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Abstract: This project investigated the effects of ABRACADABRA (ABRA), a web-based literacy program developed by 
the Centre for the Study of Learning and Performance (CSLP) at Concordia University, on primary school children in rural 
China. Approximately 300 third grade students from 10 primary participated in a year-long study.  Schools are randomly 
assigned to either treatment or control condition. Students are pre-tested and post-tested before and after participating in the 
program.  The findings of the study hopes to provide some evidence of the effects of ABRA on Chinese primary students in 
rural China, especially on the enhancement of phonological skills, thus leading to early success in the formative years of 
learning English. 
  
 
I. PROBLEM STATEMENT 
 
English has become an increasingly popular and 
important subject in many schools in China.  In many 
major cities in China, students start to learn English 
since first grade and, often, spend years doing private 
tutoring in English after school.  In contrast, students 
in rural areas do not start learning English until third 
grade or later.  There is also a severe shortage of 
qualified teachers in these rural areas.   
 
Many English teachers are untrained and unqualified, 
leaving rural students far behind their counterparts in 
the cities. It is clear that English reading levels of 
Chinese students in rural China need to be 
dramatically raised.  In addition, English teachers in 
rural areas need to be trained.  ABRACADBRA is a 
research proven web-based literacy program designed 
to help improve reading literacy proficiency of 
children and train teachers to use evidence-based 
strategies for reading instruction.  
 
II. OBJECTIVES AND RESEARCH 
QUESTIONS 
 
The purpose of this project is to examine the 
effectiveness of using the ABRACADABRA (ABRA) 
web-based literacy program on primary school 
students in rural Hunan, China. The three main 
objectives of the project are as follows: 
 

1. What is the impact of ABRA on the reading 
skills of non-native English speaking primary 
students in rural China when compared to their 
counterparts who do not use ABRA? 

2. What are the attitudes and experiences of 
teachers and students regarding this 
educational technology application? 

3. What are the possible adaptations of the tool 
and support materials over time as we learn 
from the research and customize them to L2 
learners in rural China context? 

III. REVIEW OF RELATED LITERATURE 
AND THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 
 
A considerable amount of theory and research 
underlie the design and development of ABRA.  In 
the first instance, decades of primary research on 
effective strategies and techniques for the 
development of emerging literacy skills were 
summarized by the National Reading Panel (NRP, 
2000) in a systematic review of the evidence.  The 
NRP review found that there were several major 
skills including alphabetic, fluency, comprehension, 
and writing that emerging readers needed to master.  
These major skills were subdivided into 32 sub-skills.  
In designing ABRA, we insured that the major skills 
and sub-skills were an integral part of software design.   
ABRA provides scaffolding for learners when they 
make errors or experience difficulties. Learner 
feedback is instantaneous and graduated; the degree 
of help increases if the error is not corrected.  Each 
activity begins with a demonstration identifying the 
purpose of the activity and how it may be 
successfully accomplished. Activities are not 
decontextualized from text as words from a text are 
integrated into each activity. The specifics of an 
activity vary with the story chosen and stories may be 
read or listened to before activities are attempted. In 
addition, ABRA provides extensive instruction, 
guidance, and support for teachers. Research 
evidence makes it clear that when learners are 
struggling to read, teachers often need assistance in 
how to provide remediation to students.  Finally, 
ABRA automatically records student responses. 
Given the young ages of learners, teachers’ guidance 
in using ABRA with them is crucial for the success of 
applications of ABRA. Teachers are able to explore 
the performance of individual students or the whole 
class and this helps inform their decision on whether 
and what type of differentiation and support their 
students need. 
To date there are nine randomized control trials and 
quasi-experimental studies of ABRA undertaken in a 
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variety of contexts across Canada, Australia and 
Kenya. These studies were recently reviewed and 
analyzed using meta-analysis techniques by Abrami, 
Borohkovski and Lysenko (in press). Comparing the 
experimental groups that used ABRACADABRA to 
the control groups exposed to regular literacy 
instruction, the studies produced sixty-five 
independent effect sizes in six outcome categories, as 
defined by the National Reading Panel (NRP, 2000). 
The average effect size of +0.20 suggests that the 
observed effects are generally representative of the 
impact that ABRACADABRA may have on novice 
readers.  
While much research has been conducted in L1 
environments like Canada and Australia, only a 
couple of research studies exist about the effect of 
ABRA on reading skills for children in an L2 
environment (Abrami, Wade, Lysenko, Marsh, 
&Gioko, 2014; Cheung, Mak, Abrami, & Wade, 
under review).  Significant and substantial gains in 
reading comprehension were found for ABRA 
students as measured by a standardized test of literacy 
in both of these studies.  Thus, it is worth 
investigating and replicating whether the use of 
ABRA is successful in raising young children’s L2 
reading achievement in another non-native English-
speaking context like primary students in rural China.   
 
IV. RESEARCH PLAN AND METHODS 
 
The proposed study is a one-year long experiment 
(September 2016-June 2017).  Approximately 330 
students from rural schools in Hunan province are 
participating in the study.  Schools are randomly 
assigned to either the treatment or control condition.   
Participating students are pre-tested and post-tested in 
reading before and after participating in ABRA.   
 
Pretests and Posttests. All primary three students in 
both experimental and control schools (N = around 
330) are assessed by testers hired, trained, and 
supervised by project staff, on the Group Reading 
Assessment and Diagnostic Evaluation (GRADE), a 
developmentally based, group administered 
assessment for pre-kindergarten to young adult 
students.  At the end of the study, students in the 
experimental and the control schools will be assessed 
on GRADE again.  
Implementation Observations. Classroom 
observations in the ABRA schools are made by the 
research team as part of their routine implementation 
visits to the schools three times each year.  Using a 
standard implementation record form, the research 
team noted the degree and quality of implementation 
of each program element.  In addition to the treatment 
classrooms, the research team also pays visits to all 
control classes to document how reading instruction 
is taking place in comparison to the treatment classes. 
ABRA Intervention and Training 
Students in the experimental schools are required to 

use the ABRA program for 15–30 minutes each day 
and for 2 or 3 times a week throughout the period of 
study.  In addition to working with the software, 
experimental teachers may elect to use the ABRA 
stories and activities during regular class times for 
reading.  These should be planned during training and 
also thereafter during the teachers’ regular monthly 
meeting with the CUHK trainers.   
The project proactively trains teachers to use ABRA 
to enhance teaching and learning activities in their 
classroom.  There was a two-day initial full-day 
training session before the school year starts in 2016 
academic year.  The training was conducted by 
trainers from Concordia University.   After the initial 
training, teachers in the experimental schools 
continue to be supported by trainers from The 
Chinese University of Hong Kong (CUHK) and 
Concordia University by means of telephone and 
email.  In addition, the research team from CUHK 
makes bi-monthly school visits to provide continued 
support to the teachers.   
Initial Findings 
1. Pretest:  No significant difference was found 

between the treatment and control group on 
pretest.  
 

 
2. Observation:  Based on our initial observation 

results, we found that after using ABRA, the 
treatment students are 1) more engaged in 
classroom learning; 2) teachers are more 
enthusiastic in teaching English; and 3) School 
as a whole is more effective in English teaching 
and learning.  Below are a few quotes from the 
teachers in the treatment group.  
“The ABRA project helps me to see how 
phonics helps the English learning of students. 
My children not only learn English by using 
ABRA, but develop their computer literacy as 
well”.  
“The phonics activities in ABRA inspire me to 
design various games and integrate them in 
classroom. ABRA not only helps students to 
learn, but also helps me to become a better 
teacher”.  

 
Next step 
We will be conducting our posttests in June 2017.   
We believe that significant differences will be found 
between the treatment and the control group on their 
pre-reading skills.    
 
Significance of the study 
The proposed study is significant and timely.  Firstly, 
if ABRA is found to be effective in improving 
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students’ reading, rural schools in China in will have 
a practical alternative to the traditional teaching of 
English reading.  Secondly, it will be the first large-
scale cluster randomized experiment of ABRA in an 
L2 environment.  The findings will add enormously 
to our knowledge about the effectiveness of ABRA in 
increasing the reading achievement and the school 
success of students, not only in China, but also in 
other L2 cities or countries, such as, Hong Kong, 
Taiwan, Korea, and Japan.  Finally, the research team 
will collect data on school conditions in experimental 
and control schools, thereby permitting analyses of 
the effects of these conditions on implementation 
quality and instructional effectiveness.  The control 
group observations will be particularly important in 
providing a point of comparison with the ABRA 
treatment.  Taken together, the project’s interrelated 
activities will provide data of unprecedented richness, 
detail, and methodological rigor to inform educators 
about the effects of ABRA, the reasons for those 
effects, and the conditions under which the effects are 

most likely to be obtained in rural China. 
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