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Abstract

This study examines changes in advanced Chinese as a foreign language students’
reading attitudes and perceptions during a semester-long implementation of extensive
reading (ER) with literature circle (LC) activities. The research was conducted in a
Chinese Short Stories course at an American university with 12 learners. Quantitative
data collected through pre- and post-course surveys of reading attitudes were analyzed
using Wilcoxon signed-rank tests, with paired-samples #-tests as a robustness check.
Qualitative data from a final reflection survey were analyzed thematically. Quantitative
results showed significant increases in participants’ confidence, enjoyment, devotion,
perceived practical value, and interest in reading Chinese. Qualitative findings indicated
greater engagement with Chinese literature and culture, increased enjoyment of reading,
discussion, and interpretation, strengthened confidence and perceived language gains,
and the value of scaffolding for participation. Overall, the results suggest that
incorporating ER with LC activities may be associated with positive developments in
learners’ reading attitudes and engagement.

Keywords: extensive reading, literature circles, Chinese as a foreign language, reading attitude,
student perceptions, short stories, advanced second language learners, second or foreign language
teaching, reading speed, reading comprehension

Extensive Reading (ER) is a direct and effective approach to enhance both L1 (first language)
and L2 (second language) literacy (Ma, 2025; Tosun & Dogan, 2020). This approach emphasizes
what learners read, how they enjoy reading, and the development of their reading proficiency. It
is an important skill that Chinese as a foreign language (CFL) learners should develop, as it
helps them interpret texts more clearly and comprehend them in greater depth. It is also a
lifelong skill that aids in building a robust vocabulary and a solid foundation of knowledge by
immersing them in rich and authentic reading materials. Zhou and Day (2023) examined CFL
learners’ perceptions of reading in Chinese after implementing one semester’s ER treatment. The
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students’ reports revealed that ER increased their reading confidence, motivation, and
enjoyment, enhanced their vocabulary and grammar knowledge, and improved their reading rate
and comprehension. Zhou and Li (2025) investigated the impact of ER on beginning CFL
college learners after implementing it for two months, using teacher-created short story series.
The qualitative results on the students’ perceptions indicated that ER improved their reading
attitudes, reading speed, and comprehension, consolidated their previously learned vocabulary,
and promoted their incidental vocabulary acquisition. Therefore, it is essential for CFL teachers
to guide and engage students in ER activities aimed at developing their literacy skills.

However, relying solely on ER to develop the reading abilities of upper-level learners may be
perceived as monotonous and unengaging. According to sociocultural theory, reading is best
learned through peer interaction and teacher scaffolding because it is a process of constructive
meaning making that requires active engagement and interaction of learners assisted by
scaffolding rather than an isolated cognitive process (Sun, 2022; Venegas, 2019). Such
interaction with both the text and peers helps increase reading motivation, improve
comprehension, and expose learners to diverse perspectives, thus leading to a deeper
understanding of the material and the world (Haeroni & Gailea, 2018; Ivic & Sostaric, 2020;
Sparapani et al., 2019). In the process, the guidance and scaffolding provided by teachers are
necessary because they provide support and help build a strong foundation for learners to move
to more proficient and independent readers (Dominguez & Svihla, 2023; Sun, 2022).

To maximize student engagement and better support the objectives of ER activities, it is
beneficial to incorporate additional reading strategies to achieve improved reading outcomes. A
brief review of the literature indicates that combining ER with literature circles (LCs), small
peer-led discussion groups reading selected text through teacher scaffolding, has proven to be an
effective method. Researchers (Haeroni & Gailea, 2018; Tosun & Dogan, 2020) have identified
several common benefits shared by both approaches: (1) they enhance students’ reading rates;
(2) they improve reading motivation and skills; and (3) they foster reading fluency and
comprehension.

While some studies have examined the impact of combining ER and LCs in English or English
as a Foreign Language (EFL) education, research on their joint application in less commonly
taught languages is limited. To enhance student engagement in Chinese language learning and
improve reading proficiency, this study aims to address this gap by reporting an experiment that
utilizes both methods in an advanced CFL classroom. The study focuses on how these
approaches affect CFL learners' reading attitudes and their perceptions of these classroom
practices. The research questions explored in this study are as follows:

1. How does ER with LCs affect advanced CFL students’ reading attitudes?

2. How do advanced CFL students perceive ER with LCs?

Literature Review
ER

The definition of ER in the field of second language acquisition (SLA) centers on four core
dimensions: fluent comprehension of meaning-focused input, a large volume of material, reading
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over extended periods, and longer texts requiring discourse-level comprehension (Waring &
McLean, 2015). Theoretically, ER is grounded in Krashen’s Input Hypothesis and Automaticity
Theory, which posit that fluency develops through consistent exposure to comprehensible
material slightly above a reader’s current level, thereby building automaticity with high-
frequency structures (Feruzi, 2021; Liu & Saad, 2025). Numerous studies confirm ER’s positive
impact on vocabulary acquisition and usage (Boutorwick et al., 2019; Liu & Zhang, 2018;
Renandya et al., 2026; Serrano, 2023; Webb & Chang, 2015; Zhou, 2024). A meta-analysis by
Liu and Zhang (2018) specifically noted that one semester is the ideal length for ER instruction
and that graded readers play a significant role in promoting vocabulary learning.

Beyond vocabulary, ER significantly improves reading fluency, speed, and comprehension, as
evidenced by experimental studies where ER groups outperformed those in traditional grammar-
translation or intensive reading classes (McLean & Rouault, 2017; Suk, 2016; Zhou, 2024).
Affectively, ER fosters a love for reading, enhances motivation, and builds learner autonomy
(Park, 2020; Ro, 2013; Tanaka, 2017; Zhou, 2024). However, scholars raise concerns regarding
accountability and engagement; Reutzel et al. (2010) noted that assigning ER homework does
not guarantee compliance, as students may resort to "fake reading." Additionally, without
teacher guidance or peer interaction, ER can be particularly difficult for L2 learners (Merke et
al., 2024). Consequently, researchers suggest that ER is more effective when integrated with
classroom activities that provide teacher scaffolding in the roles of motivator and monitor
(Merke et al., 2024; Reutzel et al., 2010; Sun, 2022).

LCs

An LC is a small, peer-led discussion group organized based on text selection, where students
meet regularly to exchange opinions on shared reading (Daniels, 2023). Central to LC practice is
the assignment of specific roles such as discussion leader, illustrator, literary luminary,
connector, and vocabulary enricher to guide language tasks (Daniels & Steineke, 2004). These
roles encourage ownership of learning and allow students to apply diverse comprehension
strategies, including visualizing, connecting, questioning, and analyzing (Daniels & Steineke,
2004). This student-centered approach is widely used in L1 and L2 instruction to promote active,
collaborative learning and communicative skills (Ivic & Sostaric, 2020; Koné, 2023). By
grouping students according to learning needs and reading levels, LCs engage multiple
intelligences while maintaining attention (Herrera & Kidwell, 2018).

Beyond collaboration, LCs foster a safe interactive environment optimal for language practice.
Turk (2023) discovered that students often learn more from LCs than lectures because the social
interaction is motivating and enjoyable. This teaching practice facilitates higher-order reading
strategies that are crucial to overall comprehension (Daniels & Steineke, 2004). Research by
Tosun and Dogan (2020) demonstrated that LCs positively affect reading comprehension,
fluency, and reader-centered responses. By utilizing LCs, teachers can provide the necessary
scaffolding and guidance to enhance engagement (Daniels, 2023; Riswanto et al., 2023).
Ultimately, the LCs framework shifts the reading experience from a solitary task to a dynamic
social activity, lowering learner anxiety and increasing the depth of textual analysis through
collaborative response and shared inquiry.
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Combination of ER and LCs

Research suggests that the limitations of independent ER are effectively mitigated when
integrated with LCs (Daniels, 2023; Sun, 2022). This joint practice is supported by sociocultural
theory, which views reading not as a solitary act but as a social process involving text-based
interaction and teacher-guided scaffolding (Liu & Saad, 2025). In this model, LCs provide the
necessary instructional scaffolding for the high-volume input of ER. By assigning the specific
roles and comprehension strategies previously discussed (Daniels & Steineke, 2004), this
integration transforms ER from a passive reading requirement into an activity involving peer
accountability, directly addressing the "fake reading" concerns noted by Reutzel et al. (2010).

The synergy of these methods yields both academic and affective advantages. While ER
provides the massive linguistic input necessary for developing the automaticity mentioned
earlier, LCs offer a space for interactive application where new vocabulary and structures are
practiced in a low-anxiety, social environment (Boutorwick et al., 2019; Ma, 2025). This
combination ensures that students are not merely consuming large volumes of text but are
actively processing them through higher-order strategies such as inferring and analyzing (Tosun
& Dogan, 2020). By shifting the focus from isolated deciphering to collaborative inquiry, this
hybrid approach optimizes engagement and activates multiple intelligences through purposeful
discussion (Ivic & Sostaric, 2020; Turk, 2023).

Research also confirms that combining ER with LCs is beneficial across contexts; however,
while previous studies have focused on English as an L1 or L2, very few have explored this in
the field of CFL. The application of these methods in Chinese settings diverges from EFL
findings primarily due to fundamental linguistic differences. Because Chinese is a character-
based language, CFL learners cannot directly sound out the characters they read, which imposes
significant cognitive challenges. Research on Chinese pedagogy highlights these unique
obstacles; specifically, Eze and Ejiofor (2019) surveyed 50 CFL students and identified that the
primary barriers to successful reading include a lack of adequate character knowledge and
vocabulary, reading stress and anxiety, poor reading habits, and a lack of adequate infrastructure
for reading. Combining LCs with ER in CFL instruction has the potential to uniquely address
these specific challenges, as it is believed to benefit students by mitigating anxiety and
reinforcing lexical acquisition and developing reading skills through collaborative inquiry (Ma,
2025; Riswanto et al., 2023; Talenta & Himawati, 2018). Given the scarcity of research in non-
alphabetic settings, the present study aims to explore the impact of combined use of ER and LCs
on advanced CFL learners.

Method

This study was conducted in an advanced elective course, Chinese Short Stories, within a
Chinese program at an American university. The purpose of the course was to supplement their
regular Chinese language courses, such as third- or fourth-year Chinese and give them an
opportunity to read Chinese extensively and improve their language proficiency, making it an
ideal setting for implementing the experiment. Our primary goal was to encourage students to
engage with a greater volume of reading materials over an extended period. We used teacher-

Reading in a Foreign Language 38(1)



Li & Zhou: Extensive reading with literature circles in an advanced CFL classroom 5

assigned stories followed by LCs discussions, instructor-led wrap-up sessions, and class
activities.

Participants

The participants were 12 students enrolled in the above-mentioned advanced Chinese course,
among whom five were male and seven were female. Two of them were juniors, one was a
freshman, and the rest were seniors. Three of the participants were Chinese heritage speakers.

Although it was a fourth-year advanced course, students’ reading experiences and levels varied.
Based on their responses in the final reflection survey regarding their prior Chinese reading
experiences, 81.8% (n = 9) of the students indicated that their prior Chinese reading mainly
focused on dialogues or stories in their Chinese textbooks in the curriculum, with very little
recreational reading. Only 18.2% (n = 2) of the students mentioned out-of-school Chinese
reading from study abroad experiences (menus, signs, texting friends, etc.), parent-led teaching,
and self-interest (e.g., news articles, comics, and poetry). 45.5% (n = 5) of the students
mentioned challenges and constraints faced while reading Chinese, such as difficulty
comprehending vocabulary, limited reading materials, slow reading speed, and lack of guidance.

Course Design

In order to maximize the effectiveness of ER and LCs, careful course design and planning were
implemented. This included selecting reading materials, presenting those materials, designing
student assignments, planning scaffolding activities, and determining teacher roles throughout
the process.

First, we recognized a lack of appropriate authentic reading materials, especially for third- and
fourth-year CFL learners. In addition, allowing students to choose their own reading materials
could be less effective, as they might spend excessive time deciding what to read, and their
selections might not align with their proficiency levels (e.g., materials that are too difficult or too
simple) (Nakanishi, 2018; Sangers et al., 2025). It is essential to consider both students’
language levels and their interests. For these reasons, we selected the readings for the students:
abridged contemporary Chinese short stories from Shi (2007). These stories reflect authentic
Chinese culture and span a range of cultural settings and topics, such as love stories, workplace
narratives, and college life.

Second, to ensure students were fully engaged with the materials, the stories were presented
online via Qualtrics instead of in hard copy, due to several advantages offered by multimedia-
supported online presentation. Online delivery allows for picture illustrations, text, and audio to
be integrated simultaneously. Additionally, students in the class had varying vocabulary
knowledge and different levels of Chinese reading proficiency. To accommodate these
differences, facilitate a smoother reading experience, and increase engagement, a pop-up
dictionary feature enabled by the online format was introduced and recommended for use during
reading. Furthermore, online presentation allowed for future modifications and enhancements,
such as adding reading guides or author introductions. Therefore, each story was accompanied
by a reading guide summarizing the plot, an author introduction, picture illustrations, and an
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audio version. Figure 1 displays two sample sections of a story. The story sites were not publicly
accessible and were available exclusively to the class.
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Figure 1. Reading samples

Third, we adopted a gradual pace to help students build their reading skills and confidence in an
accessible and manageable way. Students were required to read 11 Chinese short stories of
varying lengths. They began with shorter pieces and gradually progressed to longer ones. The
shorter stories were completed within one class period (about 40 minutes), while the longer ones
took two class periods. The final story was the longest and required four class periods to
complete. For each story, students were expected to read the text before class, complete a
comprehension quiz, and prepare a role sheet. Since vocabulary knowledge varied among the
participants, an individualized vocabulary log was designed to address their diverse needs. In the
log, students were required to identify at least 10 vocabulary words they had learned from each
story. For each word, they recorded the pinyin, characters, meaning, and the sentence in which it
appeared. In class, students used their completed role sheets to guide their group discussions, all
of which were conducted in Chinese. The vocabulary words collected from all students were
compiled by the instructor and used for in-class games and activities to help reinforce their

learning.
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Fourth, a great deal of thought and planning went into assigning the roles, as each role reflected
different instructional goals. The course aimed to foster students’ interest in learning Chinese
and to develop a variety of skills, including producing paragraph-level utterances, exploring
Chinese culture more deeply, enhancing reading and writing abilities, expanding vocabulary and
expressions, and using Chinese in real-life situations. To support these goals, six distinct roles
were created. To ensure that every student could practice each skill area, the roles were rotated
during each LCs cycle. For every cycle, each student selected one of the six roles and then chose
a different role in the next cycle:

e Discussion Director: Directs the group discussion and keeps it flowing.

o Composer or Creator: Creates a piece of work—such as a drawing, painting, poem, song,
or essay—related to the story.

o Connector: Connects the content of the story to real-world events or personal
experiences.

o Expression King: Identifies puzzling, unfamiliar, or useful words and expressions from
the text.

e Culture Expert: Notes parts of the story that reflect cultural elements and shared personal
comments or reactions.

e Author Reflector: Leads the group in reflecting on the story from the author’s
perspective.

Thus, each student had a different role in every discussion. In class, students were divided into
two groups, forming two LCs. During discussions, the instructor moved between the groups,
acting as a facilitator and resource, answering questions and ensuring discussions progressed
smoothly. Students’ questions often concerned Chinese cultural elements reflected or implied in
the story, plot comprehension, vocabulary, and expressions. Sometimes, they initiated sharing
their own personal experiences with the instructor or asking about the instructor’s experiences
regarding a topic.

Finally, the instructor’s guidance and support were not only reflected in course design but also in
the in-class scaffolding provided throughout the semester. In addition to acting as a facilitator
during LCs discussions, the instructor spent 10—15 minutes after each session highlighting
excellent expressions, sentences, and paragraphs from the story, as well as introducing key
Chinese writing techniques used by the author. Furthermore, class activities and games such as
vocabulary contests or identifying the most effective writing techniques used in the story were
organized to help further hone students’ skills. By the end of the semester, students had the
opportunity to write their own short stories in Chinese, giving them a chance to apply the
vocabulary, expressions, and writing techniques they had learned.

Data Collection and Analysis

The study adopted a mixed-methods approach, with quantitative data (a Chinese Reading
Attitude Survey) addressing students’ changes in reading attitudes before and after the class, and
qualitative data (a final reflection survey) exploring students’ perceptions of ER and LCs
activities. Both surveys were completed anonymously online via Qualtrics. All students
participated voluntarily, and 11 complete responses were obtained. Data screening indicated
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100% item-level completion for all respondents across both survey administrations. As a result,
no missing-data handling procedures (e.g., listwise deletion or prorating) were conducted.

The Chinese Reading Attitude Survey (see Appendix 1) was adapted from Zhou and Day (2023)
and focused on the component view of reading attitudes, particularly in CFL contexts. The
survey was administered twice: once at the beginning of the semester and again at the end. It
consisted of 20 Likert-scale items, representing five attitude factors:

e Confidence (items 1, 5, 7, 13, and 14), which concerns whether students feel confident
reading Chinese;

e Enjoyment (items 2, 3, 11, 12, and 16), which reflects whether students enjoy reading
Chinese;

o Interest (items 8, 9, and 10), which assesses whether students find reading Chinese
interesting;

e Practical value (items 4, 15, 19, and 20), which reflects students’ opinions on the
practical usefulness of reading Chinese; and

e Devotion (items 6, 17, and 18), which measures whether students are motivated to work
hard and excel in the class.

Students were asked to evaluate the statements on a 5-point Likert scale (5 = strongly agree, 1 =
strongly disagree). Negatively worded items (7, 9, 12, 13, and 14) were reverse-coded. The data
were analyzed quantitatively using means and standard deviations, and pre- and post-class
results were compared.

To elicit students’ perceptions and reflections on the combined use of ER and LCs, a final
reflection survey (see Appendix 2) was designed. The questions were intentionally broad to
capture which aspects of the experience had the greatest impact on students and to elicit
grounded reflections on the readings and LCs activities. The responses were analyzed
qualitatively using thematic analysis. Braun and Clarke’s (2006) six-step framework was
followed: familiarizing with the data, generating initial codes, searching for themes, reviewing
themes, defining and naming themes, and producing the report. After reviewing all survey
responses, the initial coding was conducted by one researcher. To minimize potential bias arising
from the dual role of instructor and researcher, the initial coding was rechecked by another
researcher, and any discrepancies were resolved through discussion. The researchers then
worked together to develop the codes into broader themes.

Results
Reading Attitude Survey

To answer the first research question (“How does ER with LCs affect advanced CFL students’
reading attitudes?”’), pre—post differences in students’ reading attitudes were examined. Internal
consistency and reliability, tested with Cronbach’s alpha coefficient (Wang & Wang, 2019),
were satisfactory for all five constructs and for both the pre- and post-class surveys (Devotion: o
=.906; Confidence: o =.769; Enjoyment: a = .868; Practical Value: a = .815; Interest: a = .796;
Pre-class survey: a. =.761; Post-class survey: a = .823).
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Normality of the pre—post difference scores was assessed using Shapiro—Wilk tests. Several
constructs (Devotion, Confidence, Enjoyment, and Practical Value) significantly deviated from
normality (W = .53—.86, p <.05). Given the small sample size (n = 11) and the ordinal nature of
the Likert scale data, Wilcoxon signed-rank tests were used as the primary analyses. Paired-
samples ¢-tests were conducted as a robustness check to provide effect-size estimates, confidence
intervals, and degrees of freedom.

Significant pre—post improvements were observed across all constructs in the Wilcoxon tests,
with small effect sizes (» = .07—.11) but consistent directional changes (see Table 1). These
findings were corroborated by paired-samples #-test robustness checks, which showed large
within-subject effect sizes (dz = 0.98-2.43) and 95% confidence intervals excluding zero. A
Holm—Bonferroni correction was applied to control for multiple comparisons, and all effects
remained significant. Because item 16 primarily reflects course satisfaction, a sensitivity check
was conducted by removing it from the “Enjoyment” scale. The pre—post comparison remained
significant and comparable to the original result (Z = —4.696, p <.001, » =.10), indicating that
the findings are robust to potential concerns about this item.

Table 1. Pre—Post Changes in Reading Attitudes

Construct Pretest Posttest Wilcoxon p r  #10) dz 95% CI for
M (SD) M (SD) Z (exact) Mean

Difference
Confidence  2.91 3.85 -5.36 <.001 .10 -7.23 2.18 [—1.25,
(1.08) (1.16) —-0.70]
Enjoyment 3.29 4.24 -5.42 <.001 .10 -8.06 2.43 [—1.20,
(1.30)  (1.25) —0.70]
Devotion 3.76 4.18 -2.81 004 .09 -324 0.98 [—0.67,
(1.39)  (1.16) —-0.16]
Practical 4.14 4.50 -3.18 <.001 .07 -3.71 1.12 [—0.58,
Value (0.95)  (0.606) —-0.16]
Interest 2.88 3.67 -3.68 <.001 .11 -4.56 1.37 [—1.18,
(1.19)  (1.22) —0.44]

Note. Wilcoxon signed-rank tests were the primary analyses. Paired-samples #-tests were conducted to
provide robustness checks, effect sizes, and confidence intervals. » represents the effect size for Wilcoxon
tests; dz represents Cohen’s d for paired-samples ¢-tests. Confidence intervals refer to the mean difference
(pretest — posttest). Holm—Bonferroni corrections were applied for multiple comparisons.

Overall, the results indicated students’ greater confidence in reading Chinese, higher enjoyment
and interest in reading, stronger beliefs in the practical value of reading, and increased
motivation and commitment to excel in class following participation in ER and LCs activities.
Students’ Perceptions

A thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006) of the final survey addressed the second research

question (How do advanced CFL students perceive ER with LCs?). The results revealed that all
participants expressed strong enthusiasm for and appreciation of the course, highlighting how
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helpful the combination of ER and LCs activities was for their Chinese learning, echoing the
positive results from the reading attitude survey. The students reported significant improvements
in their confidence, enjoyment, and interest in reading Chinese, as well as in their overall
Chinese learning experience. The structured reading assignments and engaging LCs discussions
and activities contributed to these gains. Moreover, they were more willing to invest time and
effort into their learning and discovered new value in learning Chinese that they had not
recognized before. Four key themes emerged: 1) engagement with Chinese literature and culture,
2) enjoyment of reading, discussions, and interpretation, 3) language improvement and
confidence building, and 4) scaffolding for enhanced engagement and learning.

Engagement with Chinese Literature and Culture. The reading segment of the course garnered
overwhelmingly positive feedback from all the students. When asked, “Did you enjoy the short
story reading part of the class?”, responses like “I loved it!”, “I very much enjoyed it!”, and
“YESSSSS!!!!” reflected their excitement. The students particularly appreciated how engaging
with Chinese literature deepened their understanding of the language and culture. They made
connections with their other educational experiences and compared them to American literature
they had previously encountered. As one student commented, “I got to read many different
stories and see the cultural differences compared to typical American short stories.” Some
students noted differences between their experiences with short story reading in this class and
their prior encounters with Chinese literature, particularly in public schools. They observed that
college-level stories often addressed social issues and cultural conflicts, while public school
stories emphasized traditional Chinese values.

The ER readings and LCs discussions also provided them with an opportunity to explore
Chinese culture and literature beyond textbook dialogues, through different perspectives shared
by their classmates, which they found both enjoyable and informative. One student remarked, “I
loved the short story reading part of the class because it allowed me to interact with Chinese
readings other than textbook dialogues.” Another student added, "It was fun discussing with my
classmates and seeing what they were thinking throughout the story. It made me feel not alone
and opened me to new aspects or delved more into Chinese culture." Consequently, many
students shared a newfound love for Chinese literature, excited to continue reading beyond the
class. One commented, “It has planted a seed of love for reading Chinese stories, and I am so
excited to read more and more this summer.”

Enjoyment of Reading, Discussions, and Interpretation: Most students reported that they enjoyed
the readings as well as the in-depth discussions that followed, with the LCs serving as a key
platform for these conversations. The readings were appealing to students in terms of content,
and the length of the stories was perfect for maintaining their interest, challenging their abilities,
and provoking meaningful discussions. One student commented, “I felt like I was reading
something that was written to be enjoyed, not some text with certain words some textbook writer
thinks I should use.” Many students highlighted how the length of the stories was conducive to
meaningful conversations. One remarked, “I felt that they were just long enough to allow for
detailed discussion,” which, in turn, helped the students confirm or adjust their interpretations.
Another student noted, “I feel as if the length of the stories made me feel like I was capable of
reading a lot more and for longer periods of time.”
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The structured discussions in the LCs promoted accountability, allowing each student to
contribute thoughtfully to the analysis of the stories. One student commented, "It kept the group
accountable and flavored the way in which I read each part of the stories." Another student
remarked, “(LCs) helped me engage in the readings and reflect on them.” LCs discussions also
created an encouraging space for students to share personal insights, as well as diverse
perspectives and interactions, deepening their appreciation of the stories. One student noted,
"Because each of us had our own roles, we were able to focus on different areas of the story and
show appreciation for the different aspects of each story." Another student commented, “I liked
being able to put my own spin on the interpretation of the reading from a cultural perspective, an
author perspective, etc.” This sense of accountability and engagement fostered more detailed and
meaningful discussions, as the students were motivated to engage with the texts more critically
from multiple perspectives.

Language Improvement and Confidence Building. The feedback from the students indicates a
significant, holistic improvement in their Chinese language abilities as a result of using the
combination of ER and LCs. All the students reported enhancements across various
competencies, including reading, communication skills, writing proficiency, analytical skills,
vocabulary expansion, listening comprehension, and overall language proficiency. Notably,
improvements in reading and speaking were each mentioned eight times, while writing was
mentioned six times, and listening, grammar, and vocabulary were referenced once each.

The short stories played a significant role in improving the students’ language skills, with many
acknowledging the benefits to their reading comprehension, vocabulary acquisition, and overall
confidence in Chinese. Some students appreciated the practice of writing down Chinese
characters, pinyin, meanings, and phrases to better understand unfamiliar vocabulary. Others
emphasized how the readings validated their years of studying Chinese. As one student noted, “It
allowed me to put into practice my many years of Chinese knowledge,” while another shared, “I
usually avoid reading in Chinese, so the short stories we read helped me come out of my shell.”

The LCs also contributed to this growth, especially by providing opportunities for language
practice. One student noted, “I LOVED the LCs activities because they allowed us to use
Chinese to discuss elements of the story that others may not have caught.” These discussions
helped solidify language acquisition and fostered a supportive environment where students felt
comfortable using their language skills. One student commented, “The discussions were
engaging, and I felt like my peers were speaking Chinese pretty close to my level, so I rarely felt
overwhelmed.” Another student emphasized that their comfort and confidence in discussing
topics increased, even when lacking vocabulary, because the class prioritized expressing
thoughts over speaking "correctly." Another student highlighted their growing confidence in
expressing themselves in Chinese, saying, “It was a great chance for me to practice my speech
skills and help me gain confidence in what I want to express.” Another highlighted how frequent
practice boosted their communication skills: “Definitely my communication skills. I was able to
practice speaking Chinese on a near day-to-day basis.”

In addition to reading and speaking, the students noted improvements in writing and listening
skills. One remarked, “Reading, certainly; writing, in that taking in so much short story writing
made the creative output process easier; speaking and listening from the conversations we had in
class.” Additionally, one student stated, “I think I have improved in using the vocabulary and
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grammar structures I'm comfortable with to get my opinions on nuanced topics across,”
indicating growth in the ability to articulate complex ideas.

Scaffolding for Enhanced Engagement and Learning. When commenting on various components
of the course design, the students expressed strong enthusiasm for the scaffolding supports
provided, particularly the story presentations, individualized vocabulary logs, LCs roles, end-of-
semester story writing, and instructor facilitation. These elements were praised for enhancing
comprehension, increasing reading speed and confidence, catering to individual learning needs,
and offering opportunities to apply newly acquired vocabulary, expressions, and writing
techniques.

One of the most appreciated features was the digital story presentation, especially the integrated
pop-up dictionary and picture illustrations. The participants emphasized how these tools made
reading more efficient and enjoyable by reducing the cognitive load of looking up unfamiliar
characters. As one student explained, the pop-up dictionary “eliminated much of the tedium”
they had previously experienced when reading in Chinese, while another described it as “a
lifesaver.” These features not only improved reading speed but also boosted confidence and
engagement. The students also highlighted the usefulness of the accompanying images, which
helped with scene visualization, provided contextual clues, and made long passages easier to
digest. One student noted that the illustrations helped them confirm whether their mental image
of the scene aligned with the intended depiction, while another appreciated how the visuals
“helped break up the text” and aided comprehension when the narrative setup was unclear.

The individualized vocabulary log was another widely praised component. The students found it
highly effective for vocabulary acquisition and story comprehension, as it required active
engagement with the text and allowed them to track words that were new or personally
significant. The individualized nature of the logs was particularly valued, since vocabulary
knowledge varied among the students. One student remarked that “custom vocabulary lists
benefit our individual growth best,” while another shared that they had voluntarily recorded over
30 new words, far exceeding the requirement, because they genuinely enjoyed the process and
wanted to use the words in the future.

Feedback on the end-of-semester story writing assignment was overwhelmingly positive. The
students expressed a strong appreciation for the creative freedom and the chance to synthesize
everything they had learned throughout the course. Several noted that the assignment allowed
them to apply literary elements discussed in class and rediscover their enjoyment of writing. One
student reflected that it was “more enjoyable than any other paper I wrote,” while another
enthusiastically described it as an opportunity to “create our own work using the literary
elements we had been noticing and discussing in other stories.”

The LCs role sheets were also highlighted as a helpful tool that structured group discussions and
ensured students were well-prepared. Some students compared this experience to other classes
where LCs were used without such scaffolding, noting that the absence of role sheets in those
contexts led to confusion and unfocused discussions. In contrast, in this course, the clear role
assignments promoted deeper engagement with the texts and more dynamic conversations,
helping the students notice details they might have otherwise missed.

Reading in a Foreign Language 38(1)



Li & Zhou: Extensive reading with literature circles in an advanced CFL classroom 13

The students also appreciated the instructor’s facilitation during LCs discussions. The
instructor’s visits to each group provided immediate support, clarification, and encouragement.
One student mentioned that the instructor’s presence was essential when the group became
“stuck on a question,” helping to move the discussion forward smoothly. In addition, the
instructor’s end-of-class guidance, which included highlighting key expressions and Chinese
writing techniques, was seen as particularly beneficial. This wrap-up session helped them reflect
on what they had read and improved their writing skills. As one student put it, “I really
appreciate that in the last part of each class the teacher directs our attention to important
language and writing techniques... When I write my own story, I am so happy to use some of
them!”

In sum, the students found the course design with scaffolding supports and activities to be highly
supportive and engaging, with each component contributing meaningfully to their language
development.

Discussion

The quantitative results revealed significant improvements across all five dimensions of the
students’ reading attitudes—confidence, enjoyment, interest, practical value, and devotion—
after one semester of ER with LCs. Although the effect sizes were small, this pattern is
consistent with the use of rank-based tests and the very small sample size (n = 11). The paired-
samples #-test robustness check showed the same pattern of significant improvements, further
supporting the consistency of the results. Given that all constructs changed significantly in the
same direction, the findings provide preliminary evidence of meaningful improvement, though
the magnitude should be interpreted cautiously. These results suggest that the integration of ER
and LCs activities was associated with positive shifts in the students’ affective engagement with
reading and encouraged sustained motivation and effort in their Chinese language learning. The
qualitative findings from the final reflections further support this pattern, as the students
described greater enjoyment, increased confidence, and a deeper appreciation of Chinese
literature and culture. Taken together, the quantitative and qualitative results indicate that ER
and LCs activities may foster both affective and cognitive development, aligning with the
motivational and attitudinal benefits of ER reported in prior research (Liu & Zhang, 2018; Park,
2020; Ro, 2013; Yamashita, 2013).

The improvement in reading attitudes appears closely linked to the structured yet collaborative
nature of the course design. The LCs were characterized by active participation, accountability,
and peer interaction, which helped to deepen the students’ engagement with texts. These findings
align with Daniels’ (2023) concept of LCs as peer-led discussions that empower learners to take
ownership of their learning. Similarly, Ivic and Sostaric (2020) found that collaborative reading
activities cultivate mutual responsibility and critical thinking among group members.
Theoretically, this synergy illustrates the practical application of Krashen’s (1985) Input
Hypothesis within a social framework. While ER provided the comprehensible input necessary
for linguistic growth, the LCs ensured this input remained accessible by lowering the “affective
filter” through peer support. Furthermore, this process exemplifies the sociocultural concept of
scaffolding (Vygotsky, 1978); by rotating specific roles, students provide one another with the
support needed to navigate complex discourses. In this way, peer dialogue itself becomes an
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additional source of comprehensible input, reinforcing the linguistic gains from the texts. In the
present study, LCs roles encouraged the students to read purposefully and from diverse
perspectives, while group discussions provided social support that enhanced both comprehension
and motivation. The social dimension of LCs, as highlighted by Nagy and Townsend (2012),
thus played a key role in building community and promoting language use in a low-anxiety
setting.

Beyond attitudinal gains, the students also reported integrated language development. The
consistent engagement with reading, writing, and discussion aligned with reported improvements
across all four language skills, especially reading and speaking. This finding reinforces the
principle that input precedes output: ER provides meaningful linguistic input that naturally
supports oral and written production (Feruzi, 2021; Liu & Saad, 2025). The students’ enthusiasm
for the final writing project, where they creatively synthesized vocabulary and expressions from
the semester’s readings, illustrates how reading input can lead to productive and confident
language output. These results support the view that ER not only develops reading fluency but
also contributes to holistic language proficiency when paired with communicative and reflective
activities (Sangers et al., 2025; Sumardi, 2025; Taye & Teshome, 2025).

The scaffolding elements of the course design, such as illustrated digital texts, pop-up
dictionaries, vocabulary logs, role sheets, and instructor facilitation, were also instrumental in
sustaining engagement and comprehension. These supports helped to reduce cognitive load,
enhanced reading efficiency, and ensured that all the students could participate meaningfully in
discussions (Bahari et al., 2024; Diprossimo et al., 2023). The instructor’s facilitation further
strengthened the learning environment by providing immediate feedback and highlighting
linguistic features, confirming that guided autonomy is more effective than unstructured
exposure to text. Thus, this study emphasizes that while ER is valuable, scaffolding and guided
interaction are important for deep and sustainable learning (Daniels & Steineke, 2004; Merke et
al., 2024; Mezek et al., 2021; Sangers et al., 2025).

Overall, this study illustrates how combining ER with LCs may shift the reading experience
from a solitary academic task into a collaborative, motivating, and culturally enriching practice.
The approach is associated with not only linguistic improvements but also positive attitudes and
sustained engagement, which are factors in long-term success in CFL learning.

Conclusion

This exploratory study provides empirical evidence that integrating ER with LCs is related to
gains in both affective and linguistic learning outcomes in advanced CFL contexts. The mixed-
methods results consistently showed that the students exhibited improved reading attitudes and
reported higher levels of confidence, enjoyment, and motivation, while simultaneously
supporting integrated language development. They responded enthusiastically to the course
design, describing it as both enjoyable and intellectually rewarding.

The findings suggest that meaningful reading engagement is closely tied not merely to the

quantity of reading but to the quality of instructional design. Scaffolding strategies such as
illustrated digital texts, role-based discussions, vocabulary logs, and instructor feedback played a
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vital role in making reading accessible, interactive, and purposeful. The thoughtful
implementation of these supports serves to facilitate a social and communicative learning
experience through ER, promoting autonomy, collaboration, and confidence.

Pedagogically, this study indicates the value of a balanced approach that combines ER with
structured, scaffolded activities like LCs. Such integration can provide students with exposure to
rich linguistic input while facilitating meaningful interaction and reflection. This approach also
offers a strategy to address the common challenge of declining learner motivation in advanced
CFL classes by helping students to sustain interest through social engagement and a sense of
achievement.

Although the results were positive, the small sample size and reliance on self-reported data limit
generalizability. Future research could employ larger samples and objective proficiency
measures. In addition, the success of LCs depends partly on instructor involvement and group
composition; larger classes may pose logistical challenges for equal participation and
monitoring. Therefore, creating balanced groups and supportive dynamics is particularly
important. Nonetheless, these challenges also underscore a pedagogical opportunity: when
learners are encouraged to step beyond their comfort zones in structured peer environments,
meaningful linguistic and affective growth can occur. Future research could also further explore
the linguistic outcomes of ER and LCs using additional measures such as proficiency tests,
journaling, or vocabulary assessments. Comparative studies between assigned and self-selected
readings could also clarify how learner autonomy affects motivation and learning outcomes.
Moreover, refining LCs roles to meet varied instructional goals and student proficiency levels
could enhance inclusivity and engagement.

In conclusion, ER, when combined with scaffolded peer collaboration, emerges as a promising
strategy for supporting both language proficiency and lifelong enjoyment of reading. While
caution is warranted in drawing causal conclusions given the one-group pre—post design in this
study, the findings suggest that through thoughtful design and structured support, such practices
may help develop not only stronger readers but also more confident, culturally aware, and self-
directed language learners.
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Appendix A
Chinese Reading Attitude Survey

How many years have you studied Chinese? years months

Indicate your agreement or disagreement with each of the statements by using the letter from this scale:
Strongly Agree; Agree; Neutral; Disagree; Strongly Disagree
5 4 3 2 1

1. I have confidence in reading Chinese stories.

2. I find reading in Chinese personally rewarding.

3. I find reading in Chinese fun.

4. I find reading in Chinese useful.

5. It is easy for me to read Chinese.

6. I read Chinese books, comics, newspaper, etc., outside of class.
7. When I read Chinese, I need to look up many words in the popup dictionary.
8. When I read Chinese, [ am very interested in what I read.

9. I find reading Chinese boring.

10. After reading Chinese, [ am very interested in what I read.

11. I would like to read more Chinese.

12. I do not enjoy reading Chinese.

13. I am a slow reader when I read Chinese.

14. When I read Chinese, I don’t understand very much.

15. I think reading stories for pleasure in Chinese is important.

16. So far, I am enjoying Chinese Short Stories class.

17. I work hard in Chinese Short Stories class.

18. I would like to do well in Chinese Short Stories class.

19. I look forward to coming to Chinese Short Stories class.

20. I want to continue studying Chinese after taking Chinese Short Stories class.
Appendix B

Final Reflection Survey

1. Please describe your reading experiences in Chinese before taking this class.

2. Do you enjoy the short story reading part of the class and why?

3. Do you enjoy the literature circle activities and why?

4. Which aspects of your Chinese language abilities you think have improved? Please explain.

5. How do you like different components of the course design including but not limited to story selection,
story presentation, literature circle roles, assignments, and class activities?
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University. The decision was that it was exempt. The letter can be provided if needed. The number
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The students were invited to voluntarily complete an anonymous online consent form, followed by
anonymous surveys online.
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