese language programs could use Ponddy Reader for their extensive reading programs.

Besides the reading materials, the language activities, multimedia resources, and build-in exercises all
support self-learning. Learners can learn new words by reading sample sentences, listening to their
pronunciations, and looking up the meanings in the dictionary. They can further expand their Chinese
character and radical knowledge by exploring the Character and Radical Ponds. The presentation of
characters and radicals in networks (as shown in Figures 6 and 7) provides vivid visualization of a character
or a radical as a building block for new words or characters. Since radical, character, and vocabulary
knowledge are all lower-level linguistic skills that are essential for building L2 reading comprehension
(Zhou, 2018), beginning and intermediate-level learners can benefit greatly from Ponddy Reader. However,
some of the information on the website might not be very helpful for learners. For example, although
Ponddy Reader presents information on the frequency of a vocabulary item, it is not clear how the frequency
is calculated or what exactly it means. Thus, this function might not be very helpful for some learners.

Furthermore, learners can also use the website when preparing for Chinese proficiency tests as test level
standards (e.g., AP, HSK, Ponddy, TOCFL) can be selected in the account setting. As a result, all the
readings, vocabulary, and grammar points can be marked according to that level standard (e.g., HSK 6).
This feature can help learners to better prepare for language tests.

Ponddy Reader is also a practical website for language teachers. Teachers can simply choose a Pondlet
from the Ponddy Library and adopt it in their language classroom or use it with minor revisions. One of the
most powerful functions of the website is its ability to create language lessons based on the materials
uploaded by teachers. The website can analyze reading materials and generate vocabulary items, grammar
points, and exercises. This function can save language teachers a lot of time in lesson planning and material
preparation. One weakness related to this function is that there is a 2500-character limit for the reading
material that can be uploaded by subscribed users. Thus, if a reading passage exceeds the character limit, it
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must be shortened. After the materials are prepared, teachers can incorporate them into a learning
management system such as Canvas or share them via auto-generated links.

In sum, Ponddy Reader is a useful tool for both learners and teachers of Chinese. With its Al-assisted
content processing function, Ponddy Reader provides rich resources for learning as well as teaching L2
Chinese in or outside a classroom.
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