
1.Introduction

Writtenwordssurroundusdaily.Theycon-

fuseandenlightenus;theydepressandamuse

us;theysickenandhealus.Ateveryturn,we,

membersofaliteratesociety,aredependenton

twenty-some-oddlettersandahandfulofother

writtensymbolsforsignificant,evenlife-and-

death,mattersinourlives(Brown,2001).Noone

woulddenythefactthatwesurelyreadsome-

thingorothereveryday.Therefore,reading

playsaveryimportantroleandisdeeplyin-

volvedinourdailylife.Asweknow,readingis

thefoundationofallknowledge.Whetherin

readingtextbooksorextracurricularmaterials,

readerscanbeexposedtomanynewwordsand

phrases,andthuscandeveloptheirproductive

languageskillslikespeakingorwriting.Many

researchersandteachershavetriedhardtofind

waysto help studentsread successfully in

English,buttherearemanyfactorsthataffect

readingproficiency.Soweadministeredaques-

tionnaireinChinaandJapantofindoutwhatis

themostdifficultpartinEnglishreadingfor

ChineseandJapaneseseniorhighschoolstu-

dents,andasaresult,weknowitis・unknown

words・.Thus,thisstudyaimstoinvestigatethe

differences,ifany,in thewaysofdecoding

Englishvocabularyduringreadingprocessesbe-

tweenChineseandJapanesestudents,andto

analyzewhythosedifferencesexist.Itisalso

hopedthatthisstudywillprovidevaluablein-

formationonreadinginstructionforChinese

andJapaneseEFLteachers.

2.TheoreticalBackground

AccordingtoJoe(1993),Huang(2000),and

Lin(2003),insufficientvocabularyknowledgeis

akeyfactorthatcausesmanystudents・frustra-

tionsinEnglishreading.So,ifunknownwords

mightcausethebiggesttroubleasourquestion-

nairesuggested,weshouldteachourstudents

howtomanagethemwhilereading.Furthermore,

inGarnerandKraus(1981-1982),theysuggested

thatthereisastrongcorrelationbetweenread-

ingstrategyknowledgeandreadingperform-

ance.Thus,itcan becrucialto successful

readingthatstudentsshouldhavegoodknowl-

edgeandcontrolofreadingstrategies.

However,weknow ofnostudiesonreading

strategiesthattookculturaldifferencesintoac-

count,especiallythoseinChineseandJapanese

Englisheducationcontexts.Soweplannedtoin-

vestigatethetopicfrom thefollowingthree

pointsofview;

1.Whatkindsofreadingstrategiesarebeing

usedbyChineseandJapaneseseniorhigh

schoolstudents?

2.Ifthereareanydifferencesbetweenthe

strategiestheChineseandJapanesestu-

dentsuseordonotuse,whydosuchdiffer-

encesexist?

3.Whatsortofreadingstrategiesshouldthe

studentsdevelopinordertocontinuetheir

studiessuccessfully?

3.CurrentSituationsofTeachingEnglish

inChinaandJapan

Beforestartingthestudy,itwillbehelpfulto

know about current situations of English
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educationinChinaandJapan.InthePeople・s

RepublicofChina,Englishisarequiredsubject

from primarytopost-graduateschoolsandas-

sumesanimportantpositionintheschoolcur-

riculum aswellasinpeople・sdailylives.From

the mid 1990s,togetherwith Chinese and

Mathematics,Englishhasbecomeoneofthe

coreelementsinChina'suniversityentranceex-

amination.

InJapan,Englishhasbeentaughtatschoolas

aforeignlanguageformanyyearssincethe

MeijiEra.Itisalsooneofthemainsubjectsof

theschoolcurriculum andtherefore,oneofthe

mostimportantsubjectsfortheentranceexami-

nationstohighschoolsorcolleges.Consequently,

Japanesestudentsareinterested in learning

Englishmainlyforexaminationswhichwilllead

totheirfuturecareers.

InbothChinaandJapan,Englishisamajor

subjectin schoolcurriculum and,therefore,

playsaveryimportantroleinuniversityen-

tranceexamination.ButinChina,Englishprofi-

ciencyisrequiredbeforeandafteruniversity

education.Ontheotherhand,tomanyJapanese

students,Englishisnotdirectlyconnectedto

theirfuturecareer.Itindirectlyaffectstheirca-

reerinthesensethatitisneededonlyforenter-

ing(famous)universities.

4.Study

4.1.Questionnaire

Inordertofindthemostdifficultpartin

Englishreading,aquestionnairewasadminis-

teredinbothChinaandJapaninOctober2007.

InChina,112grade-twostudentsofJinZhou

SeniorHighSchool,locatedinDalian,China,re-

spondedtothequestionnaire.Thequestionnaire

consisted ofonequestion ・When you read

Englishmaterial,whichpartsdoyouconsider

aredifficultforyou?・withfiveanswerchoices;

(A)unknownwords,(B)grammar,(C)lackof

background knowledge,(D)lack ofreading

strategy,(E)lengthofthematerial.Students

wereaskedtochoosethreeoutofthesefive

answersandorderthemaccordingtotheirdiffi-

cultylevels.Theansweritemjudgedasthemost

difficultbyanystudentwasassigned3points,

theseconddifficultone,2points,andthethird

difficultone,1point.Thetotalpointseachitem

gainedareconsideredtoindicatethedifficulty

levelofthatfactor.

Thesamequestionnairewasalsocarriedout

inthreeseniorhighschoolsinToyama,Japan,at

thesametimeand106answersheetsweregath-

ered.65werefromgrade-twostudents;41were

fromgrade-threestudents.Theresultsareasfol-

lows;

Twothingsmightbeworthytonotice.Oneis

that・unknownwords・isthemostdifficultpart

in English reading for both Chinese and

Japaneseseniorhighschoolstudents.Theother

isthatJapanesestudentshave,comparatively,

moredifficultyinreadingEnglishthanChinese

studentswhentheydonothaveenoughback-

groundknowledgeforthematerialtheyread.

Wewillrefertothelatterpointlater.

4.2Experiment

Inordertoknow how studentsarereally

usingreadingstrategies,weconductedasmall-

scaleresearchusingthethink-aloudmethodand
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Figure1.Theweightofitems(ChineseStudents)

Figure2.Theweightofitems(JapaneseStudents)



theinterview.

4.2.1ThinkAloud

Asthetitleimplies,・thinkaloud・means・say

aloudwhatonethinks・.Skillfulreadersuncon-

sciouslyusearangeofstrategiestocatchthe

meaningfromthetext.The・thinkaloud・method

istomonitortheseusesofreadingstrategieson

real-timebasis.

InOctober2007,fiveChinesestudentsfrom

DalianJinZhouSeniorHighSchoolinChina

andnineJapanesestudentsfrom aseniorhigh

schoolin Toyama,Japan,・thought aloud・.

Materialwithafew difficultgrammaticaland

vocabularyitemswasthoughttobeappropriate

forthink-aloud,andonewaschosenafterdelib-

erateandcarefulconsiderationoftheparticipants・

curiosityandlanguagecompetence.

Thestudentswereaskedtoreadthechosen

textandmarkthefirst5unknownwords.Then,

theywereaskedtosayaloudintothemicro-

phonewhattheythoughtwhiletryingtofind

outthemeaningsofthetextorunknownwords.

But,asisexpected,・thinkaloud・isnotaneasy

taskforordinarystudents,especiallywithami-

crophone.So,weconductedaninterview with

allofthosestudentsaftertheirthinkingaloudto

knowwhatstrategiestheydiduseforeachun-

knownword.

4.2.2ThinkAloudResults

Thereisnofixedlistofreadingstrategies,but

structuralanalysis,schematicanalysis,consult-

ingadictionary,skipping,orignoringaregener-

allyused.Theremightbesomewhowillassert

thatguessingbeincludedinthelist,butguess-

ingisnotastrategyinthesamesensethat,for

example,structuralanalysisisareadingstrat-

egy;guessingoftenreferstotheentireprocessof

managingunknownwordsinreading.Forex-

ample,onecan guessthemeaning ofsome

unknownword・onthebasisof・thestructural/

schematicanalysisofthetext.Unlessoneskips

orignores,every unknown word mustbe

guesseditsmeaningsomehow.

Ourinterviewtoldusalotofinterestingdif-

ferencesofstrategychoicebetweenChineseand

Japanesestudents.First,allthe5Chinesestu-

dentsusedstructuralanalysis,butonlyoneout

ofnineJapanesestudentsusedit.Second,seven

outofnineJapanesestudentsusedskippingor

ignoring,butnoChinesestudents.Third,five

outofnineJapanesestudentsused・consultinga

dictionary・,butnoChinesestudents.Fourth,

Chinesestudentsdiduseonlytwokindsof

strategies,thatis,structuralanalysisandsche-

maticanalysis.(ThreeChinesestudentsused

schematicanalysis.)Fifth,noJapanesestudent

used schematic analysis.Roughly speaking,

Chinesestudentschosestructuralorschematic

analysis,andJapanesestudents,onthecontrary,

choseskipping/ignoringor・consultingadiction-

ary・,whichmeansthatChinesestudentstried

guessingforalltheirunknownwords,butJapanese

studentsdidnottryformostoftheirunknown

words.Thenumberofstudentsweinterviewed

wassosmallthatitmaybeimplausibletoget

somegeneralization,butaverycleardifference

appeared from ourinterview aboutstrategy

choicebetweenChineseandJapanesestudents.

Why,then,didsuchadifferenceexist?Toin-

vestigateit,wepaidattentiontotherelationbe-

tween vocabulary knowledge and guessing

frequency,forvocabularyknowledgeisfunda-

mentaltoreadingcomprehensionandonecan-

notunderstand textwithoutknowing what

mostofthewordsmean(AndersonandFreebody,

1981).Also,accordingtoNation(1990),wecould

makeasuccessfulguessingonlywhenwehave

98%ormorecoverageofvocabularyofthepage

weread.Furthermore,readingstrategiesused

byefficientandnon-efficientlearnersaresaidto

bedifferent(Block,1986;Singhal,2001).Sowe

thoughtitmightbehelpfultocalculatevocabu-

lary sizeandcompareitwith guessingfre-

quency.

Weadopted・unknownwordpercentage・of

eachstudentforthematerialtheyreadasan
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indicatorofvocabularysizeandmadethecalcu-

lationasfollows(・5・isthefirst5unknown

words):

unknownwordpercentage=5÷(numberof

differentwordsbeforethe6thunknown

word)×100

Figure3showstherelationbetweenunknown

wordpercentageandguessingfrequency.C1-

C5areChinesestudents,andJ1-J3areJapanese

students.C2student・sguessingfrequency is

100%,whichmeansthestudenttriedguessing

forallthefivefirstunknown words.(Nine

Japanesestudentstriedthink-aloud,butonly

threeoutofninewereabletosayaloudintothe

microphone.Othersmightbetooshy.Asthis

correlationmentioned・guessingfrequency・,in

otherwords,how oftenguessingwastried,it

willbepreferabletoincludeonlythethree.)

Itshouldbenotedthatguessingfrequencyis

notthesameassuccessfulguessing.So,Figure3

indicatesatmost,butratherclearly,thatthe

largerthevocabularysizeis,themoreoftenstu-

dentstendtotrytheguessing.

5.Discussion

OurexperimentsuggestedthatChineseand

Japanesestudentsmayhavedifferentreading

tacticsforunknownwords.Ifitisthecase,in

whatprocess,oreducation,havethey・master-

ed・theirdifferentstrategies?Therecouldbe

manyhintsonthisquestion,butwewouldlike

toconsidertwothingsinthispaper;generalvo-

cabularysizeandtextbookstyles.

5.1GeneralVocabularySize

InOctober2007,avocabularysizechecktest

adoptedfromNation(1990)wasadministeredto

113grade-twostudentsofJinZhouSeniorHigh

SchoolinDalian,Chinaand153grade-twostu-

dentsofaseniorhighschoolinToyama,Japan.

Bothschoolsseemtobeofthealmostsameaca-

demiclevel,judgedfromthepercentagesofstu-

dentswho entertheirnationaluniversities.

(Figure5wasoriginallymadebyaseniorhigh

schoolteacherwhoactuallyadministeredthe

test.Weborroweditbyhispermission.)

Inthistest,Chinesestudents・averagevocabu-

larysizewas2,063,whichis1.6timeslarger

thanthatofJapanesestudents・1,289.Thissize

difference,alsoseeninFigure3,isnotsurpris-

ing,becauseinChina,studentsbegintostudy

Englishfrom thethirdyearinprimaryschool

and when they graduate from juniorhigh

school,theirvocabularysizeisexpectedtoreach

1,600,accordingtotheChineseEnglishCourseof
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Figure3.Correlationbetweenunknownword
percentageandguessingfrequency

Figure4.Vocabularysize,Chinesestudents(n=113)

Figure5.Vocabularysize,Japanesestudents(n=153)
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Study.Ontheotherhand,inJapan,students

begintostudyEnglishafterenteringjunior

high schooland their vocabulary size is

expectedtoreach900attheendofthethree

years・juniorhighschooleducation,accordingto

theJapaneseEnglishCourseofStudy.1,600is

about1.8timeslargerthan900.Asisalready

mentioned,thelargervocabularycanmakethe

guessingtaskeasierandletthestudentstryto

guessmoreoften.Thatalsomeanstheydonot

havetoskip/ignoreorconsultadictionary.

5.2TextbookTypes

Textbooksarethemainsourceforbuilding

vocabulary.Soitmightbebeneficialtolook

carefullyintothetextbooksactuallyusedin

ChineseandJapaneseseniorhighschools.

Textbooksarecharacterizedbyvariousas-

pects;syllabustype,topicselection,material

length,drills,andsoon.Oftheseaspects,sylla-

bustypeanddrillsdolookmuchalikeinbothof

thesecountries・textbooks,andtopicselectionis

culturallydriven,especiallyinChina.Then,how

aboutmateriallengthorrunningwords?Itis

highlypossiblethatmateriallengthcouldaffect

thewaysstudentslearn,andteachersteach,the

textbooks.

China hasnational-standard English text-

books,andthefirstyeartextbookforsenior

highschoolhasabout2,300runningwords.In

Japan,thereareseveralstandardtextbooks,so

weselected4firstyeartextbooksandcalculated

itsaverage:itwasabout1,400.Thistimeagain,

theChineseoneisabout・1.6times・longerthan

theJapaneseaverage.Butitistoosimplifiedan

ideathatthelongertextbookistoughertoread.

Itis・vocabularydensityindex・thatreallymat-

ters.

Vocabularydensityindexisakindoftext-

readabilityindicator,andiscalculatedbydivid-

ingthenumberofdifferentwordsinthetextby

thetotalnumberofwordsofthetext.Towordit

morepractically,itmeans・theaveragetimes

anyonewordappearsinthetextconcerned・.

Naturally,ifavocabularydensityindexishigh,

manywordsoccurrepeatedlyinthattextand

readersfeeliteasiertoread,irrespectiveofthe

lengthofthematerial.Infact,thevocabulary

densityindexoftheChinesetextbookwas3.0,

andtheaveragedensityindexofthe4Japanese

textbookswas2.8.Chinesetextbooksmaybea

littleeasiertoread,buttherewasnosignificant

difference.

Iftwotextbookshaveasimilardensityindex,

thelongeronehassomemerits.First,longerma-

terialnaturallyincludesmorevocabularythan

shorteronewithsimilardensity,whichhelps

studentsbuilduprichervocabulary.Second,

longermaterialdoesnotgivestudentsspare

timetoconsultdictionaries.Ofcourse,students

usinglongertextbookshavegainedrichervo-

cabularyanddonothavetooftenuseadiction-

ary.Noorlessuseofdictionariesisoneofthe

keyfactorstoreadalot.Andlast,longertext-

books,alsonaturally,arelikelytoincludesto-

riesofvarioustopics.Ifitmightbethecasethat

wecannotread storieswithoutbackground

knowledgeonthetopics,weareverypoorread-

ers.Varioustopicsinthetextbookscanencour-

ageustoreadevenmaterialsweareunfamiliar

with.Theleastneedforbackgroundknowledge

byChinesereadersinFigure1seemstoreflect

it.So,allofthesemeritscantellusthatwehave

asortofsynergisticeffecthere.

6.Conclusion

InbothChineseandJapaneseEnglishCourse

ofStudies,studentsareexpectedtoguessthe

meaningsofunknownwords.However,asfaras

ourdatasuggest,Chinesestudentsseem totry

guessing againstevery unknown word they

meetinreading,butJapanesestudentsseemto

avoidordislikeguessing;theyskip/ignoreun-

knownwordsorarequicktoreachfordictionar-

ies.Twointerrelatedobservationsmayhelpus

inferthereasonsbehindthesedifferences.

First,Chineseseniorhighschoolstudentsgen-

erallyhavealargervocabularythanJapanese
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students.Second,Chinesestudentsuselonger

textbooksandreadmorethanJapanesestu-

dents.Bothoftheseobservationscangiveusan

explanationonwhyChinese,butnotJapanese,

studentsdo nothesitateoverguessing the

meaningsofunknownwords.

Otherfactorsmayalsoaffectstudents・likeor

dislikeforguessing.Wei(2006)administereda

questionnaireto50Chineseseniorhighschool

Englishteachers.Oneofthequestionswason

howtodealwithnewwordsinEnglishreading.

65%answeredthattheyencouragestudentsto

guessthemeaningsfrom thecontext;20%an-

sweredthattheyexplainthemeaningsofnew

wordswhilereading;14%answeredtheyexplain

them beforereading;1%answeredtheydonot

explain.Clearly,ChineseEnglishteachershave

admittedvaluesinguessing.

Ofcourse,itwillbeimplausibletoassumethat

JapaneseEnglishteachersdonotpermitthe

valueofguessinginreadingforeignlanguages.

HoweverinJapan,theuniversityentranceex-

aminationgetsintheway.

InJapan,Englishentranceexaminationre-

quiresmuchtranslation.Studentshavetotrans-

lateEnglishintoJapaneseandviceversa.In

translation,accuracyisregardedmuchmoreim-

portantthanotheraspects.Therefore,Japanese

Englishteachersrepeatedlytelltheirstudents

・Whenyoumeetunknownwords,youmust

quicklylookforthemeaningintoyourdiction-

ary・andstudentsshouldobeyit.However,in

China,Englishentranceexaminationdoesnot

havetranslationpart;theheaviestburdenfor

studentsisreadingcomprehension.So,ifstu-

dents・readingspeedisnotfastenough,they

cannotanswerallthequestions.Thus,inorder

toimprovetheirreadingabilityandspeed,most

ofChineseseniorhighschoolstudentspractice

themselvestoreadfastandtrytoguessthe

meaningsofunknownwordsinsteadofconsult-

ingdictionaries.

Thepurposeofthisstudywastoinvestigate

factorswhichhaveaffectedstudents・reading

abilityandpickupsometipsonsome・good・

readingstrategiesonthebasisofacomparison

betweenChineseandJapanesestudentslearning

English,andthen,Englisheducationitself.From

ourdiscussion,itmaybereasonabletoassume

thattextbookcharacteristicsshouldaffectlearn-

ingstyleandlearningitselfinsomefundamen-

talway.Wecanseeitinthedifferentpreferences

forreadingstrategiesbyChineseandJapanese

seniorhighschoolstudents.Furthermore,ques-

tiontypesintheuniversityentranceexamina-

tioncouldalsohaveadefiniteinfluenceon

Englisheducationinbothcountries.Inthedays

whenEnglishisnotalanguageforsomenative

nations,butanindispensablecommunication

toolforsomanynations,strategieslikeskip-

ping/ignoringoranytime-consulting-a-dictionary

sound rather unpreferable or ofless help.

Teachers,andadministrators,shouldpaymore

attentiontowhatreadingstrategies,how and

why,theywillinstructtotheirstudents.
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