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Abstract

Like other languages, Chinese requires constant practice and exposure to learn. Chinese web

novels, a popular form of online media, come in a plethora of genres that provide readers a great

way to understand Chinese culture and contemporary usages of the language. While there are

online communities that translate these novels for English readers, there is currently no tool that

puts the English version together with the original text. By aligning the two texts together at the

paragraph level and providing Google Translate in an easily accessible form, CH-ENG is an online

web-novel-reading application where English readers can not only appreciate the original Chinese

text, but also have a helpful aid to improve their reading ability. Serving also as a resource for

finding books of the appropriate reading level, this tool attempts to make reading Chinese novels in

their raw form more approachable. For Chinese learners who are novel readers, this would not only

help improve their language proficiency, but also allow them to later tap into the vast untranslated

selections available online.

1. Introduction

1.1. Motivation: Problem Description

Chinese web novels are books primarily or solely published online. However, unlike traditional

books whose contents are published all at once, they are often written and released chapters at a

time. Due to their accessibility and convenience, web novels have become a popular medium of

literature in China, with revenues nearing 2.5 billion [13]. These web novels often come in a large

variety of genres, ranging from historical to contemporary slice-of-life. Although much is fiction,



much can be learned about Chinese history and culture through reading these works. Additionally,

the raw text provides a great opportunity to learn contemporary Chinese, especially modern slang

and idioms. However, it may be difficult for non-proficient Chinese readers to begin reading these

novels, as they may contain many characters or phrases that are not commonly taught in school.

Luckily, with the growth of Chinese web novels, communities of translators have emerged that

translate these novels into their English equivalent. While many of these translations are “unofficial”

(free fan translations not commissioned by a publisher), they can be a great reference for those

struggling to read the raw Chinese text just by itself.

However, there are currently no existing tools that bring Chinese web novels together with their

English translations. Web novel applications usually focus on either the Chinese or English market,

not both. For Chinese learners reading these novels in Chinese for the first time, they often have a

separate window open with Google Translate to look up the vocabulary. However, this breaks the

reading experience; an activity that should be relaxing would instead become annoying and tedious,

as they would constantly have to copy and paste words into Google. An alternative some readers

use is the Google Translate extension tool, which allows them to highlight the Chinese text for an

instant translation. However, these translations do not account for the context that the text came

from, which can impact the meaning of what’s highlighted.

In addition to these inconveniences, some texts are noticeably harder to read than others. From the

characters used to the phrasing, it may be difficult for readers to know what book they should start

with or read next. There are not many online guides available for this either, as most applications

recommend books by genre or user ratings, not by reading difficulty. It can be discouraging for a

new reader to start with novels much above their reading level. Hence, while there is much potential

in reading web novels for Chinese learning, the tedious work and discouragement that non-proficient

Chinese readers may face could make the process and option less approachable.
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1.2. Goal

The goal of this independent work is to develop an application that taps into the potential of web

novels as a language-learning tool. The primary target users are advanced Chinese learners who

already read web novels in English. They have a foundation in Chinese and are seeking to improve

by reading the original text of these novels. As a platform built with the learning aspect in mind,

there will be three main points of attention:

1. Paragraph-Aligning Chinese and English Texts Together

2. Providing Google Translation as a Convenient Aid

3. Building Reading Sequences by Reading Difficulty

As mentioned previously, no tools currently display both the Chinese and English texts together.

As such, the app seeks to aid these users with parsing the unfamiliar Chinese text by providing a

companion side-by-side English translation as a reference. By aligning the texts together on the

paragraph level, users can easily refer to the same paragraph in either language. This is intended to

minimize breaking the reading experience and provide a translated text where context is accounted

for. Recognizing that Google Translate can still serve as a great supplemental tool for looking

up specific words or phrases, the secondary focus is to provide Google Translation in a one-click

convenient format. Emphasis will be on making the experience less tedious and troublesome than it

presently is. Finally, the last focus of the app will be on helping these readers develop a sequence of

books to read by reading level. Serving as a guide to navigating the plethora of books, this tool will

be designed to encourage readers to continue reading more novels in Chinese and to improve their

reading proficiency such that they can gradually read more difficult books.

Additionally, this project recognizes the potential symmetrical opportunity of this tool, where

Chinese readers who are learning English can also find a use for this application. As such, the

secondary users of the application are English learners who have foundation in the language and

are seeking to improve by having a Chinese companion text. In the app, whenever something is in

English, there will also be a Chinese version and vice versa. However, Chinese learners will still be

given priority, and this will be reflected in the app’s design.
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2. Related Work

For this project, there are three sources of related work:

1. Novel-Reading Websites

2. Websites with Parallel Texts

3. Google Translate Chrome Extension

2.0.1. Novel-Reading Websites

There are currently many apps for web novel reading. Most follow a similar format. This paper

will use the browser version of Webnovel, an app that hosts translated English web novels, as an

example. On the app, the first page that users often see is the Home page (Figure 1), which promotes

new or popular novels. In addition to featuring books, this page usually displays a ranking chart

with the top X books of popular genres. Additionally, apps will often have a library page, where

users can browse through all the novels on the app with sorting and filtering features. In Webnovel’s

case, they have a "Browse" page to do this, as seen in the navigation bar of Figure 1.

Figure 1: Home page for Webnovel, which shows the featured books. [1]

Typically, clicking on a book cover will lead the user to a page with information just about the

book, providing a brief description of the plot and a list of chapters. There is also usually a "You
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may also like..." section on this page. Here, apps recommend books to read next based on genre and

plot similarities to the current book. Most also have a comments section, where users can rate the

book and describe their opinion about it. Figure 2 is a snippet of a page about a novel, where the

various sections just mentioned can be seen.

Figure 2: Snippet showing the information Webnovel provides in a page about a specific book. [1]

Beyond these pages, the most important of these apps is an interface where users can read the

novels. These apps typically dedicate one page to each chapter of a book, providing a navigation

menu with "next" or "previous" to go to different chapters. Figure 3 is how Webnovel structures

their reading interface. They have a progress bar on top and a navigation bar to the left. On the
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navigation bar, the top button is for the chapter list, the second button for changing the text and

background, the third for viewing the user comments for the chapter, and the last for visiting the

"help" page. One can see that other than this navbar, the page is relatively simple, bringing focus

to the text so that readers can just continue scrolling down. However, because of the one-column

format, users can only read novels in only one language at a time.

Figure 3: The interface Webnovel uses for users to read the novels. [1]

2.0.2. Websites with Parallel Texts

There are also some examples of related applications that line up English text together with

another language. One is a Spanish-English magazine called DualTEXTS. This website offers

magazine articles with both an English and Spanish version side-by-side, aligned at the paragraph

level. Figure 4 is an example of their interface for reading an article. Notably, on the page, they also

have the option for users to hear the audio in both languages [19].
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Figure 4: DualTEXT interface for reading Spanish and English versions of an article side-by-side.
[19]

Another example of an app that aligns texts of different languages together is paralleltext.io,

which offers western classics like Alice in Wonderland or Sherlock Holmes books. Upon entering

the site, users are prompted to fill in the sentence: "I speak [language options] and would like to

get better at [language options]." After inputting two languages in, the website lists the different

book options it has for those languages. After choosing a book, users are bought to the reading

interface. This site offers two viewing modes. One is the split view, where the two language

texts are side-by-side sentence-aligned. Clicking on a phrase would read aloud the selected text.

Another viewing mode is the compact view, where it shows only the text in one language; for each

sentence, there is a button to change the language individually. The displayed primary language

is the language the user indicated that they want to get better at. For example, Figure 5 is the first

chapter of Alice in Wonderland by Lewis Carroll. The languages entered in the beginning were

English and French, respectively. In the figure, the text is in compact view. The text was originally

all in French, but because the "switch" symbol (the cyclic icon) was clicked for the first sentence,

the sentence turned into English. While this app is a great language-learning tool that uses the
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parallel text element, the language choices only include English, Polish, French, etc. It currently

does not offer any texts in Asian languages. [2]

Figure 5: Paralleltext.io’s compact view interface for English readers learning French. [2]

2.0.3. Google Translate Chrome Extension

As a widely-used translation tool, Google Translate has a Chrome extension that allows users to

look up translations for the phrases they highlight [7]. First, users highlight the word or phrase they

want to be translated. Then, when they right-click, they will see the option for "Google Translate"

(Figure 6). Once they click on that, a popup will appear with the translation and audio option

(Figure 7). However, while this tool is quite simple to use, it is an external tool that users have

to download, and it is only available for Chrome users on desktop and Android. Additionally,

getting one translation is a two-step process of having to first click on the "Google Translate" option

after right-clicking. While it is only two steps, it is two steps per translation for a user who would

probably need translations often.
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Figure 6: Imagine demonstrating how "Google Translate" is an option when right-clicking on a
highlighted phrase [7].

Figure 7: The resulting pop-up from the Google Translation extension [7].

3. Approach

Using the related works as inspiration, the approach of this project is to build a mobile-friendly

web application for language learning through web novels. Called CH-ENG for "Ch"-inese and

"Eng"-lish, the key novel idea of this application is to leverage the existing texts from novel-reading

websites to generate parallel texts with both the Chinese and English versions. The Chinese texts

will be from Qidian, one of the largest publishers of Chinese web novels [3]. The English texts will

be from Webnovel, which is the example used in section 2. This is an online publisher for English
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translations of Chinese, Korean, and Japanese web novels. Owned by Qidian, Webnovel was chosen

as the source of English texts because their translations are "official" and the origin of many of

their English translations can be found on Qidian. For showcasing both Chinese and English texts,

CH-ENG will draw inspiration from the aforementioned related works in parallel reading for the

two-column format. However, the distinction is that the English texts were not made to be aligned

with the Chinese text. CH-ENG will need backend processing to align the data.

As fundamentally a novel-reading application, CH-ENG will also draw inspiration from other

online novel-reading websites for its interface. However, the distinction is that it will be a tool built

for learning a language rather than for casual enjoyment by already fluent readers. Recommendations

will be by reading level, and two languages, rather than one, will be displayed for each chapter.

Additionally, CH-ENG will also offer Google Translate as an aid when reading. The key novel

idea for this is to provide convenience with a self-contained translation aid. This means Google

Translation will the built into the app so that users wouldn’t need to have a specific device or browser.

In addition, looking up words will be an even more convenient, one-step process; constantly needing

a translation wouldn’t be a problem anymore.

4. Functionality

4.1. Overview of Content and Main Features

CH-ENG consists of 6 different pages/types of pages:

1. The Home Page

2. The Features Page

3. The Library Page

4. Book Pages

5. The Recommendations Page

6. Chapter Reading Pages

Collectively, these pages allow CH-ENG to serve as both a novel reading application and a language

learning tool with the following main features:
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