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Abstract: The Chinese Language (CL) is difficult to learn, and CL non-native learners are finding
it increasingly difficult. Therefore, additional information on how to guide students is critical. As
a result, the goal of this research is to find out what criteria distinguish high and low proficiency
students in Chinese learning. The data was collected through a Google form questionnaire from
79 CL non-native students who had previously studied Chinese. The findings demonstrate that the
only difference between the two groups is the writing strategies used. This study concludes that
various teaching methods should emphasise writing skills in order to become proficient in Chinese.

Keywords: Chinese Language (CL); discriminant analysis; non-native CL learners; proficiency

1. Introduction

The Chinese Language (CL) seems to have drawn more people to learn it seriously.
Seen in this light, it has been observed that parents pay close attention to their children’s
CL learning settings. Several Malaysian studies have investigated the learning situations of
these non-native CL students, including research into the causes that motivate parents to
send their children to CL medium schools (known as Sekolah Jenis Kebangsaan Cina (SJKC).
These studies were also conducted on the pupils’ academic achievement and learning
issues [1–6].

These studies’ conclusions have unintentionally highlighted a few problems faced
by CL non-native learners. The problems highlighted were the non-native students’ poor
academic performance at SJKCs [2] and issues with the CL being the instructional medium
of mathematics and science, hindering the learning of the latter as well [3]. The other
much-discussed problems were the inadequate teaching methods used by teachers [1],
an inconducive learning environment at home, and low expectations and support from
parents [1–3].

This investigation was prompted by the public’s interest in learning the CL effectively.
Hence, the goal of this study was to investigate the learning elements that induced the
learners’ CL mastery of the ‘high’ and ‘poor’ proficiency learners in CL classrooms at SJKC
schools.

2. Literature Review
2.1. Learning Chinese Language

Learning the CL is becoming increasingly popular as a result of education globalisa-
tion [7], which has resulted in an increasing interconnectedness of societies in economics,
technology, politics, culture, and language [8]. Hence, language plays a vital role in max-
imising these interactionist relationships.
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Among the spoken languages in the world, it was reported that CL ranks the most
favoured [9]. Correspondingly, non-native CL learners have benefited from economic
development by meeting global needs via learning this language. Although difficult, the
CL has become an important subject in the Malaysian Certificate of Education, which is
taken by all fifth-form secondary school pupils in Malaysia [10]. Hence, non-native learners’
CL proficiency and challenges in achieving proficiency have been gaining attention.

2.2. The Difficulties in Learning Chinese Characters

When learning any language, voice is frequently used during the hearing and reading
stages. Listening and reading require phonological awareness, which is concerned with the
sounds of the spoken language. Phonological awareness, which is based on phonologically
constructed speaking practises in Western (alphabetic) languages, plays a major role in a
learner developing their reading. However, the CL is a unique medium where logographic
letters are used to convey meaning rather than phonological speech.

Studies also highlighted that phonological speech, which is based on sound similarities
of different characteristics, has caused difficulties for CL learners [11,12]. In classrooms,
learners are often asked to identify the correct characters they see based on the meaning of
a sentence. However, some CL characters have similar sounds, although they are different.
This adds to the learners’ confusion, which intensifies the failure to identify similar sounds
(but having different meanings as they are different characters).

Figure 1 shows phonological speech representing different words with different mean-
ings. For example, the phonological speech of /shàng/ is often used in reading for different
characters with different meanings. Figure 1 also shows that a character will have a dif-
ferent meaning when it is attached to another (character). For example, the character
/shàng/ is attached to /mǎ/ to form /mǎ shàng/, which means ‘immediately’. On the
other hand, if it is attached to /miàn/to form /shàng miàn/, it means ‘above’. Also, a
single character of the different meaning (e.g., /shàng/) holds a specific meaning which is
‘still’. This example shows that the same phonologic speech can have different characters
with different phonologic speech.
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Secondly, the complexity of learning this language is also challenged by the multi-
meaning carried by a specific character and having different phonology for the same
character with different meanings. As a result, a student’s ability to read the CL is closely
linked to his or her writing skills [6]. In short, writing skills are inextricably associated with
CL proficiency.

2.3. Some Considerations in Learning the CL

It is noted that students’ diverse origins, which may include strategies in learning,
have an impact on their accomplishments. Hence in learning languages, students may
be guided with specific strategies. It is important that students engage in the guided
strategies when practising the four skills (reading, writing, listening, and speaking). As
learning improves, learners may apply more strategies to improve acquisition and, thus,
confidence. According to [13] students who apply appropriate strategies tend to be seen
as good language learners. Applying appropriate strategies also requires appropriate
knowledge for the learners to proceed with their ability. According to [14], carrying out
appropriate strategies involves thought and behaviour. To this end, students’ activities
are equally vital in determining the success of language learning, which can be altered by
motivation. Figure 2 shows the steps and links involved in achieving linguistic competency,
showing the importance of strategy as a significant factor.

Proceedings 2022, 82, 42  4 of 10 
 

 

 
Figure 2. Proficiency in CL: Factors Involved. 

3. Materials and Methods 
3.1. Research Design and Sampling 

This study employed a survey research design. Its sample was 79 non-native CL stu-
dents who had experience in learning the CL at school. The focus of this study was on 
those who had shown good achievement in learning the Chinese language. Hence, the 
sample was former SJKC non-native CL high achievers in Malaysia. Taking note of the 
low percentage of high-achieving learners, which was an average of 800 students yearly, 
this study took 10% of 800 to respond to the questionnaires. Thus, a total of 79 students 
participated. The participants were then placed in two groups, namely ‘low proficiency’ 
and ‘high proficiency’. 

A sampling method called snowballing with volunteerism was employed in the se-
lection of the samples. A list of samples was first identified by a few educators in Malaysia. 
Then, the participants’ permissions were obtained to access their data. The participants 
who did not agree to participate were excluded. The inclusion criteria to select the samples 
were based on a volunteer basis, and most importantly, they consented to complete a 
Google form questionnaire. 

3.2. Instrumentation 
A questionnaire consisting of three parts was constructed following two references 

[15,16]. The three parts were CL proficiency, motivation, and strategies. Two experts were 
consulted to establish the content validity of the instrument. A pilot test was conducted 
on 79 participants. Its results showed a convincing and acceptable level of Cronbach’s 
Alpha values, ranging from 0.76 to 0.85. Even though the construct ‘writing an essay’ 
showed a lower value of Cronbach’s Alpha, the items contributed fittingly to the overall 
construct of writing, which was the combination of basic writing and essay writing 
(Cronbach’s Alpha = 0.76). 

3.3. Data Analysis 
Discriminant Function Analysis (DA) was used to analyse the obtained data. The DA 

serves the same purpose as multiple linear regression by predicting an outcome. Hence, 
the DA was employed in this study since multiple linear regression is restricted to scenar-
ios where the dependent variable is an interval variable. The regression equation also pro-
vides an estimated mean population numerical dependent variable value for specified 
weighted combinations of independent variable values. The ‘proficiency level’ was the 
dependent variable. 

This study used two proficiency levels, ‘low’ and ‘high’, to address research question 
one. To address research question two, six proficiency levels were measured. The first 
independent variable was motivation, which consisted of attitude, effort, and desire. An-
other independent variable was strategy, which consisted of basic writing, essay writing, 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Proficiency in CL 
(High/Low) 

Strategies 
Writing an essay 
Reading 
Basic Writing  
 

Motivation 
Attitude 
Effort 
Desire 

Figure 2. Proficiency in CL: Factors Involved.

3. Materials and Methods
3.1. Research Design and Sampling

This study employed a survey research design. Its sample was 79 non-native CL
students who had experience in learning the CL at school. The focus of this study was on
those who had shown good achievement in learning the Chinese language. Hence, the
sample was former SJKC non-native CL high achievers in Malaysia. Taking note of the
low percentage of high-achieving learners, which was an average of 800 students yearly,
this study took 10% of 800 to respond to the questionnaires. Thus, a total of 79 students
participated. The participants were then placed in two groups, namely ‘low proficiency’
and ‘high proficiency’.

A sampling method called snowballing with volunteerism was employed in the
selection of the samples. A list of samples was first identified by a few educators in
Malaysia. Then, the participants’ permissions were obtained to access their data. The
participants who did not agree to participate were excluded. The inclusion criteria to select
the samples were based on a volunteer basis, and most importantly, they consented to
complete a Google form questionnaire.

3.2. Instrumentation

A questionnaire consisting of three parts was constructed following two references [15,16].
The three parts were CL proficiency, motivation, and strategies. Two experts were con-
sulted to establish the content validity of the instrument. A pilot test was conducted on
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79 participants. Its results showed a convincing and acceptable level of Cronbach’s Alpha
values, ranging from 0.76 to 0.85. Even though the construct ‘writing an essay’ showed a
lower value of Cronbach’s Alpha, the items contributed fittingly to the overall construct
of writing, which was the combination of basic writing and essay writing (Cronbach’s
Alpha = 0.76).

3.3. Data Analysis

Discriminant Function Analysis (DA) was used to analyse the obtained data. The DA
serves the same purpose as multiple linear regression by predicting an outcome. Hence, the
DA was employed in this study since multiple linear regression is restricted to scenarios
where the dependent variable is an interval variable. The regression equation also provides
an estimated mean population numerical dependent variable value for specified weighted
combinations of independent variable values. The ‘proficiency level’ was the dependent
variable.

This study used two proficiency levels, ‘low’ and ‘high’, to address research question
one. To address research question two, six proficiency levels were measured. The first
independent variable was motivation, which consisted of attitude, effort, and desire. An-
other independent variable was strategy, which consisted of basic writing, essay writing,
and reading. These independents were the discriminators (in regression analysis, the
independent variables are predictors). This study focused on high achievers divided into
two categories (‘low proficiency’ and ‘high proficiency’) in order to observe the factors that
affect their proficiency.

In the DA, the independent variables are combined in weighted combinations to
produce a single new composite variable, namely the discriminant score. Thus, the signifi-
cant portions of the discriminant score reflect misclassifying cases into respective groups
(low/high proficiency). A good DA model shows minimal misclassification, so the analysis
detects the variables that primarily contribute to differentiating groups.

However, this was a simple discriminant analysis with two groups in the dependent
variable. The simple discriminant analysis is provided with one set of eigenvalues: Wilks’
Lambda and beta coefficients. The number of sets is always one less than the number of DV
groups. Therefore, in this analysis, the data obtained were the respondents’ demographic
data and the answers given by them. Further, the ‘proficiency level’ was a nominal variable
to indicate whether the learner was of high or low proficiency. The other variables were
attitude, effort, desire, and writing strategies.

To reiterate, the aim of the analysis was to identify if these variables discriminate
the participants’ proficiency (low or high proficiency) and examine whether there were
any significant differences between the ‘low’ and ‘high’ proficiency groups on each of the
independent variables using group means and ANOVA.

The 79 respondents were divided into two groups based on their self-reported CL
competency, which was based on the Common European Framework of Reference (CEFR)
categorization. Low proficiency refers to those who rated themselves A1, A2, or B1, while
high proficiency refers to the respondents rating themselves B2, C1, or C2.

4. Results
4.1. The First Finding

Research Question 1: Are the factors (motivation, namely attitude, effort, and desire;
strategies, namely basic writing, writing an essay, and reading) significantly discriminate
between the two groups (‘low’ and ‘high’ proficiency)?

If the Group Statistics and Tests of Equality of Group Means show that there are no
significant group differences, it is not worthwhile to proceed any further with the analysis.
In this study, the group statistics (group means and standard deviations) suggest that these
may not be good discriminators as the separations are small. Nevertheless, to determine
the significant discriminator, a Test of Equality of Group Means is used. Table 1 shows
the descriptive statistics of all independent variables in the two groups (LP and HP) with
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overall scores of 5.20, 4.81, 5.43, 3.19, 3.23, and 3.05 for attitude, effort, desire, basic writing
strategy, essay writing, and reading, respectively. Specifically, for the LP, the mean scores
are 5.18 (attitude), 4.76 (effort), 5.43 (desire), 3.13 (basic writing strategy), 3.15 (writing an
essay), and 3.00 (reading).

Table 1. Group Statistics.

Level2 Mean Std. Deviation
Valid N (Listwise)

Unweighted Weighted

1.00

Attitude 5.18 0.78 62 62.00
Effort 4.76 0.92 62 62.00
Desire 5.43 0.63 62 62.00

Basic Writing Strategy 3.13 0.71 62 62.00
Writing an Essay 3.15 0.73 62 62.00

Reading 3.00 0.75 62 62.00

2.00

Attitude 5.26 0.94 17 17.00
Effort 4.99 0.61 17 17.00
Desire 5.41 0.71 17 17.00

Basic Writing Strategy 3.37 0.50 17 17.00
Writing an Essay 3.56 0.53 17 17.00

Reading 3.21 0.59 17 17.00

Total

Attitude 5.20 0.81 79 79.00
Effort 4.81 0.87 79 79.00
Desire 5.43 0.64 79 79.00

Basic Writing Strategy 3.19 0.67 79 79.00
Writing an Essay 3.23 0.71 79 79.00

Reading 3.05 0.72 79 79.00

While for the HP, the mean scores are 5.26 (attitude), 4.99 (effort), 5.41 (desire), 3.37
(basic writing strategy), 3.56 (writing an essay), and 3.21 (reading). The Tests of Equality of
Group Means show no significant group differences; hence, proceeding further with the
analysis is not worthwhile.

Table 2 provides statistical evidence of significance in differences between the means
of the two groups for all IV’s, with only the ‘essay writing’ producing a higher F value
(F = 4.80), with a significant value of p (=0.03) < 0.05.

Table 2. Tests of Equality of Group Means.

Wilks’ Lambda F df1 df2 Sig.

Attitude 1.00 0.13 1 77 0.72
Effort 0.99 0.97 1 77 0.33
Desire 1.00 0.01 1 77 0.92

Basic Writing Strategy 0.98 1.70 1 77 0.20
Writing an Essay 0.94 4.80 1 77 0.03

Reading 0.99 1.04 1 77 0.31

Table 3 shows the Box’s M test to test the null hypothesis of whether there is any
difference among the groups. Alternatively, it tests equal population covariance matrices.
In this analysis, the Box’s M is 2.30 with F = 2.25, which is not significant at p > 0.05.
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Table 3. Test Results.

Box’s M 2.30

F

Approx. 2.25
df1 1
df2 6215.96
Sig. 0.13

For the assumption of equal variances to hold, the log determinants should also be
equal. Table 4 shows that the groups have a reasonable Log Determinant with values close
to each other, indicating mild variability of the groups.

Table 4. Log Determinants.

Level2 Rank Log Determinant

1.00 1 −0.64
2.00 1 −1.28

Pooled within-groups 1 −0.74

The eigenvalues in Table 5 show the result of a function. The canonical correlation is the
multiple correlations between the predictors (independent variables) and the discriminant
function. The function provides an index of overall model fit, which is interpreted as
being the proportion of variance explained (R2). In this study, a canonical correlation of
0.24 suggests that the model is explaining a 5.9% variation in the grouping variable.

Table 5. Eigenvalues.

Function Eigenvalue % of Variance Cumulative % Canonical Correlation

1 0.062 a 100.0 100.0 0.24
a. First 1 Canonical Discriminant Functions were used in the analysis.

Wilks’ Lambda indicates the significance of the discriminant function. Table 6 shows
a significant function (p < 0.000), providing a proportion of total variability not being
explained, i.e., it is the converse of the squared canonical correlation. Therefore, a 94.1%
variation is unexplained in the function.

Table 6. Wilks’ Lambda.

Test of Function(s) Wilks’ Lambda Chi-Square df Sig.

1 0.94 4.63 1 0.03

4.2. The Second Finding

Research Question 2: Do motivation (attitude, effort, and desire) and strategies (basic
writing, writing an essay, and reading) significantly influence the learners’ proficiency?

The result of Research Question 2 is further explained since the model was significant
(Table 7). Table 7 shows the F-value = 15.05 with p < 0.05, signifying that the analysed
model is significant. Nevertheless, not all the dependent variables significantly contribute
to the model, as displayed in Tables 8–10.
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Table 7. ANOVA a.

Model Sum of Squares df Mean Square F Sig.

1
Regression 14.85 1 14.85 15.05 <0.001 b

Residual 76.01 77 0.99
Total 90.86 78

a. Dependent Variable: Respondent’s Self-Report CL Proficiency Level. b. Predictors: (Constant), Strategies.

Table 8. Model Summary.

Model R R Square Adjusted
R Square

Std. Error of
the Estimate

Change Statistics

R Square
Change F Change df1 df2 Sig. F

Change

1 0.40 a 0.16 0.15 0.99 0.16 15.05 1 77 <0.001
a. Predictors: (Constant), Strategies.

Table 9. Coefficients a.

Model
Unstandardized

Coefficients
Standardized
Coefficients t Sig.

B Std. Error Beta

1
(Constant) 0.50 0.61 0.83 0.41
Strategies 0.74 0.19 0.40 3.88 <0.001

a. Dependent Variable: Respondent’s Self-Report CL Proficiency Level.

Table 10. Excluded Variables a.

Model Beta In t Sig. Partial
Correlation

Collinearity
Statistics

Tolerance

1 Motivation 0.08 b 0.68 0.50 0.08 0.74
a. Dependent Variable: Respondent’s Self-Report CL Proficiency Level. b. Predictors in the Model: (Constant),
Strategies.

This analysis involved the dependent variables of six proficiency levels and the in-
dependent variables of ‘motivation’, measured from attitude, effort, and desire. The
independent ‘strategies’ were measured from the items in basic writing, essay writing, and
reading. A regression analysis was then employed to investigate the relationship among
these three variables. The Stepwise method in the regression analysis (Table 8) shows that
the model (with p < 0.05) is significant for the independent variable ‘strategies’ (Table 9)
only. Hence, the variable ‘motivation’ (Table 10) was excluded from the analysis.

Table 9 shows that only the factor ‘strategies’ contributed to the model. ‘Strategies’
was the essay writing strategy.

Table 10 shows that the model in Table 9 will only be significant if ‘motivation’ is
excluded from the analysis. In Table 8, the result indicates that only 16.3% (namely R2 = 0.16)
variation in proficiency level is explained by ‘strategies’. Hence, other factors might have
to be considered in future research.

5. Discussion

The first finding indicated that only the ‘writing an essay’ strategy contributed to
differentiating the two groups. It shows that just by looking into any student’s essay writing
skills, one can easily indicate the student’s proficiency level as being ‘low’ or ‘high’.

The second finding supported the first finding in the analysis of regression. The
regression analysis indicated that 16.3% (namely, R2 = 0.163) variation in proficiency
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level was explained by the participants’ writing strategies. Despite the low percentage of
contributions to the proficiency level, the indicator provides some insight into the work
required in essay writing to achieve proficiency by non-native CL speakers in learning the
language.

These findings were in accordance with many other authors’ findings that success in
learning the CL requires certain writing talents [11,12]. Understanding vocabulary [11]
is important, but so are the tactics and approaches to coordinate and integrate the CL
characters. Students are expected to demonstrate the ability to use diverse characters in
essays, such as combining the characters to bring new meanings. As a result, if a character
is correctly specified, it will provide multiple inputs [17]. This situation was investigated in
this study’s literature review (Figure 1). The difficulties of handling characters in writing
or any other form of communication have produced much uncertainty.

The acquisition of the CL characters has been the subject of investigation [18,19], which
leads to the discovery that learners must be exposed to the larger workings of Chinese
characters. This is particularly important in Malaysia as Malaysian tests emphasise writing
rather than reading. Mindful that students thriving in the CL have a basic understanding
of how to use the characters, therefore, in classrooms, the teaching and use of the characters
should be enhanced. In this manner, the CL learners may be in a better position to gain a
better overall mastery of the language if they concentrate on the written work.

6. Conclusions

In conclusion, knowing how to use the characters when writing essays is significant
in helping non-native CL learners learn the language more effectively. In essence, the CL
is naturally tough to master, which is compounded by the complexity of its characters.
Achievement can only be enhanced by increasing the learners’ writing ability using suitable
or acceptable strategies, which, in this case, is the ability to combine and use the characters
in essay writing. Although this study has a limited number of high proficiency achievers
(17 learners) compared to low proficiency achievers (62 learners), it managed to increase
the literature on the awareness of the role of the characters in language mastery. It was
discovered that assisting CL teachers focus on improving students’ abilities to express
ideas in their essay writing is essential. Given these circumstances, non-native CL learners
need to use relevant literature such as dictionaries and other resources to obtain acceptable
knowledge and skills in handling CL characters to express their views.

On that front, discriminant analysis can only provide insights based on the limited
data of high proficiency learners. Therefore, more research may be conducted on how to
teach non-native CL learners to use proper characters to express their thoughts.
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