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Enhancing Grammar Learning with a Multimedia
Instructional Module: Design and Teaching of “Shì…de”
Construction for CFL learners
Shenglan Zhang
Iowa State University

Abstract
This pilot study examined the effectiveness and students’ perceptions of a multimedia module on
intermediate Chinese-as-a-Foreign-Language (CFL) learners’ understanding and use of
the “shì…de” construction. The module was designed based on the First Principles of Instruction
(Morrill, 2002) and the Cognitive Theory of Multimedia Learning (Mayer, 2009; 2014). It
provided a systematic and comprehensive approach to teaching the “shì…de” construction, one
of the most challenging grammar points in CFL. Twenty-two CFL learners participated in this
mixed-methods study. Data were collected using pre- and post-tests, a survey, think-alouds, and
semi-structured interviews. Findings show that after using the module, students’ understanding
and use of the construction significantly improved, except for their understanding of the second
usage. The students enjoyed using the module and appreciated how it was designed, the way it
was presented, and its availability. The reasons for the effectiveness of the module were analyzed
and led to suggested improvements to the design of the module. The detailed description of the
design process and the research result contribute to the knowledge of designing grammar
teaching modules with multimedia for online, blended, and flipped learning.
Keywords: “shì…de” construction; intermediate CFL learners; multimedia in teaching
grammar; online instructional module; CFL grammar

In teaching and learning Chinese as a foreign language (CFL), there are several important
structures that are particularly challenging for teachers to teach and for learners to comprehend
and use appropriately. One of these structures is the “shì…de” construction (Su & Tao, 2018;
Sun, 2014; Zhang, 2016). CFL learners start to learn this construction at the beginning level, but
even at the intermediate level, when they have a good mastery of vocabulary and other important
grammatical structures, they might still struggle with the proper use of it.
Many scholars explained this construction from a theoretical perspective (e.g., Chao, 1968;
Li & Thompson, 1981; Zhan & Sun, 2013; Zhu, 1978). These scholars’ detailed accounts of this
construction laid a foundation for teaching it to CFL learners. However, substantial preparatory
work in instructional design based on theoretical accounts is needed to effectively teach the
“shì…de” construction to CFL learners. As Sun (2014) and other scholars pointed out, teaching
Chinese as a foreign language needs to focus on matching the form with the corresponding
meaning and on the different functions of the grammar in different contexts. Therefore, to teach
the “shì…de” construction, it is important to adapt the theoretical accounts of this construction to
a pedagogically sound approach.
Despite the importance of this grammar and the challenges it imposes to CFL teachers and
learners, few studies investigate how to teach the “shì…de” construction. Zhang (2021) did an
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exhaustive literature search in all relevant journals with the purpose of discovering the historical
development of CFL pedagogical research from the 1960s to 2020 in the United States. Out of
the 122 empirical studies, only 12 focused on teaching grammar. These 12 studies focused on
“bǎ,” “le,” “jiù,” “bèi,” and Chinese classifiers. Su and Tao (2018) provided a detailed
description of how to teach the “shì…de” construction using authentic materials, but to this point,
no one has provided data to show that their proposed design is effective. Therefore, finding a
research-supported approach to better teaching the “shì…de” construction is an urgent need.
Additionally, the literature shows that multimedia pedagogies have positive impacts on students’
language learning (Kumar & Patil, 2013; Kuo et al., 2011; Mayer, 2009; Zhang, 2017; Zhang &
Jaramillo, 2021).
The purpose of this mixed-methods and design-based study is three-fold:
1) to present a multimedia online instructional module for teaching the “shì…de”
construction;
2) to test the effectiveness of the module on students’ understanding and use of this
construction;
3) to investigate students’ perceptions of the design of the module.
The findings of this study will contribute to understanding how to teach the “shì…de”
construction specifically and how to design multimedia modules to teach grammar in general.

Literature Review
“Shì…de” Construction in Theory and in Teaching
Structurally, this construction takes the following form: a subject + shì (be) + a verbal
component and other component(s) + de, with some flexibility in the location of “de” depending
on the meaning and context. Scholars define the “de” in “shì…de” construction differently, with
some calling it a nominalization marker and others an utterance-final particle (Li & Thompson,
1981; Li et al., 1998; Zhan & Sun, 2013; Zhu, 1978), but there seems to be one explanation that
is agreed upon by Chinese linguists and CFL teachers (Chao, 1968; Li & Thompson, 1981; Liu
et al., 2001; Zhan & Sun, 2013; Zhu, 1978), which categorizes the use of the “shì…de”
construction into two different contexts or usages. First, it is used to characterize or explain a
situation surrounding an event that has happened, as opposed to simply reporting an event that
happened. Li and Thompson (1981) gave this example to explain the first usage: 他是昨天来的.
(tā shì zuótiān lái de. The situation is that he came yesterday). Second, it is used to affirm or
assure a current situation or future event in a persuasive discourse context. Li and Thompson
(1981) used this example: 这个人很顽固，我们是说不服他的 (Zhègerén hěn wángù,wǒmen
shì shuōbùfú tā de. This person is very stubborn: the situation is that we can’t convince him.).
Different approaches have been proposed and laid out in research, in textbooks, and in Open
Accessible Resources (OAR) to address the teaching of this challenging construction to CFL
learners (Su & Tao, 2018; Sun, 2014; Zhang, 2016), but none of these approaches have been
tested. These approaches were proposed based on research findings that suggest that explicit
teaching of grammar in second language acquisition improves student learning (Bowles &
Monstrul, 2008; de Graaf, 1997; DeKeyser, 1995; Li & Yan, 2017; Nazari, 2012; Norris &
Ortega, 2000; Zhang, 2017). Research also shows that it is important to raise learners’
consciousness of form and meaning in teaching complicated grammar points and that formal
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instruction combined with communicative activities is a good instructional approach (Yuan,
2012; Yuan & Dietrich, 2004.)

Effective Instructional Methods in Teaching “Shì…de” Construction Are
Needed.
Su and Tao (2018) proposed an instructional method to teach this construction to beginning
level CFL learners using authentic spoken language materials, including authentic videos and
clips from television shows. However, they did not collect data to test the effectiveness of this
method. The method proposed in Su and Tao (2018) had three pedagogical steps: First, to help
students understand the persuasive discourse context where the construction is used; second, to
help students understand this construction with an adjective in between “shì” and “de”; and third,
to help students understand this construction with a verb in between “shì” and “de.” These three
steps correspond to three learning objectives, respectively: (a) understand when the construction
is used; (b) understand the use of the construction with adjectival components; (c) understand the
use of the construction with verbal components and knowing the difference between the use of
this construction and the use of “le.”
Su and Tao (2018) gave a detailed rationale and description of the pedagogical design. Their
proposed method was valuable because it uses corpus-based, authentic materials throughout the
design. However, as pointed out in their study, learners’ exposure to authentic materials at the
beginning of their study causes learning difficulties; that is, the beginning-level learners had a
hard time understanding the unmodified authentic materials due to their proficiency level.
Doughty & Long (2003) explain, “Unless the learners are very advanced, those genuine texts
will then need to be elaborated before they are used with learners” (p. 62). Therefore, to illustrate
the construction clearly and to make sure the learners fully understand the context, the instructor
needs to explain the authentic materials and create scenarios in which the grammatical structures
are intentionally used. In addition, Su & Tao (2018) did not collect data to test the effectiveness
of the implementation of their method. Furthermore, in their study, the “shì…de” construction
was taught only in the context of persuasive discourse, and the other usage was left out.
In the popular textbooks used in the United States, such as Integrated Chinese (IC) and
Chinese Link (CL), the two usages of the “shì…de” construction were introduced in the same
sequence: The first usage (U1), i.e., being used to explain the situation of an event that happened,
was introduced first at the late stage of the beginning level and was reviewed at the beginning of
the intermediate level. The second usage (U2), i.e., being used to affirm or assure a situation in a
persuasive discourse context, was introduced toward the end of the intermediate level. Table 1
shows the number of example sentences at different levels in the IC and CL textbooks and
workbooks.
Table 1
The Number of Sentences Using the Construction in Two Commonly Used Textbooks
Level 1 Part 1
Level 1 Part 2
Level 2 Part 1
Level 2 Part 2
1st
2nd
1st
2nd
1st
2nd
1st
2nd
usage
usage
usage
usage
usage
usage
usage
usage
IC
0
0
46
1
18
3
22
13
CL
23
0
8
0
8
4
10
15
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In IC and in CL, the brief introduction to U1 focuses on a limited number of uses of the
construction. For example, IC explains, “[it is used to] describe or inquire about the time, the
place, the manner, or the initiator of an action that we know already happened.” The other uses
of the construction are not included, such as when inquiring about the purpose, reason, or tools
involved in an event that happened. Other important aspects related to the construction, such as
the form of negation and yes/no questions, are also omitted. At the beginning of Level 2 Part 1,
IC includes the use of the construction for inquiring about the purpose of an action, but it does
not provide any examples to illustrate that use. In introducing U2, the textbooks, especially IC,
give ample examples to illustrate the construction and explain that the construction “is to affirm
the statement and to assure the listener of its truth” (Liu et al., 2010, p. 153). These examples
demonstrate the different elements that can go between the “shì” and the “de.” CL gives fewer
explanations about the U1 and U2 than IC. In short, the two commonly used textbooks focus on
the essential usages of U1 (time, place, and manner) and lay out different scenarios of U2. They
manage to introduce this construction gradually to make sure students integrate it into their
knowledge and skills.
Both IC and CL only used written texts to teach the construction by following the sequence
of 1) briefly explaining what the construction was; 2) giving a few examples in Chinese with
English translation to illustrate; 3) providing questions in a written format for the students to
answer as practice. The construction was used in the dialogue (the text) once with the other new
grammar points and new vocabulary for that chapter. The dialogue was made into a short film
that accompanies the textbook in the case of IC.
Several OARs also teach the use of the “shì…de” construction. For example, the learning
website allsetlearning.com has a comprehensive account of U1. Another learning site
(chineseboost.com), compares the “shì…de” construction with the use of “le” when it explains
U1. However, these OARs only explain U1, not U2. Compared to the textbooks, however, these
OARs explain U1 more comprehensively and systematically, though the instructional approach
the OARs adopted is the same as IC and CL: They introduce the construction only with written
texts. It is worthwhile to discover whether using multimedia with modified authentic videos to
introduce this construction comprehensively and systematically could have a significant impact
on students’ understanding and use of this construction.

Use of Multimedia in Teaching and Learning
To design an approach that better fits students’ needs, teachers are necessary to consider the
unique characteristics of post-millennial students or Generation Z, who are technology-savvy and
have unlimited access to a wide range of information through multiple channels, mostly digital
platforms (Schwab, 2016). The availability of multimedia materials as one type of delivery
modality not only suits their characteristics but also gives them more flexibility in learning (Yu,
2020). Furthermore, multimedia, a form of presentation that includes text, image, animation,
audio, and video, caters to different learning styles. Literature also shows that multimedia
pedagogies have positive impacts on students’ language learning (Kumar & Patil, 2013; Kuo et
al., 2011; Mayer, 2009; Zhang, 2017). Research also shows that using multimedia to teach
grammar is effective (see Kumar & Patil, 2013; Kuo et al., 2011), but no studies have provided
details about the design of the multimedia or the principles drawn from the design. Designing an
approach to teaching the “shì…de” construction in a multimedia format should have great
potential. A study that demonstrates how to design and teach grammar would benefit teachers
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and instructional designers who plan to design multimedia modules for grammar teaching in
online, blended, or flipped learning environments.
This study presents a multimedia design following Morrill’s (2002) First Principles of
Instruction and Mayer’s (2009; 2014) design principles. It tests whether this design and
implementation could help students better understand the “shì…de” construction and use it
appropriately in different contexts. It also examines students’ perceptions of the design and use
of the multimedia instructional module. The following research questions are addressed in the
study:
1) Is a multimedia instructional module effective in helping CFL learners understand and use
the “shì…de” construction?
2) What are students’ perceptions of the multimedia instructional module?
3) What improvements should be made to the module?

Theoretical Framework of the Study
This study is built upon the concept of depth of processing in cognitive science, which refers
to conceptual or semantic processing versus perceptual processing (Craik & Lockhart, 1972).
The latter is shallow processing; for example, when learners only pay attention to physical
features, they may be able to hold the information with maintenance rehearsal or repetition but
find it hard to achieve robust retention. The former is deep processing, occurring when learners
process information semantically in association with similar information and actively construct
relationships between both types of information. This concept provides practitioners with a
theoretical basis for designing strategies that could engage students cognitively in attending to
and deeply processing language information and designing tasks that require students to infer,
deduce, and reason at a deep level. The consciousness-raising concept and the level of processing
framework form the basis of the design for teaching the “shì…de” construction.

The Instructional Design of the Module
First Principles of Instruction (FPI) (Morrill, 2002) directed the design of the instructional
content and the Cognitive Theory of Multimedia Learning (CTML) (Mayer, 2009; 2014) guided
the presentation of the multimedia module. FPI is widely accepted in instructional design (Kim
et al., 2016). The essential principle of FPI is that learners learn better when they are engaged in
solving real-world problems, which is, in the case of foreign language learning, communicating
with people from the target culture effectively. The main purpose of the module was to enhance
students’ understanding of the construction so that they could use it appropriately in their
communication in the target language. According to FPI, effective instruction should also
consider (a) activating learners’ existing knowledge as a foundation for new knowledge; (b)
demonstrating new knowledge to the learner; (c) having the learner apply new knowledge; (d)
integrating new knowledge into the learner’s world (See Figure 1). In the process of designing
the module, four aspects that correspond to the four principles were taken into consideration.
Activation. The students’ prior knowledge was activated by basing the “shì…de” instruction on
the relevant knowledge students had previously learned. Familiar vocabulary was used in the
examples throughout the module and the “le,” a relevant grammar point the students had
previously learned, was used for comparison. For example, at the beginning of the module, a
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scenario was given in which the use of “shì…de” was unavoidable in conducting the
conversation and the students were asked to write down the conversation. Furthermore, the
Figure 1
Phases for Effective Instruction (Morrill, 2002, p. 45)

vocabulary used in the module was from the textbook that students had been using (shown in
Figure 2).
Figure 2
Introduction of the Use of “shì…de” by Providing a Scenario

Demonstration. The new knowledge, i.e., the “shì…de” construction, was demonstrated in
various ways, including explanations using simplified but genuine real-life scenarios, real-life
and movie video clips, sentence examples, and so on. For example, Figure 3 depicts screenshots
from two of three short videos provided in which the conversations covered where the American
student who spoke Chinese well was born and learned Chinese (left) and where a suspect was
before his girlfriend’s disappearance (right). These videos were elaborate, rich, engaging, and
relatable.
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Figure 3
Samples of Video Clip Screen Capture Showing the Use of “shì…de” in Different Contexts

Application. The module provided many opportunities for students to apply their newly
acquired knowledge about the construction by writing and speaking what they would say in
certain contexts and using the construction to answer questions. To give students opportunities to
apply what they learned, as well as to engage students and hold them accountable throughout the
multimedia module, they were required to answer 14 embedded questions and record their
answers in their notebook (see Figure 4). By answering these questions, students could evaluate
whether they understood the use of the construction and whether they could use it in their answer
(see Figure 5).
Figure 4
Students were Required to Write What They Would Say in Certain Situations

Figure 5
Students were Required to Answer Questions to Apply What They Had Just Learned

Integration. The new knowledge about the use of the “shì…de” construction was integrated
into the learner’s life experiences in the entire presentation. All the examples and the topics used
in the scenarios were closely related to students’ real lives, such as learning Chinese, buying
clothes, traveling, going out with friends, and job hunting.
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The Multimedia Design of the Module
CTML (Mayer, 2009; 2014) focuses on the idea that learners learn better when both pictures and
texts are presented than they do when pictures or texts are presented alone. When designing with
multimedia, there are 12 principles to follow in order to help learners avoid extraneous
processing, enhance essential processing, and foster generative processing (Mayer, 2009; 2014).
Extraneous processing refers to the cognitive processing that learners go through when they deal
with materials that do not offer the instructional goal and do not involve any learning process.
Extraneous processing would leave little or no remaining cognitive capacity to engage learners in
essential or generative processing. To avoid extraneous processing in the module, five principles
were followed by employing specific design decisions as below:
1) The coherence principle. No irrelevant images, sounds, texts, or movies were used, and
every element used served a function to help learners learn.
2) The signaling principle. An overview of the objectives and of how the module was
organized were provided at the beginning. Fonts and colors were used to stress different parts
and highlight the most important concepts. The style of presentation was kept consistent
throughout.
3) The redundancy principle. Images and texts were used synchronously (or jointly or
cooperatively) to explain the point when possible.
4) The spatial contiguity principle. The image and the text were placed close together.
5) The temporal contiguity principle. The image and the text were used simultaneously when
an explanation was given.
Essential processing refers to learners’ cognitive processing materials that help with
achieving the instructional goals. Generative processing emphasizes the importance of linking
concepts, information, prior knowledge, and experience. To enhance essential processing, the
design followed three principles: (a) The segmenting principle, for which the module was
divided into two parts and within each part there were sub-segments. (b) The Pre-training
principle, for which learners were introduced to the construction before using the module; (c)
The modality principle, for which both visual and auditory input were provided. To foster
generative processing, the design of the module followed four principles:
1) The personalization principle. A conversational style and humor were used to make
learning more engaging and personalized.
2) The voice principle. No machine voice was used.
3) The embodiment principle. No on-screen agents were used.
4) The image principle. The instructor’s image was not shown on the screen.

A Brief Description of the Module
The multimedia instructional module was constructed based on the concepts in the grammar
theory (Li & Thompson, 1981; Xing, 2009) and the presentation of OARs. The module offers a
systematic and comprehensive account of the “shì…de” construction with text, animation, voiceover explanation, and movie clips. It consists of two videos, each of which was no longer than 15
minutes. Figure 6 shows an overview of the module.
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The module introduced the familiar usage (U1: explaining the situation of a completed event)
before the new usage (U2: affirming and assuring a situation in a persuasive discourse context).
To help learners learn U1, the module addressed six points as shown in Figure 7. For a detailed
description of how U1 was taught in the module and its rationale of the design, please see Zhang
(2022).
To help learners learn U2, the module categorized U2 into two sub-categories: affirming,
assuring, or denying a current situation and affirming, assuring, or denying a future event. For
each sub-category, the module provided an explanation with examples and showed the fixed
location of the “de” in this usage as compared to in the first usage. For the users to achieve deep
processing, the module guided students to learn inductively as the module proceeded from
focusing on meaning to focusing on form. Inductive learning encourages analysis of the input
and therefore processing depth (Doughty & Long, 2003; Shahzad et al., 2020).

Methodology
The study was conducted in two four-credit courses at a comprehensive Midwestern
university in the United States. The courses used Integrated Chinese as the textbook. These
courses used a flipped format where students used instructor-created online, multimedia tutorials
to learn grammar and vocabulary before practicing speaking and writing in face-to-face (FTF)
meetings. The multimedia instructional model of the “shì…de” construction was used as one of
the instructor-created tutorials for student learning outside of class.
To answer the research questions, this study combined the Designed-based Research (DBR)
method and mixed methods in its research design in order to get a comprehensive understanding
of both the effectiveness of the module on learners’ learning of the “shì…de” construction and
the feasibility of the multimedia design for grammar teaching. DBR has great potential to meet
the needs in pedagogical research because it focuses on the design of educational practice and
materials in real educational context to solve pedagogical problems and on how well the design
works when it is put to practice. DBR aims to bridge the gap between educational theory and
practice by “braiding” the design of instructional approaches with the development and testing of
theory, and it values the importance of refinement and continuous evolution of the design
through iterative cycles that apply designer and researcher feedback (Amiel & Reeves, 2008;
Barab & Squire, 2004; Wang & Hannafin, 2005). Reusable design principles are generated from
DBR for other practitioners (teachers and course designers) to use in the future (Plomp, 2013).
Figure 6
An Overview of the Module
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Figure 7
A Collage of Images of U1: The Six Points

The mixed-methods design used both quantitative data and qualitative data. Pre- and posttests were used to assess the effectiveness of the module on students’ understanding and using
the construction, as well as a survey, a focal group think-alouds, and semi-structured interviews,
to find out learners’ perceptions of the module. Twenty-two intermediate learners participated in
the study. These learners had learned U1 of “shì…de” either in high school or college but still
had a hard time using it. None had learned U2. All participants were college students from
different academic backgrounds, including business, chemistry, criminology, computer science,
design, food science, engineering, linguistics, sociology, and psychology. Ten students were
male, and 12 were female.
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Data Collection
Quantitative data included a pre-test that participants completed before they used the module
and a post-test that participants completed four days after using the module. Both the pre- and
post-tests checked the learners’ understanding of as well as their use of the “shì…de”
construction. Their understanding was tested by translating sentences from English to Chinese
and reordering phrases to create meaningful sentences. The translation test focuses on students’
understanding of the construction from both the semantic and the syntactic perspectives. The
phrase reordering test was designed to test whether the participants knew the syntactic structure
of the construction. It included items in which the words and phrases of a well-structured
“shì…de” sentence were placed in random order. The participants were asked to rebuild the
sentence with these words and phrases, and their ability to use the construction was tested by
producing sentences using “shì…de” with given scenarios. These scenarios gave the students the
context in which the construction could be used naturally. See Appendix A for the pre- and posttests.
Qualitative data included a short survey (Appendix B), think-alouds (Appendix C), and a
semi-structured interview (Appendix D) that occurred right after each think-aloud session. The
survey was designed to answer three types of questions: participants’ general attitude towards the
module, the amount of time they took to complete it, and their general opinions about it. Thinkalouds and semi-structured interviews were used to find out how students used the module. They
provided in-depth information about students’ perceptions of the design of the module.
Seven out of the 22 participants volunteered to use the module one at a time with the
instructor/researcher while speaking out loud about what they were doing and thinking at that
time. The sessions were recorded using Camtasia. The instructor/researcher took very detailed
field notes during these sessions. At the end of each session, a semi-structured interview was
conducted asking each participant about their opinions on different aspects of the module,
including the sequence of the content, the length, the organization, the color-coding, the pace of
the explanation, and their general feelings about it. The short survey helped gather general
impressions of and attitudes about the module from all the participants, and the think-alouds with
the semi-structured interviews helped gather detailed and in-depth information during and right
after using the module. The three sources could triangulate the data to achieve a comprehensive
understanding of students’ perception of the module (Yin, 2009).

Data Analysis
The pre-test and post-test results were scored and analyzed. The analysis focused on (a)
whether the pre- and post-tests were completed correctly, and (b) the types of mistakes made,
e.g., mistakes in using negation, questions, what goes in between the “shì” and “de”, when the
construction should be used, and how many mistakes occurred. Then the number was entered in
Excel for a descriptive statistical analysis to compare the learners’ learning performance before
and after using the module.
The answer to the survey questions was recorded, categorized, and summarized. The
transcribed think-aloud sessions and semi-structured interviews, along with the
instructor/researcher’s field notes, were read closely and analyzed using grounded theory (Corbin
& Strauss, 2015). Three steps were taken to develop the themes of students’ perceptions. First,
three categories were found after the first round of reading all the notes and the transcripts:
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comments on the contents, on the presentation, and on neither the content nor the presentation.
Second, during the second round of close reading, all relevant data were put together. Within
each category, all the comments were examined and compared with one other, and themes and
patterns were identified. Third, the themes and patterns within each category were compared
with the themes identified in the survey data to assess whether or not the existing set of
categories and themes should be modified. After the three steps, the final list of categories and
themes within each category came into being.

Procedures
The module was implemented in mid-semester. The day before the implementation, the
importance of the construction was briefly explained, and the participants were told that this
construction was frequently used in people’s daily life. The participants were also informed that
they were going to learn the construction using an online module that could be completed within
a two-day period. They were told that the module was less than 30-minutes long, but they should
expect to spend at least an hour on it because they were encouraged to pause the video at any
time to think, write, or practice. They were required to take and submit detailed notes, as with the
other online components on grammar and vocabulary they had been using for the course. The
participants had been taking flipped Chinese language classes for at least one semester and were
familiar with the course delivery format.

Findings and Discussion
Effectiveness of the Module on Learning the Construction
The participants spent 109 minutes on average using the 28-minute multimedia online
module, completing all the tasks, and taking detailed notes. The results indicate that the module
improved the learners’ understanding of and use of the “shì…de” construction and that the
learners perceived the module as well-made and helpful.
Effectiveness on Translation Using the “Shì…de” Construction
The students’ understanding of the construction significantly improved after using the
multimedia module. In the pre-test on U1, the students could correctly translate 18% of the six
translation items into Chinese using the “shì…de” construction. In the pre-test on U2, only one
student (5%) could translate it correctly using the construction. (Three students (14%) used a
different expression, such as yídìng and dāyìng, to express assurance). The post-test on U1
yielded very different results. All students used the construction in their translation, with 74%
using the correct translation with the construction for U1, i.e., a 56% improvement over the pretest results, and 27% for U2, i.e., a 22% improvement over the pre-test results. See Figure 8 for
the differences in percentage between pre and post correct translation on the two usages.
Effectiveness on Reordering Phrases with the “Shì…de” Construction
The students’ awareness of the syntactic structure significantly improved after using the
multimedia module. Of the phrase reordering items in the pre-test on U1, the students could
reorder 46% of them into meaningful sentences. However, due to multiple possibilities with the
word order, only 33% of the sentences were reordered into meaningful sentences that expressed
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Figure 8
A Comparison of Percentages Between Pre- and Post-test Translation Scores of U1 and U2
Pre and Post translation, Percentage of correct
using the construction
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U1 of the “shi…de” construction. In the pre-test on U2, 57% of the sentences were reordered
correctly using the construction. The post-test yielded very different results. All students (100%)
used the construction in their reordering, with 81% reordering the sentence correctly using U1
and 97% reordering the sentence correctly using U2. This shows a 48% improvement for U1,
and a 40% improvement for U2. See Figure 9 for the difference in percentage between pre and
post-test correct reordering using the two usages.
Figure 9
A Comparison of Percentages Between Pre- and Post-test Reordering Scores of Two Usages
Pre and Post reordering, Percentage of correct
phrase reordering using the construction
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Effectiveness on the Use of the “Shì…de” Construction
In the pre-test on U1, only 10% of the answers to the questions with scenarios used the
“shì…de” construction, and only 8% used the construction correctly. In the pre-test on U2, no
answer used the “shì…de” to affirm or assure. Instead, four answers (17%) used “bié dānxīn” (no
worry), “díquè” (indeed), “bǎozhèng” (promise) to correctly express assurance and affirmation.
In the post-test on U1, 100% of the answers used the construction, and 73% percent used the
construction correctly. In the post-test on U2, 100% used the construction, and 71% used it
correctly. Figure 10 shows a comparison between pre and post scores.
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Figure 10
A Comparison of Percentages Between Pre- and Post-test Production Scores of U1 and U2
Pre and Post production, Percentage of correct
output using the construction
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A Summary of the Pre and Post-Tests on the Two Usages with the Three Measures
Regarding U1, the findings show that implementing the online multimedia module
significantly improved all three aspects of U1 by increasing students’ knowledge of syntactic
structure by 48%, their understanding of the construction by 55%, and their use of the
construction by 65%. After using the module, students’ knowledge about the syntactic structure
still ranked higher than their understanding and use of the construction.
Regarding U2, the findings show that the implementation of the module helped improve
students’ syntactic knowledge by 40%, their understanding by 22%, and their use of the
construction by 71%. Their knowledge about the structure was higher than their understanding
and use of the construction before and after using the module.
The trend, as shown in Figure 11, indicates that students’ syntactic knowledge about the
construction remained higher than their other knowledge both before and after using the module.
Implementing the module significantly helped learners produce correct sentences using the
construction when they were given scenarios: They improved 65% on U1 and 71% on U2. The
module, however, did not work as well with the learners’ translation (i.e., understanding) of U2
of the construction.
Figure 11
An Overview of Pre and Post-test Growth on Two Usages
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Student Perceptions of the Module and the Design
All students liked the module for reasons such as it was “well put together,” “informative,”
“thorough,” “neat,” “gave lots of good examples of the different scenarios,” “easy to follow and
understand,” and “helped explain a topic that can be difficult in a straightforward and easy way.”
In addition, the participants appreciated the online availability of the module because it provided
convenience and flexibility. Some planned to use the module another time to confirm (or
establish) their understanding. Specifically, they pointed out several aspects that have helped
them learn as well as some weaknesses that could be improved.
The Way the Contents were Designed
Students liked that it was comprehensive, “covering negation, questions, syntax etc.,” and
“gave everything I needed to understand this construction.” They also liked how the contents
were sequenced, such as working on their previous learning of U1 before learning U2. Although
the students had largely forgotten what they had learned about U1 before using the module,
being exposed to the more familiar U1 first was more comfortable than being exposed
immediately to the unfamiliar U2. In addition, students reported that they appreciated learning
the meaning of the construction, such as why it was required and in what occasions it was used,
before learning the syntactic structure. If they were presented with the syntactic structure first,
they would think they had finished learning the construction as long as they knew the syntax and
they might not have paid as much attention to the explanation of the meaning.
The students found the most helpful aspect of this module to be the availability of many good
examples of scenarios in which the construction was used, including examples in text and in
short movies. These examples were “able to show how ‘shì…de’ can be used in different
sentences but give a similar result.” The embedded activities that required students to answer
questions also gave them the opportunity to “implement what I just learned,” which helped
enormously with their processing.
Furthermore, the teaching strategies used in the module helped with their learning. Students
said, “The structure is broken down in each scenario where the construction is used so that we
can formulate our own sentences with different vocab we have learned thus far,” and “seeing the
concrete structure and the way you explained each piece helped the most.” Students appreciated
the different strategies used to draw their attention to some special points that stood out from the
norm. For example, one showed how to negate one out of two details, as in the example, “Wáng
Péng zuótiān wǎnshang búshì gēn Lǐ Yǒu chūqù de” (Wang Peng went out last night but he did
not go out with Li You.).
The Way the Module was Presented
Students, in general, liked the “clear arrangement,” “great explanation,” and “clear
pronunciation.” Throughout the module, there were “clear checkpoints” that “forced me to write
it down, which greatly helped learning and remembering.” They appreciated that English was
used in introducing the concept because “that way we for sure understand everything,” “it is
challenging sometimes to translate Chinese in my head and try to understand grammar” and “I
do miss some info about grammar sometimes when it is explained in Chinese.” However, a
couple of participants expressed their willingness to challenge themselves by having more
explanation in Chinese.
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The length of the module was good, but they did not like how much time they spent taking
notes. The dubbed movie was more difficult than the other movie clips, so they liked that it had
subtitles in Chinese characters to help them confirm their understanding. Some students thought
that adding subtitles to all short movies would be helpful in the same way that they appreciated
how the cursor followed the words when example sentences were explained. In addition, the
color-coding in the module helped with understanding. The students also liked that humor in the
examples, images, and questions made their learning fun.
The Requirement for Notetaking and Question-answering
Students appreciated that taking detailed notes was required because they would not take
notes otherwise, even though they were aware of the importance of note-taking. Writing their
notes and answering the embedded questions gave learners a chance to apply what they learned
and check if they had mastered the content. Students found that answering questions about a
certain scenario before watching a short movie with a similar context prepared them for what
they would see and encouraged them to notice the difference(s) between the way they talked and
the way people in the movie spoke, heightening their awareness of the linguistic form.
Improvements Needed
Despite the impact of this module on students’ learning and their positive perceptions, a few
improvements are needed. These suggestions were drawn from students’ feedback about the
weaknesses of the module and from analysis of the post-tests.
First, introduce the two usages at different times. Even though students regarded the length of
the module as ideal, the content presented in the module and the information and number of
exercises embedded were too dense. Some students reported that they had to “pause the videos
every few seconds to write everything since it’s all so important.” Also one student pointed out,
it was “pretty heavy on exercises compared to other learning materials.” Furthermore, the
differences in syntactic structures for the two usages in terms of what goes in between “shì” and
“de” and the negation could easily confuse students when they learn the usages together.
Another difference between the two usages is that one can be used in question form and the other
is always in a statement form. The comparatively low improvement of U2 translation item from
pre- to post-test was mostly caused by students’ confusion about the differences.
If the two usages were introduced separately at different times, each module would be
shorter. Each module could be introduced with more Chinese than the current module. The
syntactic structure of U2 could be illustrated in more detail. When U2 is introduced, U1 could be
reviewed and work as a reference and comparison. This way of teaching might help students
solidify their retention and use of both usages.
Second, add one section of commonly made mistakes to the module. The most common
mistake in the post-test on U1 was the lack of a verb or a verbal phrase between “shì” and “de.”
The commonly made mistakes in the post-test on U2 were the syntactic structure in negation and
the location of the time expression. In addition, students mistakenly used time duration in the
construction. Adding a section on commonly made mistakes could further raise students’
awareness of the correct use of the construction.
Third, use the module on U1 when “le” is taught. Students learned the use of “le” at the
beginning and low-intermediate levels. In the pre-tests, students mostly used “le” when
“shì…de” should be used. The module frequently compared the use of “shì…de” with “le,” so by
the post-test, the participants were overusing “shì…de” when “le” should be used, showing that
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the participants still struggled with making a choice between “le” and “shì…de.” One student
suggested, “I think it would be better if [shi…de] was taught closer to ‘le’ because I learned that I
overuse ‘le’ a lot and now it is a bit difficult to know when I should have been using ‘shi…de’
and not ‘le’ because ‘le’ is so engrained now.”
Fourth, provide the answer to the embedded questions in the module. The answers to the
exercises were not provided in the module because the instructor wanted to go over all questions
in an FTF meeting. However, some students were eager to confirm their answers while using the
module. It would be better to provide the answers, preferably on the slide after the embedded
questions. Another option would be to provide an answer sheet for all the questions/activities in
the video.

Conclusion
This study used mixed methods and DBR to examine if a multimedia online module design
based on two sets of principles had a positive impact on students’ learning of the “shì…de”
construction as well as their perceptions on the design. The findings reveal that the multimedia
module improved learners’ understanding and use of the construction. It shows that using
Morrill’s (2002) FPI and using Mayer’s (2009; 2014) CTML to design a module works for the
purpose of teaching a complicated grammar point. These findings agree with previous research
showing that multimedia texts can help with learning (Kumar & Patil, 2013; Kuo et al., 2011;
Mayer, 2009; Zhang, 2017; Zhang & Jaramillo, 2021). This study provided a pedagogically
proven approach to teaching grammar. More importantly, it offered a feasible way to design such
a module by giving a detailed description of the design processes and considerations and by
examining the students’ perceptions.

Pedagogical Implications
A few critical principles in the design and implementation have positively affected the
learning outcomes and students’ perceptions. They include: (a) building upon and activating
students’ prior knowledge (Morrill, 2002) by sequencing familiar content before a new concept
and using the vocabulary and expressions that learners are familiar with in the examples to
present those new concepts; (b) raising the learners’ consciousness of the meaning and form
(Ellis, 2002; 2007; Yuan 2012; Yuan & Dietrich, 2004) by using strategies, such as asking
questions, color coding, and implementing different activities; (c) providing learners
opportunities to apply what they learned (Morrill, 2002) by embedding questions for the students
to answer; (d) demonstrating new concepts by providing ample elaborated input in different
formats, such as texts, images, animations, or movie clips (Doughty & Long; 2003; Morrill,
2002); (e) eliciting semantic processing before shifting to processing the syntactic structure to
help students with deep processing (Ellis, 2003; Leow, 2015; Leow & Mercer, 2015); (f)
integrating new concepts into learners’ real lives so that they find meaning in learning (Morrill,
2002); and (g) using inductive learning in each small teaching unit when possible (Shahzad et al.,
2020). It is especially important to take the above-mentioned principles into consideration when
designing multimedia instructional modules to ensure the module’s maximum benefit for student
learning.
In addition, following the CMTL principles greatly enhanced students’ learning. The module
avoided using extraneous images, texts, or movies so that learners would not be distracted. The

Published by EngagedScholarship@CSU, 2022

17

Chinese Language Teaching Methodology and Technology, Vol. 5, Iss. 1 [2022], Art. 2

module was designed with an easy-to-follow organization, giving students an overview at the
beginning, segmenting the video into different meaningful units, using a conversational style,
combining visual and auditory input, and putting image and text close together spatially and
temporally. The following practices were suggested as possibly being helpful in designing
multimedia online modules to teach grammar: (a) spacing the teaching of two similar concepts in
time so students could retain one concept before learning the other; (b) using English to explain
the concept to ensure learners’ understanding when they use the module on their own; (c) using
subtitles in the elaborated movie clips; (d) using humor occasionally to engage students; and (e)
providing answers to the embedded questions.
This study shows an example of using theories and principles in designing an approach to
teaching grammar. Following established theories and principles when designing instructional
modules is more important than when designing FTF teaching because students cannot get
immediate help from the instructor. Additionally, in FTF learning the teacher can adjust the
teaching strategies or the sequence of content based on students’ responses, and students have
opportunities to ask questions.

Strengths and Limitations
This study is the first in its kind to test the impact of an approach to teaching the “shì…de”
construction to intermediate CFL learners using a multimedia online module. As a pilot study, it
has a few strengths, such as using mixed methods to discover whether this approach helped
learning and why. In addition, this study provided a proven approach using multimedia, a
modality that the millennials enjoy using, to teach a complicated grammar point. The
significance of this study, however, lies on the contextually sensitive design principles it
revealed. Using Design-Based Research, a relatively new research methodology (Anderson &
Shattuck, 2012) that has the goal of solving real-world learning problems through iterative
analysis, design, development, and implementation (Brown, 1992; Design-Based Research
Collective, 2003; Van den Akker et al., 2006; Wang & Hannafin, 2005), this study contributes to
the body of literature in designing multimedia instructional modules to improve foreign language
learners’ grammar learning.
The study also has limitations. First, due to the small sample size, this pilot study only used
descriptive statistics to display the preliminary results. Based on this pilot study, an extensive
study could be conducted in the future to further test the effectiveness of the approach with a
larger sample size, referential statistics, and a validity test of fully developed assessments.
Second, this study did not look into any transfer effect of U1 and U2 on each other. Due to the
different traits of U1 and U2 – the former as a semantic presupposition, irrevocable and affecting
the meaning of the sentence if removed whereas the latter as a pragmatic presupposition, the
removal of which does not change the meaning of the sentence – it is worthy of conducting
further research on the transfer effect for teaching U1 and U2 one after another in one module.
Third, the findings may not apply in other settings. Even though the participants in this study
came from different academic backgrounds, some groups such as heritage learners, learners
whose native language is not English, and beginning level CFL learners, were not represented.
This study is an important first step in testing an approach to teaching a grammar point using
a multimedia module. Clearly, more research is called for to add to the sparse empirical base on
this topic. For example, studies should examine both the immediate and delayed post-tests to
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determine if learning and retention last over time. Studies should also investigate the timing for
introducing the “shì…de” and “le” constructions together in instructional practices.
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Appendix A: Pre- and Post-test on the understanding and use of the construction
Pre-test
1. Translate the following sentences into Chinese.
a. Where did you grow up?
b. Where did you buy your computer?
I didn’t buy it. My older brother gave it to me.
c. (I assure you that) I will come to class tomorrow.
d. Wang Peng played ball yesterday, but it was not Li You with whom he played ball.
e. Did you come by bus or on foot?
I didn’t come by bus. I am very tired now because I came here on foot.
2. There are four sets of words/phrases. Reorder the words and phrases to make a meaning
sentence for each set.
a. 我，的，买，这件衬衫，昨天，是
b. 坐公共汽车，王红，去，的，购物中心
c. 这个电脑，我爸爸，的，是，给我
d. 是，去中国，不会，我的朋友，的
e. 王朋，李友，的，是，爱
3. Tell me in Chinese 1) when you started to learn Chinese, 2) where you started to learn
Chinese; 3) how long you have been learning Chinese.
4. You really love John’s shirt. You would like to buy a shirt like that for yourself, but you
don’t know where you could find it and how much it costs. Ask John in Chinese to get the
info.
5. You are forgetful (though it may not be true in reality!) You are supposed to pick up your
little brother every Friday after school, but you often forget it. One Thursday night, you heard
your little brother asking your mom to pick him up after school on Friday. You wanted to
assure him that 1) you will pick him up and 2) that you will not forget it. What do you say in
Chinese to your little brother so he will not be anxious?
6. Xiao Hong came to the U.S. yesterday, so she doesn’t speak English well. A friend of yours
is wondering why Xiao Hong’s English is poor. You would like to explain to your friend that
it is because Xiao Hong came to the U.S. yesterday.
Post-test
1. Translate the following sentences into Chinese.
a. Where were you born?
b. Where did you buy your shirt?
I didn’t buy it. My mom gave it to me.
c. (I assure you that) I will come to pick you up tomorrow.
d. Li You went to watch a movie last night but it was not Wang Peng with whom she
went to watch the movie.
e. Did you go to Wang Peng’s home by bike or on foot?
I didn’t go by bike. Wang Peng’s home is very close to my home, so I went there on
foot.
2. There are four sets of words/phrases. Reorder the words and phrases to make a meaning
sentence for each set.
a. 我，的，买，这双鞋，前天，是
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b. 开车，去，我，机场，的
c. 这本书，我妈妈，的，是，送我
d. 是，去台湾，不会，我哥哥，的
e. 王朋，李友，的，是，爱
3. You really love your classmate Liz’s shoes. You would like to buy a pair for your friend as
her birthday present, but you don’t know where you could find them and how much they
cost. Write down the questions in Chinese that you are going to ask Liz to get the information
you need.
4. Suppose you are going to college for the first time and your mom is worried that you are not
going to eat vegetables and that you are not going to work out frequently. You want to assure
her that 1) you will eat a lot of vegetables every day and 2) that you will work out every day.
What do you say those in Chinese to your mom so she will not be worried?
5. Tell me in Chinese 1) when you started to learn Chinese; 2) where you started to learn
Chinese; and 3) how long you have been learning Chinese.
6. Wang Peng looked exhausted and went to bed at 7pm. Li You is wondering why. You want
to tell Li You that Wang Peng didn’t take a bus home. He walked home and he walked for
two hours.
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Appendix B: Survey
Please answer the questions. There are no right or wrong answers. Please be honest.
1. List briefly what you remember from watching the videos:
2. How much time did you spend on watching and taking notes? (in minute or in hour)
3. Your general impression of the videos is:
4. Did the videos help you learn “shì…de” construction? If yes, what aspect of the videos do
you think helped you the most?
5. What do you think helped you the least?
6. Any suggestions for your instructor to improve the videos if she remakes them in the future?
7. Other comments?
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Appendix C: Think-Aloud Protocol
Thanks for coming to use the “shì…de” construction module with me. There are two videos for
this module. One is 13 minutes long and the other is 15 minutes long. When you watch the two
videos, I would like you to do as you normally do when you watch the other videos for our class,
that is, watching them, taking notes, answer the embedded questions in the videos, and write
down the answer in your notebook. I also want you to tell me what you are thinking and what
you are doing. That is, I want you to think out loud while you are doing those. Thinking aloud is
to talk out loud what is on your mind. If you pause for a longer period of time, I will remind you
of thinking aloud. If you have questions when you watch the videos about the content, you can
think-out loud, ask me or write down on your notebook. I will answer your questions, if any, in
the end of our session. I will record this using Camtasia. Do you have any questions before we
start?
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Appendix D: The Semi-Structured Interview Questions After Each Individual ThinkAloud Session
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.

What is your general feeling about this module?
Is there anything that you want to point out?
Is there anything that you do not understand? Anything confusing?
Do you feel that you understand the use of the “shì…de” construction?
Do you think you will use the “shì…de” construction intentionally in the future?
What do you think about the sequence or the organization of the content presentation and the
length of the two videos?
7. Did you notice the color-coding?
8. What do you think about the pace of the explanation?
9. What you think about the four short video clips in the module?
10. What do you think should be changed?
11. Any other comments?
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