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Abstract

The health crisis of COVID-19 has forced many countries around the world to close schools,
colleges, and universities. Malaysia's high education administration announced that teaching
and learning would be fully online for universities starting from the 1st of June till the end of
2020. This short and long-term disruption shocked by many students and lecturers in the
tertiary education sector in Malaysia. Teaching and learning and even assessments have
moved fully online, resulting in lot of trials and errors and uncertainty for everyone. Covid-19
has posed significant challenges not only for lecturers, but students as well. There are a
plethora of challenges such as technical difficulties, coverage, and speed of the Internet, the
quality of teaching, and interactions for students who are not familiar and used to online
learning. It is extremely important to attract learners and motivate them in an online learning
environment in order to help learners overcome challenges and difficulties in learning.

The present study explored the students’ attitudes and perceptions of learning
Mandarin via animated videos at a beginner level. Animated video is used to create content
covered in online lessons and integrates basic Mandarin vocabulary, sentence structures and
enhances learning. Several surveys and semi-structured interviews were used to assess
students’ attitudes and perceptions towards this method of instruction in online teaching and
learning during the COVID-19 pandemic. The findings of the study demonstrated that
students kept a positive attitude towards learning Mandarin via animated video. Students
expressed that animated video not only enhanced their listening and speaking skills, it also
helped them learn Mandarin vocabulary and sentence structures. The findings of this study
also suggested that animated video provides Mandarin language teachers with extensive
Mandarin vocabulary and sentence structures and enhances learning through fun activities in
online teaching.
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Introduction

Online teaching and learning are not new to the education sector, although many schools
and universities have developed their own online teaching and learning methods. However,
most of the education sector is still relies heavily on traditional face-to-face interactions in
the classroom. Unfortunately, with Covid-19 spreading globally, the education sector has no
other choice but to having teaching and learning online fully for the safety and health of
educators and students. Compared to face-to-face classroom teaching, there are many
advantages of online teaching and learning. The advantages include a flexible schedule and
environment, increased self-discipline and responsibility, more academic options, and an
opportunity to build technical skills.

However, switching from a traditional classroom and face-to-face teaching and learning
to computer-based learning in a virtual classroom makes the learning experience entirely
different for students. The changes take time for students to adapt and become accustomed
to a computer-based education. Students also encountered many problems such as technical
issues, a lack of computer literacy, adaptability, and time-management. Most importantly,
there was a lack of motivation, which is an essential requirement in online teaching and
learning. Being able to understand and enhance students’ motivation of online learning has a
significant impact on how educators help the students improve their general performance.

When designing online courses, it is the educators’ responsibility to find ways to capture
and sustain students’ attention and interest and also continue to motivate them to learn
online. Creating a blended learning environment to teach, especially teaching a language
online, involves technical and pedagogical challenges for language teachers when
implementing modern technologies and visual classroom applications. In an online learning
environment, most communication between learners and instructors is asynchronous, which
leads to an isolated learning context. Some researchers have argued that limited speaking and
listening practices in online courses might affect the development of language learners’ oral
proficiency (Felix, 2001; Hurd,2005; Jaggars, 2014). Sun et al. (2013) also argued that this
asynchronous learning could make language learning “extremely difficult, especially when
learning a category IV language such as Mandarin Chinese” (p. 162). Online language learning
also has less face-to-face meetings, which could directly affect students’ perceptions of online
language courses. Jin (2004) investigated three web tools in Chinese as a foreign language
(CFL) teaching and learning and found that CFL learners’ favorite learning style was face-to-
face communication. This finding was supported by Cheng’s (2011) study which found that
78% of his participants expressed a preference for traditional face-to-face classes over online
classes.

In addition, a large amount of self-speaking practices, a lack of peer-to-peer and learner-
instructor interactions, and delayed feedback, may slowly decrease learners’ motivation to
continue with a course (White,2003; Lancashire, 2009; Jiang, 2014).

When it comes to teaching a language subject, target language input plays a significant
role (Ellis, 2003), which can be done through a lot of reading and listening. However, with a
second language or the teaching of a foreign language, it is more difficult to help students
learn and have fun via reading and listening. Therefore, interesting and diverse teaching
content plays a significant role that can help students learn the foreign language better, which
can be achieved via animation videos. Many types of research have been conducted in the
English language which can help language learners with their vocabulary, sentence structure,
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grammar, and listening skills. (Dickinson, 2001; Penno, et al., 2002; Verdugo & Belmonte,
2007, Abdo, et al., 2017). Having diverse multimedia can stimulate language learners to be
motivated and help them love to learn a language. Moreover, the diversity can help learners
to acquire vocabulary more efficiently ((Al-Seghayer, 2001; Jin, 2004).

There is a rapid development of advanced digital technologies combined with
multimedia storytelling and animation video, which provides language learners with audio
and video input, along with story narrations. These tools are widely used to teach language
subjects, especially the English language.

Learning Languages via Animation Videos

Animated video (cartoons, also known as comics) along with pictures, audio, and video
used in language teaching can encourage students to read and improve their motivation to
learn (Derrick, 2008). Animated video also provides audio support and visual stimuli. Many
studies have been completed on animated video in English language teaching. Yildirim and
Fatma (2014) explored the value of animated stories with young English language learners,
and found that young English language learners kept a positive attitude towards learning the
English language with animated stories. The authors believed that animated stories provided
teachers with opportunities to present and recycle vocabulary, grammar, and integrate many
activities via animated story themes. Another study was conducted by Krishnan et.al (2018)
to develop secondary school English language learners’ listening abilities and vocabulary via
the use of animated cartoons from YouTube. The study found that the use of ‘Animated
Cartoons “improved low proficiency English learners’ with the acquisition of vocabulary and
listening abilities. Egounletia et.al (2018) explored the impacts of cartoons on motivating
secondary school English language learners to speak a target language in a classroom. The
study found that using cartoons to teach the English language has a positive impact on
beginner English as foreign language learners’ speaking, listening, reading, and writing
abilities. Using cartoons was an efficient means to help language learners’ anxiety and
motivated beginner English language learners to develop their oral capabilities.

It is important to note that, all the researches mentioned above are related to English
language teaching. However, few studies have been done using animated video in other
foreign languages. In one study, Chan and Wang (2017) proposed a model that can be used
to plan lessons by using anime (Japanese cartoon), as a teaching tool in Japanese as a foreign
language classrooms.

In teaching Chinese as a foreign language, little research has been done on animations.
Lien. et al. (2011) designed a curriculum by using animated cartoons to teach Chinese as a
foreign language and evaluated the effectiveness of the curriculum. Although the study found
that the curriculum designed was effective and improved Chinese foreign language learners'
performance and level of interest. However, due to the fact that there was a low number of
participants and a short time implementation, the designed teaching model does not ensure
the same effects will take place in a lengthy period of teaching. Other researchers (Xu, et. al,
2018; Tan, et.al, 2018) only focused on animation in developing learners’ orthographic
knowledge. Xu, et. al (2018) investigated the comparative effectiveness of reading, animation,
and writing in developing foreign language learners’ orthographic knowledge of Chinese. The
study found that writing and animation of both led to better form recognition of Chinese
characters. Tan’s (2018) study found that animation can help Chinese language learners in
their Chinese character writing and writing skills in general. Although both studies did not
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explore other aspects of Chinese language teaching, it was a positive development of
integrating animation in Chinese language teaching.

Integrating animated videos with enjoyable follow-up activities may create an enjoyable
learning environment. However, the potential contributions of animated video to a more
positive learning environment in teaching Chinese as foreign language classes has not been
studied thoroughly. This study, therefore, aimed to investigate attitudes and perceptions of
learning basic Mandarin Chinese by integrating animated video among beginner Mandarin
Chinese learners.

The objectives of this study are:

1.To investigate the attitudes of beginner Mandarin Chinese learners towards learning
Mandarin Chinese via aminated video.

2.To identify the beginner Mandarin Chinese learners' perceptions of language teaching
and learning via animated video.

The study attempts to answer the following research questions:

RQ1: What are the attitudes of beginner Mandarin Chinese learners towards learning
Mandarin Chinese via animated video?

RQ2: What are beginner Mandarin Chinese learners' perceptions of language teaching
and learning via animated video?

Methodology

Participants

The participants were (n=86) university non-native Chinese language learners from

various faculties in Malaysia. The participants took a level one Mandarin Chinese as one of
the foreign languages elective courses offered by the university. The course was conducted
three hours per week with a total of fourteen weeks with four weeks of face-to-face classes
and ten weeks of online classes due to the Covid-19 pandemic. The course textbook used at
the university was published by the university. The students’ Mandarin proficiency level was
considered to be at a beginner level, as they did not have any foundation of Mandarin Chinese
before they took the course.

Implementation:
The animated videos (Figure 1) were created and posted based on the textbook (I Love
Mandarin 1) and used in the course by a language instructor on YouTube.com. The
overarching themes that were integrated were basic Mandarin Chinese vocabulary, sentence
structures, and functions of the target language. Six animated videos were created and posted
in this study for 10 Mandarin Chinese lessons over 10 weeks. The six animated videos created
and posted were based on six themes: family members, friends, eating outside, weekend
activities, going for holidays, and celebrating festivals. The animated video was created by a
cloud-based animation video software called Animker, which allowed the users to create and
edit online videos based on pre-built characters and templates. The animated video could be
uploaded on social media or downloaded as an mp4 file. The animated video created was in
a full multimedia format that included audio (it could be uploaded via own voice or a text
placed over the voice by other native speakers’ voices by a software), music, and animation
that could help students learn new Chinese new vocabulary, grammar, and basic sentence
structures. Based on the proposed prototype of the entry-level course design model (Sun et
al, 2013), students were required to embark on an “asynchronous instruction” via watching
the animated video created and posted before the synchronous interaction online class was
conducted in Microsoft Teams. The content of animated video was then discussed via a
synchronous interaction and later assessed via an asynchronous assessment to check the
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progress of students’ learning, by using an online quiz platform called.quizzizz.com and live
worksheets which the learners completed online.
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Figure 1: Animated video posted in YouTube

The criteria of creating animated video were proposed by Ellis et.al (2002) which paid
attention to the level and variety of language, suitability, and relevance to the content. The
researcher tried to create the animated video in an easy and interesting way, in order to
attract and help students understand the content in an easy way.

Also, when designing the interactive activities and assessments based on the animated
video, special attention was paid to course objectives and learning outcomes. The activities
included in the video themes consisted of interactive flashcards, pictures, PowerPoint
presentations online games, conversations, etc. to help students become more familiar with
the language content.

Data collection

A mix of qualitative and quantitative data instruments was used to explore a clear picture
of the perceptions and attitudes of the participants on Mandarin language teaching via an
animated video. Multiple data collection tools were used to maintain validity and reliability
based on triangulation purposes proposed by Berg (2001). According to Berg, triangulation
should not be a combination of all kinds of data, but instead, it's necessary to try to relate
them. Therefore, the data collection tools used in this study were: a structured perception
guestionnaire, an open-end attitude questionnaire, and interviews.

To investigate the perceptions of participants towards learning Mandarin Chinese via
the animated video created and posted by the language instructor based on the content
textbook used in this course, a self-developed structured perceptions questionnaire was used.
The structured perceptions questionnaire consisted mostly of five point-Likert scale items,
which required participants to rate each item from 1=strongly agree to 5=strongly disagree.
The questionnaire consisted of 20 items. In addition, an open-end questionnaire was designed
by the researcher to obtain more detailed information on the perceptions of participants
towards learning Mandarin Chinese via an animated video. Both structured and open-end
guestionnaires were administered at the end of the study.

The semi-structured interviews were conducted online through an online application,
WhatsApp, due to safety and health purposes relating to Covid-19. Patton (2002) suggested
that a semi-structured interview helps to inquire about an individual’s perceptions and
experiences through their own judgment and experience. The interview was conducted at the
end of the study to investigate the perceptions of participants about the Mandarin language
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instruction through an animated video created and posted on YouTube. The interview
prepared by the researcher included questions related to the students’ attitudes and
perceptions towards learning Mandarin Chinese, the animated video content, integrated
activities, and continuous assessment and their concern about online Mandarin lessons. The
interview questions were piloted, and necessary modifications to improve clarity and
comprehensibility of the questions were made. A total of 10 participants were selected
purposely following non-probability sampling described by Merriam (1998). The interview
participants were selected from both sex groups, five males and five females, so as collect
data from a range of participants with different experiences. For reliability purposes, the
participants were interviewed by other Mandarin instructors who taught higher levels of
Mandarin Chinese. The interviews were conducted at the end of the semester via WhatsApp
calls due to the Covid-19 pandemic, for safety and health purposes. The interviews were also
audio-recorded for descriptive data analysis purposes.

Data Analysis

To determine the students’ attitudes and perceptions of learning Mandarin Chinese via
animated content, a descriptive analysis was conducted using SPSS (Statistical Package for
Social Sciences) for the quantitative data collected via a structured questionnaire. The
frequency and percentage values were analyzed for the five parts to describe the overall
picture of how students rate their perceptions of learning Mandarin Chinese via animated
content at the end of the semester. Data findings were interpreted based on the percentage
values that each part of the questionnaire obtained.

Data collected through qualitative instruments were analysed and interpreted through
qualitative analysis techniques. According to Bogdan and Biklen (1992), the task of qualitative
analysis involves “working with data, organizing them, breaking them into manageable units,
synthesizing them, searching for patterns, discovering what is important and what is to be
learned and deciding what you will tell others” (p.153). Thus, qualitative data was analysed
accordingly.

Findings and Discussions

The data was collected from different instruments including a structured five point-Likert-
type perception and attitude questionnaire, an open-end attitude questionnaire and a semi-
structured interview to obtain the findings of students’ attitudes and perceptions toward
learning Mandarin Chinese via animated video. The findings and related discussions are
presented based on the research questions.

The first research question is to investigate the students' attitudes towards learning
Mandarin Chinese via animated videos. The findings of data collected from the questionnaire
and the semi-structured interviews are presented below:

Table 1: Students’ attitudes toward learning Mandarin Chinese via animated video

Enjoyed learning Mandarin via animated video 100%
Watch it before class 93%
Watch it after class 68.6%
To learn new vocabulary from animated videos 95.4%
Use the vocabulary and sentence learnt from animated video in
speaking and writing 67.4%
Wish to create their own animated video 63%
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Participants showed a positive attitude towards learning Mandarin Chinese via animated
video created and uploaded by language instructors. The qualitative data collected
demonstrated that the majority (93%) of participants normally watched the animated video
before each online class to prepare themselves and obtain ideas on what will be covered in
the upcoming online class. The students expressed that watching the animated video before
the online class helped them better understand what was covered in class and also, they could
actively participate in the online class activities, as indicated by the following students'
statements:

Example 1:
" | watch it before online class so that | have at least a basic idea on what we are going to
learn in the online class later."

Example 2:
"I watch it before class because | can easily catch up on what | will learn."

Example 3:
" | usually watch the animated video posted by our teacher before online class because | want
to prepare myself about what | am will learn so that | won’t be lost in the online class".

More than half (68.6%) of participants also watch animated video after class for revision

purpose as students expressed as the following:

Example 1:

"sometimes | watch aminated video posted by my teacher after class because | can review
what | have learnt from class."

Example 2:

"I watch it after the class to get additional information while | am making notes for
revision".

Example 3:

"I watch back the video after the class if | don’t understand some topics that we have
discussed in the class.’

More than half (67.4%) of the participants used the vocabulary and sentences they pre-
learnt from the animated video in their daily speaking and writing. The participants
expressed their views below:

Example 1:

“Most of the videos is about daily conversations. | also learnt new words and how to use
it in my sentences.”

Example 2:

“There are many new words in every video posted, | always learn these new words that |
can use them in my speaking and writing.”

Example 3:

“to be honest, | learnt a lot of new words and sentences from the animated video posted
that | could use in my daily communication and writing.”

When asked about whether they wished to create their own animated video that they can
share with others who are learning Mandarin Chinese, more than half of participants
(63%) were willing to do so if they had the opportunity and skills. The participants
expressed their willingness to create an animated video below:

Example 1:
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“if I have an opportunity, | would like to create my own animated video, because by
watching video it helps us to understand more, and we also can share about what we
study, and another learner can refer to our video.”

Example 2:

“If 1 have the skills to edit the video, | would like to create the video and share other
Mandarin learning, because it can improve my Mandarin knowledge and Chinese
Characters.”

Perceptions of learning Mandarin via animated video

The participants expressed their opinion on learning Mandarin Chinese via animated
video created and posted by their teacher on YouTube. All the participants agreed that the
Mandarin Chinese lessons became much easier via watching animated video, because the
animated video piqued the learners’ attention and the learners focused better during the
online lesson. Animated video can also help learners visualize vocabulary, because the video
provided subtitles in Chinese characters, pinyin and English, as Figure (2) demonstrated
below:

| Love Mandarin- Lesson Fourteen-My birthday party

B Play (k) §

> > ¢ -  159/420
Figure 2: Animated video posted on YouTube
The animated video created was related to the learners’ daily lives and it used simple
sentences that help learners understand easily.

Students’ Perceptions of Animated Video Created and posted on YouTube.

The quantitative data collected from participants demonstrated that the animated video
created and posted by the teacher on YouTube helped Mandarin language learners. It helped
with their speaking, listening, writing and reading skills, and also helped them to learn new
vocabulary, sentence structures and basic Chinese grammar, as the table showed below:
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Table 1: Benefits of aminated video on Mandarin language learning

Benefit f Rel f cf percentile
Enhance Listening skills 49 0.57 20 0.23
Enhance Speaking skills 46 0.53 19 0.22
Enhance Reading skills 29 0.34 19 0.22
Enhance Writing skills 30 0.35 18 0.21
Increase vocabulary 71 0.83 18 0.21
Learning basic sentence structure 25 0.29 17 0.20
Improve Grammar knowledge 17 0.20 17 0.20

The participants perceived that the animated video benefited them in terms of increasing
their Chinese vocabulary and enhancing their listening, speaking, writing and reading skills.
However, the majority of participants thought that they did not benefit much from animated
video for basic sentence structures (79%) and the improvement of grammar knowledge
(80%). Moreover, more than half of the participants disagreed that animated video benefited
them for reading (66%) and writing (65%).

A majority of participants (83%) perceived that animated video could assist their Chinese
vocabulary learning. The participants also mentioned in their interviews:

“There are many words | can learn from the video before class, so | can use them in my online
class activities, | can understand the lesson better.”

The finding supports a study conducted by lka (2012), that animation videos can improve
students’ mastery of vocabulary. Students could spell vocabulary, most students were able to
pronounce words correctly, students could grasp the meaning well and students could
recognize different vocabulary.

More than half of the participants thought that watching the animated video will help them
in their speaking (53%) and listening skills (57%), as they mentioned in their interview:

“l think animated video benefits me in my listening skills, because | can hear it clearly, the
pronunciation is clear, and it helps me to easily understand.”
“ s because | can read, listen and pronounce the word and sentence.”

Animations can help students understand complex ideas. A study done by Katchen (2002)
illustrated that if educators selected appropriate videos, it can be a useful and an extremely
motivational teaching tool for both practicing listening skills and stimulating speaking. The
finding also supports Moulic’s (2012) study on the positive improvement of students' listening
skills by using animation film.

The language skills which do not benefit students from the animated video were writing
and reading skills. The results contradicted with Hanifah’s (2015) finding that animated video
improved junior school students’ reading comprehensions. The participants also expressed
their opinion that animated video did not help them very much with basic sentence structure
and improving their grammar knowledge. This was because they preferred to learn them from
the language instructor. Indeed, one of the participants mentioned in the interview as
following:

“l prefer grammar and sentence structure by learning with a teacher because | can get
detailed learning.”

Other participants also mentioned that:
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“I cannot catch up with the grammar and sentence structure, as | need a more detailed
explanation from my teacher.”

Conclusion and Recommendation

In conclusion, the findings of the study showed there are many advantages of using
animated video in Mandarin language learning, especially at a beginner level. The animated
videos served as an important teaching aid to contextualize the target language in meaningful
ways, not only with simple content, but also with the visual and audio stimuli provided. It
helped non-native Mandarin language learners with their listening and speaking skills. The
animated video could also help learners to learn new Chinese vocabulary and basic sentence
structures via interesting relevant topics. If language instructors choose appropriate and
suitable animated videos, it will contribute to basic Mandarin language learning, especially
with enhancing speaking, listening and vocabulary learning.

It becomes a new trend of using technology with today’s younger generation inside and
outside the classroom. Technology allows learning beyond the wall of traditional classroom,
it not only facilitate learners’ language skills, but also engage and motivate beginner Mandarin
Chinese foreign language learners to learn the language in a more easy and fun way. Through
this study hopefully, Mandarin foreign language educators could revise the curriculum and
produce more fun online teaching resource that learners can easily access at their own space.
Ultimately,

The study was carried out on beginner level Mandarin language learners but left out if the
same finding applies to intermediate and advanced levels. Thus, in-depth studies are needed
in the future.
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