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Many students in foreign language classrooms struggle with weak academic 
performance not because of a lack of intelligence or motivation, but because they 
have never learned how to study effectively. This article proposes a rigorous, time-
managed six-step preview assignment designed to transform students from 
passive recipients to self-regulated, autonomous learners. By addressing systemic 
inefficiencies—such as improper dictionary skills and excessive pinyin 
annotation—this methodology facilitates a successful flipped classroom model in 
which instructional time is reallocated to reinforcement and practical application. 
The approach is grounded in classroom experience and informed by self-regulated 
learning (SRL) literature emphasizing time management, metacognition, and 
efficient tool use (Lyu, 2024). Practitioner experiences indicate that the structured 
preview routine not only improves comprehension and classroom efficiency but 
also fosters self-regulation and long-term independent learning skills. 
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INTRODUCTION 

In many language classrooms, teachers frequently observe students who struggle academically 
despite spending significant time studying. These students often rely on teachers for explanations 
and expect the instructor to provide all the key information during class. When asked to read the 
lesson text aloud or provide key details in the target language, they may hesitate, lack confidence, 
or demonstrate weak comprehension. Research on Chinese language learners shows that these 
difficulties frequently stem from weak SRL strategies rather than lack of effort or motivation (Lin 
et al., 2021; Sun, 2024). Many students have never received explicit instruction on how to study 
a foreign language. Without guidance, they may spend excessive time looking up words, 
annotating characters inefficiently, or engaging in activities that do not meaningfully support 
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comprehension. This issue is especially pronounced in Chinese, a language that demands high 
levels of metacognition and strategic behaviors (Zhang, 2019). 

To address these challenges, teachers must shift part of their instructional focus from content 
delivery to learning strategy development. One effective approach is a structured preview 
routine—a guided process that prepares students before class, allowing classroom time to focus 
on meaningful practice, interaction, and reinforcement. Accordingly, homework design should 
shift from simply answering questions to emphasizing the quality of the learning process and 
strengthening the preview routine. This approach provides a clear instructional model grounded 
in research on flipped-classroom effectiveness (Lau & Qian, 2025; Zhang, 2019). 

Common Study Problems Observed in Chinese Language Learners 

Academic struggles in the language classroom often stem from a lack of foundational study skills. 
Many students enter the classroom without the necessary tools to engage with complex material, 
leading to a culture of waiting for teachers to provide all information directly. Based on classroom 
observations, advising sessions, and Diagnostic Assessment interviews conducted across multiple 
Chinese language cohorts, several recurring patterns of ineffective study behaviors emerged.   

1. Surface-Level Completion of Preview Worksheets

The most common type of preview assignment is completing a worksheet, and even when 
students have answered comprehension questions and completed translation tasks, they may 
still have difficulty recalling the text, recognizing key words, or expressing the main ideas during 
class. This gap suggests that worksheet completion does not necessarily indicate genuine 
engagement with the material. 

2. Vocabulary Lookup During Reading

Students often begin reading a new passage without previewing the vocabulary. When they 
encounter unfamiliar words, they stop immediately to look them up in the glossary. Frequent 
interruptions in the reading process prevent students from developing the ability to process 
information as they would in real-life situations or to grasp the overall meaning of a text. Instead 
of understanding the passage, they become trapped in word-by-word decoding. 

3. Inefficient Dictionary Skills

Many students draw characters to look up words and their pronunciations, or use tools such as 
Google Translate to understand entire sentences. While these approaches can help students 
complete tasks, they may be time-consuming and offer limited support for deeper learning. In 
particular, relying on full-sentence translation may limit the development of chunking skills in 
language processing. 
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4. Listening-First Approach Among Weak and Visual Learners 
 
Many students begin their preview routine by listening to the lesson text. However, if they 
already struggle with listening, this approach can be discouraging and unproductive. Without 
knowing the new words or sentence structures beforehand, the time spent on listening yields 
very little learning benefit. Instead of supporting their learning, the experience reinforces the 
belief that Chinese is simply too difficult. 
 
5. Improper Pinyin Annotation   
 
Another common behavior is writing Pinyin (a phonetic transcription system used for 
pronunciation and typing, not as a standard writing system) above every character or avoiding 
Pinyin altogether. Excessive reliance on Pinyin can interfere with character recognition, chunking, 
and visual processing skills. In contrast, not using Pinyin at all often results in difficulty reading 
aloud and prevents learners from forming strong connections between written forms and their 
corresponding sounds. This limits their ability to develop reading and listening skills in a balanced 
way. 
 
6. Passive Learning and Dependence on Teachers 
 
These issues may create a cycle of low confidence: students struggle to read aloud or summarize 
the material, and despite significant effort, gains remain limited. As a result, they may adopt a 
passive approach, relying on instructors for explanations rather than preparing in advance. Class 
time then becomes focused on basic instruction rather than practical language use. A systematic 
approach to pre-class preparation is therefore needed to address these challenges collectively. 
 

FROM TASK COMPLETION TO ACTIVE LEARNING: THE SIX-STEP PREVIEW SOLUTION 
 
To address the challenges described above, a structured, time-bound preview protocol is 
implemented. The goal is to shift the focus of homework from finishing assignments to building 
good study habits. Under this model, the daily lesson text preview is the primary homework 
requirement and is expected to take approximately 30 to 50 minutes. Estimated times are 
provided as self-regulated learning benchmarks, helping students manage their study time and 
work towards greater efficiency if they initially require more time. This approach works especially 
well in programs where one class period covers one lesson text per day, because it ensures 
students arrive prepared and ready for practical language use. The following sequence is 
designed to build comprehension and confidence progressively. The implementation and 
rationale for each step are described below.   
 
Step 1: Grammar Foundation (5 minutes) 
 
The process begins with reading the English explanations of the grammar points in the lesson 
text, without completing the exercises or studying the example sentences in detail. The goal is to 
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help students recognize new structures in context and develop an initial understanding of their 
use. Therefore, this step is limited to approximately five minutes, with the focus placed on 
identifying the structures rather than mastering the grammar independently. If students 
recognize a structure but cannot fully understand its meaning or use, they may mark it with a 
question mark as a note for discussion during the following day's grammar session. Students are 
not expected to spend additional time teaching themselves grammar concepts, as detailed 
explanation and practice will take place in class. 
 
Step 2: Contextual Reading (10 minutes) 
 
In Chinese Basic Course textbooks, each lesson text is provided in audio format and written in 
both traditional and simplified characters. In our instructional context, students usually find it 
easier to transition from traditional to simplified characters than the reverse. Therefore, 
homework assignments require previewing the traditional-character version to build early 
familiarity with the more complex forms.  
 
Students are instructed to read the entire lesson text without using a dictionary. During this 
reading, they underline unfamiliar words but do not stop to look them up. Instead, they rely on 
contextual clues to infer possible meaning. The goal of this step is to develop tolerance for 
ambiguity and maintain reading flow. 
 
It is important to note that students should not assume vocabulary learning begins after the 
preview routine. In fact, inferring meaning from context depends on a solid vocabulary 
foundation. Vocabulary study for each lesson text should precede the preview routine. The 
section “Pedagogical Benefits and Long-Term Impact” explains how vocabulary previewing is 
structured. 
 
Step 3: Targeted Annotation and Grammar Recognition (10-15 minutes) 
 
Only after contextual reading do students look up unfamiliar words. They are instructed to add 
Pinyin with tone marks specifically above the words they do not know or cannot pronounce 
confidently. Additionally, they must underline sentences containing the grammar points 
identified in Step 1. As they annotate, students are encouraged to read aloud the words, phrases, 
or sentences they are marking. This process connects visual recognition, oral production, and 
auditory feedback.  
 
To further support this process, students must also be able to use learning tools efficiently. In 
particular, effective dictionary use is essential for maintaining the flow of learning and avoiding 
excessive time spent searching for definitions. Rather than assuming students already possess 
these skills, explicit instruction in dictionary and learning tool use is provided before students 
begin this preview routine.  
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Step 4: Oral Fluency and Tone Mastery (5-10 minutes) 
 
Students read the entire lesson text aloud at least once. If pronunciation remains uncertain, they 
must look up and annotate the Pinyin with tone marks. The objective of this phase is to develop 
fluent oral reading and reinforce the connection between visual characters and spoken sounds. 
This process supports pronunciation accuracy, reading fluency, and familiarity with the lesson 
content, allowing students to engage more effectively in subsequent classroom activities.  
 
Step 5: Global Comprehension and Summarization (5 minutes) 
 
Students write a summary in English following a specific format: “This passage is about XXX, 
including detailed information A, B, and C.” This step ensures that students understand the main 
idea and supporting details. It also supports students in moving beyond surface-level completion 
of the preview assignment toward a clearer overall understanding of the lesson text.  
 
As students progress into Semester II, when lesson texts become longer and more complex, they 
complete not only a whole-text summary but also paragraph-level gist statements. These tasks 
help students move beyond individual word recognition toward understanding how information 
is organized and how meaning is developed across a passage. 
 
Step 6: Auditory Reinforcement (5-10 minutes) 
 
This final listening phase trains students to stay focused for extended periods while identifying 
gaps between their reading and listening comprehension. For students who benefit from 
auditory input, this listening stage can be placed before they begin reading the text. However, 
students are generally encouraged to read the text first during the preview routine so that they 
can become familiar with the vocabulary and content before listening. With this familiarity, the 
focus shifts to recognizing key phrases within the natural flow of speech and confirming 
comprehension through listening rather than rote memorization. Ultimately, this step 
strengthens real-time processing and helps learners notice nuances such as blended sounds. 
 
While working with audio, students can self-assess whether difficulties stem from unfamiliar 
vocabulary, speech rate, or gaps in text understanding. This step is placed at the end of the 
framework because listening remains especially challenging for many students. Given time 
constraints, it may be assigned as optional homework or omitted, since the relevant skills will be 
reinforced in class. This approach helps strengthen listening comprehension and build 
confidence. 
 

PEDAGOGICAL BENEFITS AND LONG-TERM IMPACT     
 
A structured, time-bound preview routine supports the development of learners’ self-regulated 
learning (SRL). Through consistent practice, students learn to monitor their progress, manage 
their study time, and process input more efficiently, aligning with research that identifies SRL as 
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essential for maximizing out-of-class learning (Lau & Qian, 2025; Lyu, 2024; Sun, 2024). As the 
routine becomes internalized, learners demonstrate greater autonomy, improved 
comprehension, and reduced preparation time. Consequently, students arrive in class better 
prepared and ready to engage in language application activities. 
 
A common preview practice involves completing a preview worksheet that requires students to 
answer content questions and translate selected sentences. Verifying the accuracy of these 
assignments is time-consuming, often requiring approximately one hour for an instructor to 
review the work assigned to a group of students. A structured preview routine reduces this 
workload by shifting homework review from detailed answer verification to monitoring 
completion of the preview routine. 
 
As students arrive better prepared, instructors can implement a flipped classroom model, in 
which class time shifts from explaining basic lesson content to supporting proficiency 
development through language practice, reinforcement of key concepts, and discussion of 
questions that extend beyond vocabulary-based understanding. Consistent with research on 
flipped learning, this shift enhances learner engagement and optimizes the use of instructional 
time (Lyu, 2024; Zhang, 2019). Although initial implementation requires training and guidance, it 
ultimately leads to greater long-term efficiency.   
 
This structured preview routine was implemented across multiple cohorts at different stages of 
learning, from the beginning of the first semester to the beginning of the second and third 
semesters. Across these implementations, classroom observations and instructor reflections 
suggested greater willingness to use the target language, as well as perceived improvements in 
accuracy, confidence, and communicative ability. In addition, vocabulary test results generally 
met or exceeded program expectations and remained stable over time. These observations 
suggest that the structured preview routine may support vocabulary retention. When 
implemented consistently, the structured preview routine appeared to serve as a bridge toward 
greater learner autonomy. Higher-performing students often developed self-regulated learning 
skills early in the first semester, while lower-performing students gradually developed similar 
habits by the end of the first semester. By the third semester, many students who successfully 
adopted the routine demonstrated greater independence in managing their own learning 
process and pacing.  
 
Beyond language acquisition, the structured preview routine may contribute to the development 
of lifelong learning habits. Working through each step within a set time encourages students to 
develop time-management skills. They also learn to recognize what they know and what they still 
need to work on, which develops their self-awareness as learners. Perhaps most importantly, 
when students come to class well-prepared, they feel less anxious and more confident. Over 
time, this sense of readiness may influence how learners approach challenges beyond the 
classroom by fostering independence, self-awareness, and continued growth as language 
learners.  
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Guidelines for Classroom Implementation    
 
Teachers play a crucial role in supporting students’ development into self-regulated learners. The 
successful implementation of this framework requires teachers to focus on the key practices 
outlined below. 
 
Redesign Homework as a Strategic Learning Plan 
 
To maximize learning outcomes, homework assignments must move beyond checking for 
completion or correct answers and be structured as a comprehensive learning plan that focuses 
on study habits and the quality of the preview routine.  
 
Spaced repetition is strategically incorporated into vocabulary learning to enhance retention. 
Students begin their initial preview two to three days before a new lesson and review the 
vocabulary again on the day before their preview routine. This sequence provides multiple 
exposures, so that by the time class begins, students are encountering the same set of vocabulary 
for the third or fourth time. This deliberate scheduling facilitates the transition from short-term 
to long-term memory.  
 
Hold Homework Preview Strategy Training Sessions  
 
To support this process, teaching teams are encouraged to schedule a dedicated “Homework 
Preview Strategy Training Session” early in the course. This session serves as a collective 
orientation for both instructors and students, establishing a unified standard. During this session, 
instructors provide explicit training in the preview protocol by leading each step and explaining 
the rationale behind it. (See Figure 1 for explicit implementation guidelines.) 
 
Figure 1 
Guidelines for Conducting a Homework Instruction Session 
 

 
When to Implement  
Homework instruction sessions should be introduced at the beginning of the program (Lesson 
2 in the Chinese Basic Course), even when learners are still at ILR Level 0, to establish 
foundational learning skills. These sessions should be revisited at the beginning of each 
semester as material complexity increases and learning requirements evolve. Additionally, the 
guidelines can be implemented at any point throughout the program before assigning new 
homework to reinforce effective learning habits and achieve the desired outcomes. 
 
Before the Session 
All instructors meet to agree on homework requirements and evaluation criteria. This 
alignment ensures that students receive consistent guidance regardless of which teacher they 
work with. 
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During the Session 
One instructor (preferably the team leader) leads the class through the preview steps one at a 
time, managing the pace and explaining the purpose of each step. A completed preview 
assignment is shown at the beginning so students know what the final product should look like. 
While the lead instructor guides the process, other instructors circulate in the classroom to 
ensure that all students are following along. 
 
Students tend to ask comprehension questions during their preview. In such cases, instructors 
should refrain from giving answers. Instead, they encourage students to use available tools or 
to mark the question for discussion in the next class. This keeps the focus on independent 
problem-solving rather than teacher-dependence. 
 
Important Considerations 
The goal of the session is not to complete an entire lesson. Instructors may select a single 
paragraph or section to walk through in detail. This focused approach ensures that students 
understand each step and the expectations of the process, while also giving instructors a 
chance to observe differences in students’ work pace and use of learning strategies. 
 

 
Evaluate Preview Quality and Instructional Impact 
 
In a flipped classroom, the instructor’s primary role during the initial phase of the lesson is to 
evaluate the depth of students’ out-of-class preparation. This is achieved through integrated 
classroom activities that provide immediate feedback on student readiness. 
 
Teachers first perform a rapid check of students’ annotated texts. Key indicators of effective 
previewing include the marking of unfamiliar vocabulary, grammar highlights, and Pinyin 
annotations. In particular, the accuracy of word segmentation serves as a vital diagnostic tool, 
demonstrating a student's ability to correctly identify linguistic boundaries and phrase groupings. 
 
To complement the visual check, instructors utilize oral reading and targeted inquiry: 
 

• Fluency Monitoring: By randomly selecting segments for students to read aloud, teachers 
can gauge preparation through pronunciation accuracy and the appropriateness of 
pauses. Students’ transition from an annotated text (in Traditional Characters) to a clean 
version (in Simplified Characters) further tests their familiarity with the materials. 

• Questions and Answer (Q&A) Assessment: A structured Q&A format is employed to 
verify reading comprehension, ensuring students have moved beyond mere decoding to 
conceptual understanding. 

 
This diagnostic phase typically requires 10 to 20 minutes, adjusted according to the complexity 
of the text, leaving at least 25 minutes—approximately half of the total class time—dedicated to 
reinforcing and applying skills in a social, teacher-supported environment. 
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Sustain the Preview Routine 
 
Building a new learning habit requires time and consistent support. During the first two weeks, 
teacher monitoring and guidance are essential to help students understand the purpose of the 
preview routine and develop effective preparation strategies. Consistency across the teaching 
team is critical during this stage; when all instructors reinforce the same expectations and 
regularly check preparation, students are more likely to recognize the routine as an integral part 
of the learning process. 
 
Students are more likely to discontinue the routine when they perceive that preview preparation 
does not influence classroom instruction. If classroom activities focus primarily on teacher 
explanation of lesson content rather than applying and extending the prepared materials, 
students may gradually view previewing as unnecessary. Therefore, classroom activities should 
consistently build upon students’ preparation and use lesson materials as the foundation for 
interaction, practice, and deeper learning. 
 
In mixed-ability classrooms, instructors can also leverage student resources through peer 
learning. Rather than relying solely on teacher explanation, students can support one another 
during activities, allowing stronger learners to reinforce their own understanding while assisting 
classmates. This approach increases opportunities for interaction and creates a more learner-
centered classroom environment. 
 
Although most students gradually adopt the routine and come prepared, occasional cases will 
occur in which individual students do not follow the process or submit insufficient preparation. 
These cases require timely intervention based on careful examination of the underlying causes. 
When the issue is procedural, instructors can provide one-on-one guidance on how to complete 
the preview effectively. When nonacademic factors affect students’ ability to prepare, instructors 
can identify barriers and provide appropriate support to help students regain focus. By 
addressing these individual cases early, instructors can maintain the effectiveness of the routine 
while ensuring that all students benefit from the approach. 
 
Together, these practices connect learning preparation, classroom instruction, and learner 
development. By redesigning homework, explicitly teaching learning strategies, assessing 
preparation, and sustaining consistent support, instructors create the conditions for greater 
learner independence and self-regulation. 
 

CONCLUSION 
 
Teaching students how to learn is just as important as teaching the language itself. The structured 
preview framework presented in this article integrates study strategy instruction into regular 
homework, giving students a clear and manageable process for preparing before the class. By 
establishing consistent expectations for previewing and connecting preparation with classroom 
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practice, instructors can create a more efficient learning environment while gradually supporting 
students’ development as independent learners. 
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