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ABSTRACT 
Phonological awareness seems to be paid more attention to in the past few years. Morphological awareness also has a 
unique impact after controlling for phonological awareness in Chinese and English acquisition, especially for 
Chinese EFL adult learners. Morphological awareness has its unique position in the cultivation of English reading 
ability, and it is also the key and foundation of Chinese reading development. Morphological awareness may be more 
suitable for Chinese EFL adult learners because it is similar to the learning method of their mother tongue. This 
review discusses the relationship between morphological awareness and reading comprehension in native speakers 
and then argues the relationship between morphological awareness and English reading comprehension of Chinese 
EFL adult learners. It also focuses on how to more effectively train morphological awareness to improve reading 
comprehension in the following parts. Indeed, the impact of morphological awareness on reading development 
includes direct and indirect influences. Due to the understanding of the relationship between morphological 
awareness and Chinese EFL adult learners’ reading comprehension plays an important role in Chinese EFL adult 
learners’ reading comprehension, so effectively intervening in morphological awareness to improve reading ability is 
also very significant. The existing reading theories are mainly concerned with reading models and reading 
development, but the research on morphological awareness is limited. For example, few theoretical studies on 
morphological awareness have paid attention to Chinese EFL adult learners. The systematic investigations about 
Chinese learners morphological awareness training are also lack and most of the studies use cross-sectional research. 
That makes the research unable to discover and understand the development of morphological awareness and the 
dynamic changes between morphological awareness and reading comprehension. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

Morphological awareness is the conscious awareness 
of the morpheme structure of words and their ability to 
manipulate the structure [1]. English morphemes are the 
smallest meaningful part of language and words. 
Complex words emerge from combining morphemes in 
different ways [2]. Therefore, morphological awareness 
also has an important position in English learning. 
Learners can acquire the language by means of derived 
words, affixes, and so on. In addition, reading, 
vocabulary acquisition, spelling ability, and 
morphological awareness are likely to be related to 
individual reading development. Obviously, reading and 
vocabulary development are closely related, affecting 
morphological awareness [3]. In the study of McBride et 
al., they found a strong correlation between 

morphological awareness and vocabulary, indicating 
that vocabulary ability may promote morphological 
skills, and morpheme knowledge may help expand 
vocabulary knowledge [4]. Morphological awareness 
determines the recognition of words to a certain extent 
[4]. The faster individual recognizes a word, the 
smoother they can read. Meanwhile, studies have shown 
that the importance of morphological awareness to 
reading may also relate to the child's level of 
development [5].  The more complex language they 
learn, the more important morphological awareness to 
reading. Morphological awareness uniquely predicts 
more reading comprehension and spelling ability than 
phonological awareness [6].  

Compared with English acquisition, Chinese has 
unique morphological characteristics because each 
morpheme in Chinese usually represents a syllable [4]. 
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Moreover, there are about 7,000 characters in Chinese 
representing the morphemes used in daily life [7], and 
only about 1,300 different spoken morphemes [8], so 
there are a lot of homophones homonyms and 
homographs in Chinese, which makes morphological 
consciousness really essential in using and reading 
Chinese. Most Chinese characters consist of two parts, 
one part is the form part, and the other part is the 
meaning part. Studies have shown that children in the 
third and fifth grades are more sensitive to the meaning 
of semantic radicals [7]. This sensitivity is actually a 
vital aspect of the use of this morpheme awareness. 
Therefore, morphological awareness plays a significant 
role in the reading, spelling, and recognition of Chinese 
beginners.  

Morphological awareness has its unique position in 
English acquisition, while morphological awareness is 
also critical and fundamental for Chinese learning. Thus, 
it may be easier for adult EFL learners to adopt a 
morphological awareness approach to learn English, 
according to the importance of morphological 
awareness in their mother tongue. Meanwhile, educators 
understand the impact of morphological awareness on 
Chinese EFL adult learners' English learning to design 
better educational instructions to improve language 
learning effectiveness in the future.  

Reading comprehension refers to the textual mental 
image construction generated by the interaction between 
the text content and the reader's cognitive process 
through the interaction of vocabulary knowledge, 
reasoning ability, word reading, working memory, 
background knowledge, and so on [9]. Song explained 
that certain reading strategies improve reading 
comprehension, and foreign language reading should 
include clear strategy training [10]. Indeed, reading can 
be divided into extensive reading and intensive reading. 
Extensive reading can be summarized as skimming and 
scanning, which helps expand learners' reading skills 
and gain independence through reading. In addition, 
students can improve their language skills, learn cultural 
knowledge, and enhance their confidence and 
motivation to continue learning through extensive 
reading [11]. Comparatively, intensive reading refers to 
learners find meaning and familiarizes themselves with 
learning strategies by reading, which focus on reading 
carefully. Through intensive reading, students can 
obtain basic exercises to implement these strategies 
based on a series of materials [11]. The exercises can be 
text-related or not. Therefore, intensive reading is often 
regarded as one of the effective ways to improve 
reading comprehension [12, 13].  

Furthermore, there are three modes in EFL learning, 
including the bottom-up model, the top-down model, 
and the interactive model [14]. The bottom-up model 
focuses on the words, phrases, sentences, and other 
details in the text. In comparison, the top-down model 

focus on the predictions before reading and 
summarizations after reading, which always aims to 
understand the gist of the article rather than the meaning 
of each word [14]. Grabe investigated that reading needs 
both top-down and bottom-up, which makes it more 
effective [15]. The interactive model produced in that 
requirement is based on information from various 
sources, such as orthography, vocabulary, syntax, 
semantic knowledge, and patterns. When people read, 
the decoding and summarization processes can support 
each other through an interactive mode. 

Reading is a combination of vocabulary and 
sentences, which requires the comprehensive ability of 
participants. Learners can improve their reading ability 
by combining intensive reading and extensive reading 
with reading models. More and more researchers have 
paid attention to the role of morphological awareness in 
language learning because of its importance. Although 
there are many studies on decoding and reading modes, 
researchers rarely focus on the morphological awareness 
of Chinese EFL adult learners. This article will review 
related studies and discuss the following aspects: the 
relationship between morphological awareness and 
reading comprehension and the effectiveness of 
morphological awareness training on the improvement 
of language level of Chinese EFL adult learners. 

2. MORPHOLOGICAL AWARENESS AND 
READING COMPREHENSION 

Based on the theories of morphological awareness 
and reading comprehension, firstly, it discussed that the 
influence of morphological awareness on the reading 
comprehension of English native adult speakers. Guo 
and colleagues investigated that question in their study 
[16]. They recruited undergraduate and graduate 
students in public college and assigned them to finish 
two phases test. They adjusted the Wug test according 
to the characteristics of adults, emphasizing the 
acquisition of plurals, the understanding of verb 
conjugations, and comparative and superlative 
adjectives to test adult morphological awareness [17]. 
After that, they also used the Nelson-Denny reading test 
and the Gates-MacGinitie reading test (4th ed.) to assess 
the participants’ reading comprehension ability [18, 19]. 
Combining the results of the two phases, the researchers 
found that for the adults who are native English 
speakers, the influence of morphological awareness on 
reading comprehension is direct. What’s more, 
vocabulary knowledge always impacts independently 
reading comprehension as a mediator. According to this 
article, it can be summarized that morphological 
awareness has an irreplaceable status in reading 
comprehension for English native adult speakers. 

However, different mother tongues may lead to a 
different relationship between adults’ morphological 
awareness and reading comprehension. Native English 
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speakers may rely on phonological awareness in their 
learning, but Chinese people may depend on 
morphological awareness more due to their native 
language [4]. As mentioned above, morphological 
awareness is an essential competency for both Chinese 
and English learning, so it is critical to determine 
whether the relationship between morphological 
awareness ability and English learning is explicit. Dong 
and colleagues focused on the relationship between 
morphological awareness and reading comprehension 
[20]. They involved Chinese primary, secondary, and 
college students. They investigated that more 
significantly correlated data between morphological 
awareness and reading comprehension in Chinese 
reading texts or English reading texts is significantly 
higher than that of phonological awareness and 
orthographical skill through systematic reviews and 
meta-analyses. This study involved a variety of 
measurements to evaluate the reading comprehension, 
including Gates–MacGinitie Reading Test, Lowa Tests 
of Basic Skills, Group Reading Assessment and 
Diagnostic Evaluation, Diagnostic Reading Analysis, 
Gray Oral Reading Test, Woodcock Reading Mastery 
Test, Woodcock Language Proficiency Battery, 
Woodcock-Johnson Test of Achievement and other 
researcher-developed tests. The standardized test of 
morphological awareness is based on morpheme 
production and morpheme judgment. Most studies focus 
on the association and relationship between reading 
comprehension, and morphological awareness has two 
phases to combine. In the study by Dong et al., they 
investigated that morphological awareness had the 
strongest correlation with reading comprehension than 
phonological awareness and orthographical skill. Thus, 
morphological awareness is vital for Chinese EFL adult 
learners to learn English in reading comprehension. 

According to the above study, it can be known that 
morphological awareness influences reading 
comprehension in both Chinese and English. What 
specific impact morphological awareness has on the 
growth of the development of Chinese EFL adult 
learners’ reading comprehension needs to be discussed. 
Xue and Jiang did a longitudinal study investigating the 
relationship between morphological awareness and 
reading comprehension [21]. They evaluated learners’ 
ability to read compression using the Gates Macginitie 
reading comprehension (form 4, level F). They were 
adapted to test the English morphological awareness by 
including the task of generating English derivative 
words and compound words. After that, they indicated 
the relevance between morphological awareness and 
reading comprehension via the results of pre-tests and 
post-tests. As one of the cognitive skills related to 
reading, morphological awareness is actively related to 
the development of bilingual reading. In the study, 
researchers demonstrated that English derivative and 
compound word production tasks predicted reading 

comprehension levels nine months later. Therefore, this 
article strongly supports that morphological awareness 
effectively affects Chinese adult EFL learners' reading 
comprehension as a predictor. 

3. THE EFFECTIVENESS OF 
MORPHLOGICAL AWARENESS 
TRAINING  

The above studies demonstrated morphological 
awareness is indeed a predictor in reading 
comprehension. If it is really so important for reading 
comprehension, it will be possible to intervene in 
morphological awareness will improve reading 
comprehension. In the study by Zhang and Zou, they 
investigated the influence of explicit morphological 
instruction on reading comprehension [22]. They 
recruited English major students, which selected 
intensive reading classes in a Chinese university. They 
adopted the quasi-experimental control group design 
and controlled the teaching in communicative activities, 
reading activities, and extended activities during each 
unit. During the training process, the researchers gave 
explicit morphological instruction to participants, which 
directly instructed them to identify complex new words 
or teach the segmentation and meaning of different 
word structures, providing students with additional 
examples. Although explicit morphological instruction 
does not obviously positively affect text-based 
reasoning and comprehension ability, it positively 
affects word-meaning reasoning ability. They indicated 
that the intervention directly affects vocabulary 
acquisition, while there is no significant impact on 
reading comprehension. This study does not seem to 
support the direct influence of morphological awareness 
on reading comprehension of Chinese EFL adult 
learners, so they support an indirect relationship. At the 
same time, it seems to imply morphological awareness 
training can only affect the vocabulary factor and then 
affect reading comprehension. 

The results of this study on morphological 
awareness above might be contradictory because it does 
not have direct evidence to connect morphological 
awareness with reading comprehension. Thus, further 
examination of the relationship is needed to confirm 
whether there is a direct impact. Zhang and Koda 
assessed the base identification and lexical reasoning to 
justify the direct and indirect influence of morphology 
on second language vocabulary knowledge and reading 
comprehension in a group of adult EFL learners [23]. 
They state that the differences between L2 morphology 
and reading comprehension can be attributed to their 
common differences with vocabulary knowledge. At the 
same time, they have not found a functional relationship 
between morphological awareness and reading 
comprehension, probably because the direct influence of 
morphological awareness on reading comprehension is 
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limited. Indeed, morphological awareness has a 
significant indirect influence on reading comprehension, 
only through the mediation of vocabulary knowledge 
and multiple mediations of lexical reasoning and 
vocabulary knowledge, so the unique contribution of 
morphological awareness to reading comprehension can 
be attributed to the mediating effect of lexical reasoning 
ability. In addition, the morphological task in the 
previous research only involves the learner's ability to 
segment unfamiliar English derivative words into 
morphological components and recognize the basic 
form of the target word. In contrast, this morphological 
insight may have a limited direct contribution to reading 
comprehension. Its influence on reading comprehension 
may have to be adjusted by words reasoning ability and 
vocabulary knowledge. That is reflected in the low 
correlation between the morphological awareness 
measurement results and the five comprehension sub-
skills. This article seems to support the idea of 
morphological awareness’s indirect influence on reading 
comprehension. 

Different aspects of morphological awareness 
training are likely to have different effects on reading 
comprehension. As there are not many systematic 
researches focus on these questions about Chinese EFL 
adult learners and Iranian and Chinese have similarities 
in language acquisition, they also need the supports of 
morphological awareness [24]. Hence, this part drew on 
Iranian research to determine whether its aspects of 
morphological awareness training affected reading 
comprehension. Ghasemi and Vaez-Dalili evaluated the 
effect of three methods of morphological awareness, 
including textual enhancement, metalinguistic 
explanation, and morpheme recognition task, on reading 
comprehension [24]. They assigned participants into 3 
groups used two tests to examine Iranian EFL adult 
learners whose language level is in intermediate. 
Participants were required to learn the same roots, 
suffixes, and affixes in the study (The metalinguistic 
explanation group obtained lists and explanations 
through the book "word formation"; the textual 
enhancement group learned roots, suffixes, and affixes 
through underscores and bold; the morpheme 
recognition task group needed to analyze the 
components of the target word and analyzes the 
meaning of the affixes without assistance). They 
indicated that the progress of EFL learners' reading 
comprehension was attributed to morphological 
awareness, and the L2 derived morphological awareness 
contributed to L2 reading comprehension. In addition, 
according to the existing research results, regarding the 
development of EFL learners' reading comprehension 
through morphological awareness, it was found that 
metalinguistic explanation has made the biggest 
contributions to the reading comprehension of EFL 
learners. Text enhancement is secondly important in this 
aspect. In addition, another study conducted by 

Amirjalili and Jabbari focuses on the role of 
morphological instruction to Iranian EFL adult learners. 
They suggested that language learners' acceptance of the 
explicit instruction of derived morphology positively 
impacts reading comprehension, and morphological 
awareness training can help learners understand the 
meaning of complex words. The studies, which are 
focused on the Iranian EFL learners, also showed that 
explicit training is helpful to English learning [25]. Both 
studies are about morphological awareness training in 
other native languages. Their findings suggested that 
morphological awareness training had a direct impact on 
reading comprehension.  

Furthermore, Li studied specific morphological 
awareness training, which investigates the relationship 
between derivative morphological awareness training 
and reading comprehension [26]. Derivation can be 
classified as a set of operations on morphemes that 
derive other morphemes. Derived morphology is a 
structure conducive to changing various words through 
students' ability, identifying the relationship between 
various morphological structures, and making new 
derivations of known words [27]. He measured 
comprehensive language proficiency in a group of 
master students using tests, an English level checklist 
test, a vocabulary test, an appropriate word matching 
test, a direct test of morphological knowledge, reading 
comprehension, and a test of current problems 
participants have. After that, the researcher found that 
derivational morphological awareness instruction and 
reading comprehension ability were closely related to 
each other. Derivative morphological awareness plays 
an important role in expanding the extra vocabulary 
(lexical comprehension) and reading comprehension of 
adult language learners. Besides, The research results 
show that morphological awareness training has two 
effects on reading comprehension. One is that derivative 
morphological awareness training plays an important 
role in expanding the extra vocabulary and reading 
comprehension of Chinese EFL adult learners. Other 
factors such as reading skills and vocabulary still affect 
the relationship between English foreign language 
students' derivative awareness and reading 
comprehension. Based on this article, it can be found 
that derivative morphological awareness training can 
also directly affect the reading comprehension of 
Chinese EFL adult learners.  

4. LIMITATION AND FUTURE 
DIRECTION 

Obviously, the existing theoretical research only 
pays attention to the direct relationship of 
morphological awareness to English reading 
comprehension. They ignored the different mediators of 
Chinese EFL adult learners that affect reading 
comprehension. At the same time, morphological 
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awareness and its training are vital for Chinese EFL 
adult learners to improve their English reading ability. 
In addition, systematic researches on Chinese EFL adult 
learners’ morphological awareness training still lack. 
Indeed, existing studies are limited to a developmental 
stage, and there are few longitudinal studies. Currently, 
only one of the researches reviewed is a longitude 
survey, and the rest are cross-sectional studies. From 
cross-sectional research, it is difficult for people to track 
their development and dynamic changes. 

Based on the existing researches, future studies can 
focus on the ways and mediators through which 
morphological awareness affects the English reading 
comprehension of Chinese EFL adult learners. Due to 
the lack of systematic research on morphological 
awareness training, researchers can design different 
morphological awareness training for Chinese adult 
learners to acquire English knowledge in the future, 
allowing further investigations about how 
morphological awareness runs impact English reading 
comprehension. According to the limitation mentioned, 
longitudinal studies can be more applied in the process 
of studying the relevance of morphological 
consciousness and reading comprehension, which 
allows further understanding of morphological 
awareness and the dynamic relationship between 
reading comprehension and morphological awareness. 
Therefore, more efficient trainings can be improved. 

5. CONCLUSION 

This article mainly reviewed the relationship 
between morphological awareness and reading 
comprehension of Chinese EFL adult learners and the 
impact on morphological awareness training. According 
to the above analysis, it is undeniable that 
morphological awareness has an important position that 
cannot be ignored in the reading comprehension of both 
native English speakers and Chinese English learners. It 
was also found that morphological awareness could 
effectively affect reading comprehension, including 
direct and indirect effects, which have a direct 
association. The morphological awareness influenced 
reading indirectly through vocabulary comprehension 
and spelling on reading. Moreover, morphological 
awareness can predict the reading comprehension of 
Chinese EFL adult learners. Due to the important role of 
morphological awareness, how to effectively intervene 
in morphological awareness for English reading 
comprehension needs to be paid attention to.  

Although some research does not seem to support 
the direct influence of morphological awareness on 
Chinese EFL adult learners' reading comprehension, 
morphological awareness training can only affect 
vocabulary factors. It in turn affects reading 
comprehension, but other studies have found the direct 
and indirect effects of morphological awareness training 

in reading comprehension of Chinese EFL adult learners. 
At the same time, regardless of the influence of different 
aspects of morphological awareness training, 
morphological awareness training is directly related to 
the development of reading. What’s more, research 
results of derivational morphological awareness training 
show that morphological awareness training directly 
impacts reading comprehension, and derivative 
morphological awareness can also directly affect 
reading comprehension. Indeed, existing research on 
Chinese EFL adult learners is still insufficient, requiring 
more researchers to perfect it. 
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