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Abstract: Textbooks are essential for second language (L2) literacy, as their systematic
framework promotes coherent instruction and access to texts. Teachers also play a critical role in
modeling how language functions in real-life communication and providing instruction
to support students’ linguistic competence and cultural understanding. Together teachers and
texts can provide rich resources of language and contextual knowledge. Via an online
survey, this research focused on investigating Utah Chinese dual language immersion
(DLI) teachers’ experiences  implementing  instruction  using  Mandarin ~ Matrix
(MMX)  textbooks—a state-mandated Chinese literacy curriculum. Findings indicated that
the participating teachers expressed diverse impressions of MMX. They reported using various
literacy activities, including reading groups, role play, story prediction and retell, vocabulary
or story writing, association of Chinese characters and illustrations, and educational apps.
The findings inform instructional approaches for DLI teachers and suggest that additional
resources may be needed.
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INTRODUCTION

The state of Utah may be unique in the administration of its dual language
immersion (DLI) programs, especially for its Chinese DLI program. It currently has 100
schools offering Chinese DLI across elementary and secondary levels (Utah State Board of
Education, n.d.). The state now requires the Mandarin Matrix (MMX)—a set of texts that
comprise a scope and sequence, thus providing a curriculum of sorts—as the mandatory literacy
curriculum.

The MMX textbooks are sequenced from foundational, novice, to intermediate level. The
serial MMX books follow a spiraled curriculum repeating commonly used vocabulary, grammar,
and sentence structure across levels to increase students’ retention of Chinese characters. The
content of the MMX books is scenario-based to engage students in authentic and familiar
contexts, including schools, families, and neighborhood activities with realistic language
(Mandarin Matrix, 2025a).

A SHORT REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE
Language learners need productive exposure to a target language. Utah Chinese DLI
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Chinese outside of DLI classrooms (Sung, 2025). A language curriculum that offers learners
pragmatic use of Chinese and knowledge of Chinese culture should offset the dearth of resources
outside the classroom (Tomlinson, 2014; Xiong & Peng, 2021).

Research has shown that Utah Chinese DLI students’ language proficiency is lower than
that of other DLI target languages (Watzinger-Tharp et al., 2021). These outcomes may be
attributed to the complexity of Chinese that typically requires English speakers more time to
acquire than alphabetic languages, such as Spanish (Cao et al., 2017). Learners’ L2 (Chinese)
experiences (Ke & Chan, 2017), language skills emphasized in the literacy curriculum (Lin,
2019), limited resources available (Zhang et al., 2020), and instructional methods (Qi, 2021;
Sung, 2025) are also contributing factors. However, they have received scant research attention.
A few studies have looked at the MMX curriculum (Chen, 2021; Lin, 2019), but none have
explored which instructional activities teachers utilize when using the reading program to
support students’ linguistic and cultural competence.

INTERCULTURAL COMMUNICATIVE COMPETENCE
Byram’s (1997) intercultural communicative competence (ICC) theoretical model

emphasizes L2 learners’ respect for cultural norms and values that promote deeper connections
across cultural boundaries (Byram, 2021). ICC entails functional language and culturally
relevant non-verbal messages (e.g., appropriate gestures or haptics) for effective communication.
Such paralinguistic features vary across cultures, requiring particular attention to specific
language and cultural circumstances. Pragmatic competence and sociolinguistic knowledge can
mitigate communication breakdowns or misinterpretations of meanings (Reid, 2014). Scholars
advocate for the incorporation of authentic texts (ATs) in language instruction, recognizing their
benefits for learners across proficiency levels (Gilmore, 2004; Pinner, 2019; Zyzik & Polio,
2017).

BENEFITS AND CHALLENGES OF USING AUTHENTIC TEXTS

Previous studies have shown that incorporating authentic materials can have many
benefits for L2 learners. For example, ATs can enhance:

e vocabulary acquisition (Ghanbari et al., 2015; Shakambari et al., 2019)

listening proficiency (Sabet, 2012)
reading comprehension (Namaziandost et al., 2022)
learning motivation (Sabet, 2012; Zohoorian, 2015)
cognitive processes (Pavlova & Vtorushina, 2018).
Nishida (2005) argued that ATs can help L2 learners shape positive perspectives of the
target language and culture embedded within the texts. However, ATs can be challenging,
particularly for beginners. Comprehension and appreciation are key for enjoying learning and
gaining meaningful outcomes (Schmitt & Schmitt, 2014), so reading experiences must be more
than word-level work. Thus, teachers play a crucial role in helping students comprehend texts
and develop cultural awareness. Teachers can provide timely scaffolded instruction, such as
explaining new words, complex language structures, main ideas, and cultural knowledge
(Shastina et al, 2017). While ATs can mirror real-life language use, teachers can support
students in using strategies for dealing with challenging portions within such texts to achieve
greater outcomes.
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TEACHERS’ ATTITUDES TOWARDS USING AUTHENTIC TEXTS

Studies examining teachers’ perceptions of authentic materials for instruction have
focused on EFL and ESL curricula (Anam et al., 2019; Huda, 2017, SayU, 2024; Wikstrom,
2016). High-school or college-level L2 instructors generally hold positive attitudes toward ATs
while emphasizing that teachers’ decisions for instruction are critical. Akbari and Razavi (2016)
noted that selecting materials matching students’ proficiency levels is crucial for engaging
students in ATs. Emerick (2019) argued that explicit instruction plays an important role in
supporting students’ comprehension of ATs. Anam et al. (2019) indicated that textbooks can be
more accessible to students and easier to integrate into instruction than more controlled texts.
Little is known of how teachers strive to promote literacy development via mandated texts.

METHODOLOGY

As part of a larger study and informed by relevant studies (Al-Musallam, 2009; Huang,
2018), a survey was designed to assess perceptions of the MMX curriculum. The survey was
delivered online in English to eligible and consenting DLI teachers. Following demographic
questions, participants rated how MMX supports students’ pragmatic use of Chinese on 19
five-point Likert-scale items (1 = LEAST agreement, 5 = STRONGEST agreement) and
responded to four open-ended questions on MMX usage frequency, advantages, limitations, and
instructional activities.

ANALYSIS OF DATA

Teachers’ demographic data were used to characterize the teacher sample. Teachers’
ratings for Likert-scale items were calculated for means, ranges, and standard deviations per
item. Via open coding and categorization, participants’ responses to open-ended questions were
analyzed to identify emerging themes (Saldafia, 2016). A mixed-methods expert reviewed the
coding categories to ensure they were mutually exclusive and collectively exhaustive.

RESULTS

Forty K-6 Chinese DLI teachers from different school districts in Utah participated in the
survey, with an average of 6 years of DLI teaching experience. Among these teachers, 78%
generally deemed MMX as a valuable reading resource. Teachers rated the item concerning
MMXs reading resources the highest (M = 4.02), while the item regarding MMX’s support for
reading authentic materials received the lowest rating (M = 2.15). Additionally, teachers rated
MMX’s support for language skills (M = 2.69) lower than cultural content (M = 2.98) and
authentic content (M = 3.0). More details are shown in the Appendix.

Open-ended responses highlighted the strengths of MMX as supporting students’ literacy
skills (24%) and offering spiraled vocabulary instruction (21%). Teachers reported MMX
limitations as hindering students’ progression (27%), reducing motivation (19%), and lacking
authenticity (17%) due to its insufficient vocabulary and Chinese cultural representations.
Teachers reported incorporating activities focusing on reading engagement (41%),
comprehension tasks (17%), communication exercises (16%), and vocabulary reinforcement
(13%). The results are summarized in Table 1.
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Table 1.

Summary of Teachers’ Open-Ended Responses about MMX

Category Themes Identified Percentage (%)
Teachers’ usage of MMX Daily 41
Almost daily 38
2 to 3 times a week 15
Weekly 6
Strengths of MMX Support students’ literacy skills 24
Spiraled vocabulary 21
Engaging 16
Support speaking/listening skills 9
Provide curriculum 9
Manageable content 9
Include supplemental resources 7
Integrate culture 5
Limitations of MMX Hinder students’ progress 27
Reduce motivation 19
Lack authenticity 17
Limit cultural connection 13
Require teachers’ adjustment 9
Present difficult content 9
Present long passages 4
Cost 2
Teacher-designed Activities Reading engagement 41
Comprehension tasks 17
Communication exercises 16
Vocabulary reinforcement 13
Written tasks 12
Grammar instruction 1

Note: Each category’s total equals 100%
DiscussioN

The present study suggests important issues for L2 instruction and future DLI research.
These teachers’ views represent diverse instructional approaches and point to areas where using
MMX textbooks can be strengthened. Teachers valued and critiqued the series differently,
perhaps due to their developmental appropriateness in language complexity and cultural
representations. Differences in teachers’ grade-level teaching and criteria for authenticity likely
affected their varied perceptions of the MMX textbooks. Lower-grade teachers valued basic
language and relatable cultural content for engaging young learners. However,
intermediate-grade teachers emphasized that MMX needs to include more complex language
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structures and culturally rich content to expand students’ language proficiency and cultural
knowledge.

These teachers noted using various reading activities for students’ comprehension of
texts. Interestingly, no specific culturally relevant activities were mentioned in their responses.
Teachers’ instructional decisions might be influenced by experience with the MMX, familiarity
with other alternative curricula, personal teaching philosophies, approaches to language
instruction, institutional support, and resources available for implementation. Considering these
factors, teachers may need professional development to provide them with pedagogical ideas to
maximize instruction incorporating authentic materials and activities for expanding vocabulary
and enhancing intercultural understanding.

CONCLUSION

This study focused on Chinese DLI programs in Utah, and the findings address
expanding cultural content in MMX and how teachers implement MMX into instruction to meet
students’ needs. However, teachers’ survey responses alone may not provide a comprehensive
understanding without data from teacher interviews or observations of students’ engagement in
classrooms. Future research could include observations of instruction and qualitative inquiry of
students’ perceptions with attention to differential growth in linguistic and cultural proficiency.

Beyond Utah, MMX is also used across schools in North America, Asia, and the UK
(Mandarin Matrix, 2025b). Given that MMX remains under-researched, future research may
further examine challenges in acquiring non-alphabetic languages for learners whose first
language is alphabetic (Cao et al., 2017; Dong et al., 2020). Such research could also explore
how MMX and other instructional materials support effective Chinese teaching and learning in
language programs.
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APPENDIX

Mean Scores, Ranges, and Standard Deviations of K-6 Chinese DLI Teachers’ Responses

Mean

Statements Score SD Range

Language Skills (Listening, Speaking, Reading, Writing)

1. 1view Mandarin Matrix textbooks as improving students’ 2.15 1.233 1-5
Chinese reading comprehension of a variety of materials (e.g.,
newspapers, magazines, journals, novels, etc.).

2. 1view Mandarin Matrix textbooks as motivating students to do 2.39 1.099 1-5
additional Chinese reading and writing outside of the classroom.

3. 1view Mandarin Matrix textbooks as improving students’ 291 1.039 1-5
Chinese speaking proficiency.

4. 1view Mandarin Matrix textbooks as enabling students to 3.0 0.939 1-5
improve Chinese listening skills.

5. Iview Mandarin Matrix textbooks as enabling students to 3.02 1.042 1-5
improve their Chinese writing skills.

Category Mean Scores M=269 MSD=1.070

Authenticity of Content

6. 1view Mandarin Matrix textbooks as infusing more natural 2.75 1.045 1-5
Chinese language and more Chinese culture across K-6 levels.

7. 1view Mandarin Matrix textbooks as supporting students’ 2.79 0.963 1-5
familiarity with how Chinese people think and speak in real
situations.

8. Iview Mandarin Matrix textbooks as exposing students to 2.85 0.878 1-5
language that native Chinese people use regularly in the real
world.

9. 1view Mandarin Matrix textbooks as supporting students to 3.02 1.042 1-5
improve communicative competence with native-speaking
Chinese people in real-life contexts.

10. I view Mandarin Matrix textbooks as helping students to learn 3.14 1.088 1-5
natural Chinese language.

11. 1view Mandarin Matrix textbooks as not having many words, 3.47 1.035 1-5
phrases, or sentences that are directly translated from English.

Category Mean Scores M=3.0 MSD =1.008

Chinese Culture

12. 1view Mandarin Matrix textbooks as providing useful resources 2.93 1.042 1-5
that help students connect their real-life experiences with Chinese
culture.

13. 1view Mandarin Matrix textbooks as supporting students in 2.96 0.936 1-5

learning Chinese culture.

(table continues)
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Mean

Statements Score SD Range

14. 1view Mandarin Matrix textbooks as promoting cultural 3.03 0.999 1-5
understanding that supports reading comprehension.

15. 1view Mandarin Matrix textbooks as increasing students’ 3.03 0.904 1-5
intercultural understanding (including the similarities and
differences between Chinese and American cultures).

Category Mean Scores M=298 MSD=0.970

Resources

16. 1view Mandarin Matrix textbooks as sharing interesting 3.00 1.015 1-5
resources for learning Chinese.

17. 1view Mandarin Matrix textbooks as providing good resources 3.23 0.971 1-5
to help students learn vocabulary that they need in social
situations.

18. 1 view Mandarin Matrix textbooks as offering resources for 4.02 1.099 1-5
helping students learn to read in Chinese.

Category Mean Scores M=341 MSD=1.028

Motivation

19. 1view Mandarin Matrix textbooks as enhancing students’ 2.54 1.047 1-5
motivation for learning different languages.

Means of All Means and SD M=280 MSD=1.021
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