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Abstract 

USING CARTOONS IN THE MIDDLE SCHOOL ENGLISH CLASSROOM IN CHINA 

Zihao Dan 

Under the Supervision of Yuanyuan Hu, Ph.D. Professor of English/TESOL 

Can cartoons be effectively used in engaging Chinese middle school students in learning 

English? This study explored using cartoons in the middle school English classroom in China. 

On the basis of literature review, this paper explored the advantages and possible challenges of 

using cartoons in the middle school English classroom in China. It also examined strategies for 

using cartoons in the middle school English classroom in China. Moreover, this paper offers 

some suggestions for English teachers in Chinese middle schools on using cartoons in language 

teaching. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

iv 



 

 

 

 

TABLE OF CONTENTS 

 

             Page 

APPROVAL PAGE           i 

TITLE PAGE           ii 

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS          iii 

ABSTRACT           iv 

TABLE OF CONTENTS          v 

CHAPTER        

I. INTRODUCTION          1 

  
Statement of the Problem 

Definition of Terms 

Purpose of the Study 

Significance of the Study 

 Methodology 

  
II. REVIEW OF LITERATURE        3 

    

 Technology-assisted Language Teaching 

 The Use of Technology in Middle School English Language Teaching in China 

 The Use of Cartoons in Middle School English Language Teaching in China 

Summary  

III. CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS      14 

REFERENCES          16 

      

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

v 



 

 

1 

 

Chapter I Introduction 

 

With the continuous development of technology, more and more technology has been 

used in education, especially in the field of language education. Using technology to assist 

language teaching has become the norm in the English classroom in China. Technology has also 

contributed greatly to the development of English language education in China. According to Hu 

and Chen (2013), foreign language teaching based on information technology has become 

common practice for foreign language teaching in China; the integration of information 

technology and foreign language teaching has given rise to a new area of foreign language 

education research in China.  

Against the backdrop of the increasing use of technology in English language teaching in 

China, this study explored using cartoons in the middle school English classroom in China. On 

the basis of literature review, this paper explored the advantages and possible challenges of using 

cartoons in the middle school English classroom in China. It also examined strategies for using 

cartoons in the middle school English classroom in China. 

Statement of the Problem 

 Can cartoons be effectively used in engaging Chinese middle school students in learning 

English? This study aims to explore the use of cartoons to improve teaching effectiveness of 

middle school English in China. Specifically, this study explored the following questions:  

1. How have cartoons been used in the middle school English classroom in China? 

2. What are some advantages of using cartoons in the middle school English classroom in China? 

3. How can cartoons be used to enhance middle school English teaching in China? 

4. What are some challenges of using cartoons in the middle school English classroom in China?  
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Definition of Terms 

Technology-assisted language teaching: Using computer and information technology to assist 

and promote foreign language teaching. 

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this study is to find out how cartoons can be effectively used in the 

middle school English classroom in China. It aims to share effective strategies for using cartoons 

with middle school English teachers in China and English as a Foreign Language (EFL) teachers 

in general. 

Significance of the Study 

Considering that English is one of the most widely used languages in the world, findings 

from this study will have implications for middle school English language teaching in China and 

foreign language teaching elsewhere. Effective strategies for using cartoons can help foreign 

language teachers attract students’ attention in class and enhance their interest in learning a 

foreign language. 

Methodology 

  The study answered the research questions above by reviewing relevant literature. 

Firstly, the literature on technology-assisted language teaching was reviewed. Secondly, 

publications on the use of educational technology in the middle school English classroom in 

China were reviewed. Finally, the study focused on the literature on the use of cartoons in middle 

school English language teaching in China.  
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Chapter II Review of Literature 

 This chapter reviews the literature on technology-assisted language teaching and the use 

of cartoons in middle school language teaching in China. It consists of three sections. The first 

section reviews the literature on technology-assisted language teaching. The second section 

mainly reviews the literature on the main usage of technology in language teaching, as well as its 

significance to language teaching in Chinese middle schools. The last section reviews the 

literature on the use of cartoons in middle school English language teaching in China.  

Technology-assisted Language Teaching 

 In recent years, a large amount of technology has been used in language teaching, and the 

technology-assisted language teaching seems to have become a very important part of Chinese 

middle school English classroom. According to Alsuhaibani (2019), “The last decades have 

witnessed the introduction of Information and Communication Technologies into the field of 

education. This introduction has brought in major changes in the traditional view of language 

teaching and learning” (p. 723). Moreover, some scholars claim that technology has been 

inseparable from language teaching. For example, Wei (2018) argued that the integration of 

information technology and EFL teaching has become inevitable. Technology-assisted language 

teaching will be the absolute mainstream of language teaching in the future.  

 With the popularity of technology-assisted language teaching, many scholars began to 

pay attention to this field. Thomas (2011) pointed out that technology-assisted language teaching 

has been immensely developed in the past two or three decades. In this expanding field, there are 

various free scholarships, especially from open access journals such as language learning and 

technology. Some scholars (e.g., Bai, 2018) have studied technology- assisted language teaching 

as a general approach, while others (e.g., Paneru, 2018; Guan, 2014) have studied a specific 
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technology-assisted language teaching method. Meanwhile, many schools have focused on 

developing teachers' ability to use technology in assisting language teaching. For example, 

Thomas (2011) introduced a textbook of technology-assisted language teaching. Currently, 

technology-assisted language teaching plays an important role in undergraduate and graduate 

language teaching programs, teacher training, and courses for professional practitioners.  

 However, it seems to be a controversial issue whether technology-assisted language 

teaching can effectively promote language teaching. On one hand, scholars have acknowledged 

the advantages of technology-assisted language teaching. For example, Tang (2019) listed a 

series of advantages of technology-assisted language teaching. He stated that technology-assisted 

language teaching can stimulate students' interest in learning, which makes classroom teaching 

lively. Tang (2019) added that technology-assisted language teaching can promote students’ 

language acquisition, improve classroom efficiency, and create an ideal learning environment 

conducive to students' independent learning. On the other hand, there seems to be some 

drawbacks in technology-assisted language teaching. Lin et al. (2016) conducted an experimental 

study to compare the effects of using static visuals versus computer-generated animation to 

enhance learners' comprehension and retention of a content-based lesson. Their result shows that 

the animation group outperformed the static visuals group in only one of the four tests, indicating 

that animation use has comparatively fewer positive effects in an EFL context. Liu (2007) 

pointed out that with the further development of language teaching, there will be new and better 

technologies and models, with which language teaching will evolve to a new stage. 

 Apart from the application and controversy of technology-assisted language teaching, 

teachers' attitude towards technology-assisted instruction has also been changing. Mollaei and 

Riasati (2013) conducted an empirical study on teachers’ perceptions of using technology in 
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teaching EFL. They used descriptive statistics and sample t-test to analyze questionnaire data. 

The t-test was administered in order to determine the probable differences between male and 

female teachers’ responses. The results of the data analysis show that teachers have a positive 

attitude towards the use of technology, especially computers, in the classroom. 

The Use of Technology in Middle School English Language Teaching in China  

Since the 20th century, many Chinese scholars have studied the use of technology in 

middle school English language teaching. In addition to the main usage of technology in middle 

school English language teaching, some scholars have also commented on the significance of 

technology in middle school English language teaching. This paper reviewed these two aspects 

respectively.  

First, we must ask ourselves, “What is the main form of technology used to assist 

language teaching in middle school English classrooms?” Ju (2001) listed two forms of 

technology: using multimedia technology to optimize the structure of the middle school English 

classroom; using English resources to improve the effectiveness of English teaching in Chinese 

middle schools. In addition, she provided specific examples and detailed steps to illustrate the 

two forms. Liu (2007) also introduced the application of multimedia in dialogue teaching. He 

demonstrated how to apply multimedia in teaching with specific classroom activities. As we can 

see, technology can be used in various ways in language teaching, but in Chinese middle school 

English teaching, multimedia-assisted language teaching is currently the main form. 

In addition to being a valuable teaching tool in the classroom, technology use holds many 

other benefits in the world of language teaching. Huang (2013) listed a series of implications of 

modern information technology for language teaching. She mentioned that it can enrich 

classroom teaching content, stimulate students' interest in learning, cultivate students' innovative 
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thinking, and implement effective lessons. Ju (2001) shared similar opinions. She stated that 

multimedia technology makes it easy to improve students' attention and arouse their interest so 

as to maintain their engagement.  

Technology is not only a tool to assist language teaching, but it can also be used to 

improve the quality of teaching and optimize the teaching process. To a large extent, it has been 

shaping the existing English teaching mode most commonly found in China. 

The Use of Cartoons in Middle School English Language Teaching in China   

This section consists of three parts, including the advantages, strategies, and challenges 

involved in using cartoons in Chinese middle school English language teaching. 

Advantages of Using Cartoons in Middle School English Language Teaching  

In addition to the previously mentioned benefits related to technology use in the English 

language learning classroom, it is important to note specific advantages in relation to the use of 

cartoons in middle school English teaching. Using cartoons in the English classroom is the 

practice of multiple intelligences theory. Chen (2016) clarified that the theory of multiple 

intelligences is of great significance to middle school English teaching. Shen (2014) also pointed 

out that the theory of multiple intelligences is one of the core theories of middle school English 

teaching and that cartoon elements follow the pluralism principle of the theory. In her research, 

she cited a series of examples that show how cartoons can be used in the classroom, such as role 

playing, animation dubbing, and cartoon character dialogue, all of which can exercise students' 

multiple intelligences. According to Shen (2014), cartoon activities help to develop students' 

language and interpersonal intelligence; activities like learning to sing animation theme songs 

can develop students' musical intelligence; imitating exaggerated cartoon images can develop 

students' body movement intelligence. Generally speaking, the use of technology in English 
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language teaching can contribute to the practice of the theory of multiple intelligences, which is 

the core theory of language education in Chinese middle schools.  

The use of cartoons in English language teaching is conducive to the practice of the basic 

concepts in the new English curriculum standards for middle schools in China. According to 

Shen (2014), the new curriculum standards of China's compulsory education specify that 

language input is essential to language learning. Teachers should creatively develop and utilize 

English resources and expand English learning channels. Middle school students' favorite 

cartoon movies, beautiful cartoon songs, moving fairy tales, vivid and interesting cartoon images 

can provide rich and colorful materials for middle school English teaching and develop students'  

language learning strategies (Jiang, 2015). 

In middle school English language teaching, the use of cartoons can stimulate students' 

interest in language learning while also building their confidence. According to Chen (2016), 

influenced by the traditional Chinese teaching philosophy, teachers have been faced with the 

challenge of arousing students' interest in learning English. Chen (2016) also mentioned that the 

current English textbooks in China have a large vocabulary including uncommon words, which 

some students find challenging, and which may result in their negative attitudes and fear of 

English. He claimed that because middle school students like cartoons very much, the use of 

them in language teaching can stimulate students' interest. Similarly, because cartoons are easily 

relatable to young students, they are less likely to experience fear towards English cartoons and 

English itself (Chen, 2016). Shen (2014) distributed a questionnaire survey to 214 middle school 

students to find out how the use of cartoons in middle school language teaching is related to 

student interest and confidence building. The results from her study show that cartoons do 

promote both of these areas in language learning. 
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Moreover, using cartoons in middle school language teaching can also improve students' 

listening and speaking abilities. Chen (2016) pointed out that cartoon videos can simulate 

authentic contexts and enhance students' English listening and speaking abilities. For example, 

when middle school students immerse themselves in a cartoon scene and in a dialogue between 

cartoon characters, they are likely able to imitate the cartoon characters' expressions, intonation, 

and other language features, and guess the meaning of an unknown English word from context 

(Chen, 2016). 

Cartoons can be used to address some issues in language teaching. Shen (2006) 

introduced in detail some specific problems that cartoons can help solve in language teaching. In 

her research, she pointed out that cartoons can make abstract and difficult concepts easier to 

understand. After analyzing specific examples in a textbook, she pointed out that in traditional 

language teaching, it is difficult for teachers to use traditional visual aids to explain abstract and 

difficult concepts. Compared with the traditional language teaching, the use of cartoons in 

language teaching has great advantages in teaching abstract and difficult concepts because of 

vivid characteristics of cartoons (Shen, 2006). In addition, she pointed out that convenience and 

efficiency are two other advantages of using cartoons in language teaching. For example, 

cartoons break the limits of time and space, which can shorten the teaching process and enhance 

students’ understanding of key points (Shen, 2006). Thus, the use of cartoons in language 

teaching can overcome some difficulties in teaching content and strengthen key points (Shen, 

2006).  

Strategies for Using Cartoons in Middle School English Language Teaching 

 Strategies for using cartoons in middle school English language teaching include pre-

watching strategies, while-watching strategies, and post-watching strategies, which are critical to 
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the effective use of cartoons in the classroom. Before showing a cartoon, a teacher should 

emphasize the theme of a lesson and ensure that this theme is prominent throughout the short 

film. Liang (2004) suggested that before engaging students in watching a cartoon, a teacher 

should put forward some related questions to attract the students' attention to relevant sections of 

the cartoon and highlight key points. The goal of the questions is to help students maintain their 

attention (Liang, 2004). Meanwhile, a teacher should also be aware that due to the great 

attraction of cartoons to students, it is easy for students to pay too much attention to the plot of a 

cartoon and forget the key points of a lesson that the cartoon is intended to support. This is 

unfortunately one of the downfalls to including cartoons as a learning tool in the classroom. 

Thus, pre-watching activities should be designed to focus students’ attention on the objective of 

a cartoon.  

While showing a cartoon, a teacher should reduce their interaction with students. 

However, the teacher can play the cartoon several times in order to help students with the 

language input from the cartoon. According to Liang (2004), in the process of teaching, listening 

is not the main thing, but watching is the purpose. The purpose of audio-visual teaching is to 

engrave the plot (picture) of the story in students' mind. In this process, language and other 

sound effects of cartoons are the elements needed to enhance students' emotional connection to 

the topic. Liang (2004) also pointed out that students are likely to draw upon their life experience 

and cognitive skills to comprehend cartoons while watching them. This means that teachers do 

not need to frequently pause the cartoon to interact with students. In addition, Liang (2004) 

mentioned that some children can retell some English conversations in relevant scenes after 

watching the same cartoon multiple times. This phenomenon shows that teachers can potentially 

share the same cartoon with students repeatedly to deepen its impression on them. Although this 
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may lead to mechanical drills, it is undoubtedly worth the time if students can retell some 

English conversations in relevant scenes. Above all, while-watching strategies should aim to help 

students comprehend the language input in a chosen cartoon.   

After showing a cartoon, a teacher should set up activities for students to strengthen and 

consolidate the language points they have learned from the cartoon. Shen (2006) stressed that 

using cartoons in language teaching should meet teaching objectives and practical practice needs, 

as well as provide students with an authentic language context. She analyzed the cartoons of a 

vocational high school textbook and pointed out that the cartoons only focused on target 

knowledge and teaching objectives, while paying little attention to practical practice needs. 

Similarly, Liang (2004) proposed a series of post-watching activities that focus on listening, 

speaking imitation, and role play. First, a teacher can guide students to imitate English 

conversations in a cartoon through splitting exercises, which is when a conversation is split up 

into independent sentences or portions for students to imitate and memorize. This requires the 

students to try their best to accurately imitate a character in a cartoon in terms of pronunciation, 

rhythm, and intonation. Next, the teacher can divide students into groups and have each group 

reproduce a scene in the cartoon by imitating and acting out specific characters. In the process of 

role playing, students can improvise, which may allow them to give full play to their imagination 

and get a sense of achievement. In other words, post-watching activities can provide 

opportunities for extended learning.  

It is very important for teachers to choose cartoons appropriate for their students when 

preparing for a lesson. Unfortunately, many existing teaching methods of the same type fail to 

achieve the expected results because they fail to arouse students' interest and thirst for 

knowledge. Teachers should take various factors into consideration when selecting cartoons. 
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Above all, teacher need to communicate more with their students. According to Li (2011), the 

general principle of using cartoons in teaching is to integrate cartoons preferred by students into 

classroom teaching so as to arouse students' interest and thirst for knowledge and turn passive 

learning into active learning. Since the idea is to “hit on what they like,” teachers should find out 

what kinds of cartoons their students prefer. Clear and direct communication between teacher 

and student is the best way to accomplish this. Cartoons chosen after teachers collect student 

feedback to cater to their preferences are likely to be interesting and motivating to students.  

Although it is very important to cater to students' preferences, the cartoons that students 

like are not always suitable for language teaching. Therefore, teachers need to choose cartoon 

resources suitable for their teaching. In other words, a chosen cartoon should provide language 

input appropriate for students’ current English proficiency level. Chen (2016) stressed that the 

selection of cartoon resources should be in line with students' actual learning and acceptance 

abilities. On the basis of the analysis of some cartoons, Chen (2016) pointed out that if a chosen 

English cartoon is too complex in terms of language, students might feel discouraged and lose 

motivation. He added that some cartoons with a fast speaking rate and many unfamiliar words 

are not suitable for English language teaching. However, when a chosen English cartoon is too 

simple in terms of language, the animation will have no significant effect on the improvement of 

students' English proficiency (Chen, 2016).  

In addition to students' preferences and the English language, cartoons selected for 

teaching purposes should be integrated with textbook knowledge. In Chinese public middle 

schools, teachers are generally required to carry out language teaching according to national 

standards and policies. In general, teachers are required to use official textbooks in their 

teaching. Li (2011) argued that to effectively use cartoons, teachers should find the best 
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combination between cartoons and textbook knowledge. He included a lesson plan to illustrate 

how to integrate cartoons with textbook knowledge. Chen (2016) also pointed out that textbooks 

are fundamental to the teaching of any subject. Therefore, teachers should pay special attention 

to the incorporation of cartoons into their lessons as supplementary materials to textbooks in 

order to achieve their teaching objectives and improve teaching quality. 

Challenges of Using Cartoons in Middle School English Language Teaching 

Despite all the advantages of using cartoons in middle school English language teaching 

in China, there are challenges in relation to the use of cartoons. The first challenge is related to 

the appropriate amount of time for cartoons in the classroom. Excessive use of cartoons in 

language teaching can have a negative effect on the quality of teaching. Li (2011) argued that 

cartoons should not be used too much in teaching. Excessive amount of class time on cartoons 

can not only be distracting in that students may be immersed in the cartoons and forget to pay 

attention to the English language, but also take away teaching time (Li, 2011). Shen (2014) also 

mentioned that cartoon elements are auxiliary teaching resources, which should not reduce the 

time for teachers' teaching and students' thinking in the classroom.  

Another challenge comes from the shortage of cartoons for EFL teaching in the market. 

At present, there are few suitable animation instructional materials from which teachers can 

choose. According to Shen (2014), animation instructional materials matching with textbooks, 

teaching objectives, and students' characteristics are limited. In other words, multimedia 

animation materials and other technology-assisted language teaching resources are still under 

development in China. This means that in addition to limited cartoon choices, English teachers in 

many cases need to make instructional materials themselves according to their specific situation, 

which is undoubtedly challenging. 
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Summary 

The reviewed literature on technology-assisted language teaching and the use of cartoons 

in Chinese middle school language teaching shows that the strategic use of appropriate cartoon 

elements can have a positive effect on Chinese middle school English language teaching despite 

challenges. 
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Chapter III Conclusions and Recommendations 

This study explored using cartoons in the middle school English classroom in China. By 

reviewing the literature, this paper examined strategies for using cartoons in the middle school 

English classroom. It also explored the possible challenges of using cartoons in the middle 

school English classroom in China. 

Conclusions 

The follow conclusions can be drawn from this study. Firstly, the strategic use of 

cartoons in English language teaching in Chinese middle schools can enhances teaching. Cartoon 

elements can stimulate students’ interest, build up their confidence in English language learning, 

and improve their listening and speaking abilities. 

Secondly, using cartoons can be conducive to the practice of the basic concepts in the 

new curriculum standards for middle school English and the practice of the theory of multiple 

intelligences. 

Thirdly, for teachers, the use of cartoons in language teaching can be challenging and 

requires a high teaching ability because in most cases, teachers need to choose cartoons and 

design relevant teaching materials by themselves.  

Finally, teachers need to be sure that they use cartoons appropriately in their classroom. 

Excessive use of cartoons can have a negative impact on English language teaching in Chinese 

middle schools because playing cartoons for too much time will reduce teachers' teaching time 

and students' thinking time. 

Recommendations for Middle School English Teachers in China 

This study can have implications for middle school English teachers on the use of 

cartoons in their teaching. Firstly, when choosing cartoons, teachers should cater to students' 
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preferences. A cartoon that caters to students' preferences can arouse students' interest and thirst 

for knowledge and turn passive learning into active learning. Secondly, teachers need to choose 

cartoons suitable for language teaching, required textbooks, and curriculum standards formulated 

by the Chinese government. Thirdly, it is necessary for teachers to use teaching strategies to keep 

students’ attention on important language points while they are watching cartoons. It is easy for 

students to be attracted to visual elements of a cartoon and overlook the English language used in 

the cartoon. One of teaching strategies is to preview or review key points of a lesson before 

showing a cartoon. Fourthly, teachers should reduce their interaction with students while playing 

a cartoon so that the students can draw upon their life experience and cognitive skills as well as 

their English language proficiency to comprehend the language input from the cartoon. Finally, 

after showing a cartoon, teachers should design follow-up activities that will reinforce what 

students have learned from the cartoon. 
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