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Chapter 1 Introduction

In this chapter, we are going to introduce the English teaching and learning situation in China, the necessity of the program to be created and the students the program aims at as well as the environment to implement the program.

1. English Teaching and Learning in China

1.1. A Brief History of English Language Teaching in China

"The learning of English in China has a long history and now occupies the attention of millions of the Chinese people. How many million is hard to say, since much depends on the level of proficiency one takes as the norm. but there are probably in the region of three hundred million actively engaged in the job of learning English" (Boyle, 2000). The history of officially required English teaching and learning in schools is briefly summarized by Boyle, which can be divided into the following periods:
a. English language teaching (ELT) in China first figured in the syllabus of schools in 1902 in "His Majesty's Teaching Standards for Primary and Secondary Institutions" during the Ching Dynasty. In those early days the model for education in China was that of Japan. The method of ELT was traditional, with emphasis on reading and translation. There was much grammar and vocabulary learning, with pronunciation learned by imitation and repetition. This was the norm for about the first twenty years of the century.
b. In 1922 there was a change of direction, with a swing away from the Japanese system of education, and towards more Western models. Schools were obliged to follow the "Outlines for School Syllabuses of the New Teaching System". These put more emphasis on listening and speaking skills. There was more use of the target language and of the new teaching resources offered by the mass media. The best schools tended to be Christian missionary schools, which gave more class-hours to English than other schools.
c. In 1949, with the founding of the People's Republic of China, the Ministry of Education issued a new "Scheme for English Instruction in Secondary Schools" in which the goal of English language learning was clearly stated as being to serve the New Republic. All capitalist thinking, especially educational ideas from the United States and Britain, were condemned as unpatriotic. In school syllabuses the place of English was taken by Russian and by 1954 Russian had become the only foreign language taught in Chinese schools. 
d. The former phase did not last long, since China was already trying to extend her markets throughout the world and immediately felt its lack of English. Accordingly, in 1955 the Ministry of Education announced that English teaching should be restarted in secondary schools. Initially the textbooks were based on the former Russian models, which, like their Japanese predecessors, were very traditional. Methodology too was backward: the teacher was seen as the provider of knowledge and the students dutifully assimilated the teacher's words of wisdom, working their way ploddingly through the textbook. 
e. In the late 1950s and early 1960s, a minor revolution in education took place in China, as the need to open up to the international scene became more urgent. The importance of English was accepted and a significant step was taken in 1962 when English became part of the entrance examination for colleges and universities. New teaching materials appeared, with listening and speaking again given prominence. The Ministry of Education issued guidelines for textbook writers, recommending that English textbooks should include material on the culture of the English speaking countries.
f. But during the Cultural Revolution, which began in 1966 and lasted for ten dreadful years, English was again banned from schools and the progress made in the early 1960s was swept aside. Foreign language teachers were branded as spies. Some universities were closed, others were subjected to re-education visits. 
g. In 1978 the Ministry of Education held an important conference on foreign language teaching. English was given prominence again in schools, on a par with Chinese and Math. By the early 1980s it had been restored as a compulsory subject in the college entrance exam. It has not looked back since then (Kang, 1999) and the fervor for learning English has been fanned by Teach Yourself English programs on television, watched by hundreds of millions of people.
As China opened up more and Chinese scholars were allowed abroad, the need for both social and academic English became apparent. As markets also opened up and more foreigners were allowed into the country to do business, the appetite for Business English among all levels of Chinese people has become insatiable. 

"China is in a phase of industrial, scientific and commercial expansion which will make it the world's largest economy by the early years of the next century. In order to function efficiently in this role, it needs to bring large numbers of its people to high levels of proficiency in the use of English for a wide variety of functions" (Maley, 1995:47). English looks set to flourish in China - at least for the next ten or twenty years.

1.2. Review of English Teaching Approaches in China 
In China, linguists and English teachers have borrowed much from the theories of the schools of linguistics in order to find effective ways of English teaching. Many of the teaching methods that have been used widely in English teaching are the application of the theories of different schools of linguistics (Li, 2000). According to Li, the English Teaching Approaches in China can be divided into the following groups: 
a. Grammar Translation
In the history of English teaching in China, grammar translation may be the most widely known and used approach to language teaching. This method relies heavily on an established and accepted prescriptive grammar which contains very detailed descriptions of the correct construction of phrases and sentences of a language. Such kind of grammars also contain lists and classifications, in great detail, of rules and their exceptions. In this approach, the sentence is emphasized as the basic unit of language. Texts translated but are often seen as collections of sentences rather than as coherent passages. It encourages students’ ability to read and write. Accuracy of language is stressed and a great deal of vocabulary is usually memorized. Grammar rules are taught deductively as general statements to be applied in particular exercises in translation. 

This approach is widely used in middle school English teaching and in the course of intensive reading of colleges which has been the most important of the compulsive courses of English teaching.

"The problem with grammar translation is that the oral fluency and spontaneity of the students is not so well developed and common everyday English is often lacking. With the emphasis on grammar, students typically know a lot about the language but not so much about how to use it" (Li, 2000).

Audiolingualism 
The main features of audiolingualism the belief that learning is a process of habit formation and an emphasis on structures, usually in sentences, as the basic units of language. These structures are graded and presented, moving from the simple to the more complex. Linguistic form is stressed rather than meaning. Accuracy is also stressed. Speaking and listening are regarded primary in the learning process. Students learn the language structures moving from the simple to the more complex as they progress. They are required to form good language habits by responding correctly to a given stimulus. One of the basic techniques employed is the pattern drill which assists the memorization of the structures as stimulus and response. 

This approach is very well reflected in the English textbooks, especially the elementary books, in which there are many pattern drills that are made the first step material for the students to learn English.

"Audiolingualism’s problem is that the organization of language beyond the level of sentence is not emphasized. The emphasis on linguistic form tends to ignore the meaning the language. The pattern drills and structure practice often lack context and seem to take place as almost meaningless repetitions" (Li, 2000).

c. Situational Language Teaching 

The main feature of situational language teaching is the belief that language is bound up with the social context within which it occurs. Language is not used in abstract detached from people and place. This approach to language teaching uses short situational dialogues as basic units of the language in order to present new structures in a relevant context. Pattern drills and memorization are used as techniques but derived from and directly relevant to a situation. Situations are intended to be based on student needs, and speaking and listening are emphasized.

In China, situational language teaching is not as widely used as grammar translation or audiolingualism. But ideas drawn from this approach, particularly the use of situations, are found in many language teaching materials and in classroom practice. Many TV programs use it to train businessmen of foreign trade by giving many particular situations. This approach is considered practical and effective for certain specialized short language courses for people going abroad and needing specific but limited language.

The problem with the situational approach is that it may be hard to say what situation is and whether one instance of a situation is like another instance of the supposedly same situation. Furthermore, if the syllabus is controlled by situations, we’ll lose control over grammatical complexity. General language teaching cannot be wholly based on situations.

d. Communicative Language Teaching (CLT)
China saw its first movement towards CLT in the early 1990s. In 1992 the State Education Development Commission (SEDC) introduced a functional syllabus, in which the communicative teaching aim was set and the communicative functions to be taught were listed. In the same year, in cooperation with the British Longman, the SEDC published a new textbook series. The syllabus and the textbooks required teachers to teach communicatively in classrooms ( Xiao, 2000).

CLT is an eclectic collection of emphases in the teaching of language drawn from many sources that tend to promote or lead to the teaching and learning of a language as and for communication. This suggests not only that the language should be taught for communicative purpose but also that the teaching and learning itself should be a communicative activity. The broad aim of CLT is to assist the learner to achieve communicative competence. Language function is stressed as much as form. Appropriate use of the language is a part of communicative competence. Language fluency is just as important as accuracy. The language teaching materials should be as authentic as possible. The activities should be as communicative and authentic as the language we are attempting to teach and learn. The interactive nature of language use should be stressed not only in the language materials but also in the teaching and learning activities. Students' needs should be considered as central to the whole process. 

In the classes of oral English in China, this approach is the most popular and proved to be really useful and effective in training the students to speak a fluent English.

Although it has proved really useful in oral English teaching, communicative approach has higher requirements on the teacher. Accepting this approach requires a teacher to change some aspects of traditional approaches. The teacher can no longer be only the source of knowledge; his role has more to do with initiating activity. Meanwhile, the student can no longer be passive, and must actively participate in the activities, which is not a characteristic of Chinese students.
1.3. Present Situation of English Language Education in China 

1.3.1. English Learning is Emphasized
According to Xu (1999), a variety of indicators reveal the growing emphasis in China on English language study:

1) English is an obligatory course since junior middle school in China. In big cities, it is introduced even at primary level. The importance of English is seen in the examinations at all levels of formal education.

One of the most prominent reforms that have been underway in China’s educational system is the reform of the college entrance examination system. According to China's Ministry of Education (CME), the coming system will be “three plus x,” meaning that anyone who wants to be enrolled in a college has to sit for exams in three major subjects (Chinese, mathematics and English) plus another subject or subjects that any department in a college particularly requires. In the past, students were examined in 6 subjects.

At the level of higher education, English is also an obligation both in the entrance examinations and at the end of the study. MA/MS candidates should pass the National Entrance English Test with a score of at least 50. Although there is not a national test for the Ph.D. candidates, they do have English test from the institutions that they want to enter. 

To get the final degree, undergraduate students are required to pass the national "College English Test Band 4(CET4)", graduate students are also required to pass certain levels of examinations. 

In the adult education (or continuous education), English is also demanded before and at the end of the study.

Therefore, most of the popular English publications are those aimed to help students to pass these tests. 

There exists a great need and demand from the society. China’s open-door policy has brought in more and more western firms and joint ventures most of whom require employees to speak English; many people (including college students) want to acquire more advanced knowledge in science and technology in the western countries; and what is more, promotions in all titles also require mastery of a foreign language (in most cases, English). All of these stimulate the popularity of English language learning. In response to the big demand, private and joint-venture English learning centers have sprouted up which cause a big competition with the formal institutions, especially those centers training oral English and the skills of passing examinations (e.g. those aimed to teach learners obtaining high scores in the famous TOEFL of the USA).
1.3.2. The Goal of College English Teaching is Shifting 

It is CME who decides what the university syllabus will be. Universities have no authority to make such a decision. The National English Syllabus for Colleges (NESC) has been modified several times. Table 1-1 shows the comparison of 3 recent versions of the syllabus, one stipulated in 1980, one in 1985 and still another one in 1999, which reveals changes in aims, objectives, methodology and vocabulary goals.

From the table we can see that the goal of language teaching is shifting from linguistic competence to communicative competence. Although the aims were similar, the 1985 syllabus gave an explicit objective for sub-skills (reading, listening, speaking and writing). The biggest change is the teaching methodology: from teacher-centered to student-centered. The vocabulary goals were increased dramatically on the basis of investigations done in 1982 and 1983 on the changing needs of students completing secondary school.

The most recent version came into effect in 1999 with some new features. A giant step forward is that the aim “to gain information through English” has been replaced by “to exchange information through English.” Priority is still given to reading, since reading remains the main source of language input, while listening, speaking and writing have been given equal status to guarantee the success of two-way exchanges.
Table 1-1 Comparison of different versions of NESC
	
	Syllabus of 1980
	Syllabus of 1985
	Syllabus of 1999

	Aims
	Provide students with an ability to gain certain information through English.
	Provide students with an ability to gain information through English for their professional needs.
	Provide students with an ability to exchange information through English for their professional needs.

	Objectives
	Not clearly defined
	Proficient reading ability, certain listening ability and elementary speaking and writing ability
	Proficient reading ability, certain listening, speaking and writing ability

	Methodology
	Teacher-centered, 

grammar-translation
	Student-centered
	Student-centered 

	Vocabulary Goals
	From 500 upward
	Functional and notional from 1,600 to 4,000
	Functional and notional from 1,800 to 4050


According to the Teaching Requirements of the Syllabus, college English teaching is divided into two stages: basic English teaching (usually the first two years of college study) and specialty reading (usually the last two years). Basic English teaching has two requirements: basic requirement and higher requirement. For detailed information on the requirements of different skills in different stages, please consult Appendix I. Most students should reach the basic requirements after two years of study.

The new syllabus stipulates the national standardized test (CET4), which corresponds to the basic requirements, as a means of evaluating students’ English level at the end of their second year in a university. All the students must pass it before graduation. 

Another feature is that English study will be continuous throughout the four years of college. Specialized English courses that students will take in their third and fourth years are an indispensable part of college English. The goal of these courses is to ensure the students’ practical application of English in the future. 

The English vocabulary required at the university entrance level continues to increase; the recent increase was from 1,600 words to 1,800 in view of the secondary school English syllabus. 

Criteria are set for both receptive and productive skills to help students develop interpreting, reasoning, negotiating and expressing abilities. In reading and listening, for instance, there are skills such as grasping the gist, distinguishing facts from opinions, inferring writer’s/speaker’s attitude, etc. Productive skills such as presenting opinions, developing arguments, giving a short speech on familiar subjects, etc. are fundamental requirements. 

Therefore, the requirements for both the entrance English level of the students and that of their graduation are augmented. We may conclude that the college students' English level is becoming higher in recent years.

1.3.3. Existing Problems in College English Teaching in China

It is not deniable that English formal teaching in China has made a great progress since 1980s. But it is also true that there exist many problems. Here are shown some serious ones.

1) First of all is the low ratio of English teachers to students. A university English teacher in China has to face 60 students (non-English majors) or even more in a lecture room (The number is still increasing with the enrolment of students increasing each year). Normally he has to teach two such big classes per semester. Moreover, in most universities, he usually has only eight service hours per week for two different such classes. It is impossible to provide enough time for students to practice in class. Both of these conditions go against accepted principles of language teaching.

2) Other problems are improper teaching methods and test-oriented teaching. The typical structure of a university curriculum (at all levels) includes an intensive reading course (two hours per week), an extensive course (one hour per week) and a listening and speaking course (one hour per week). The extensive course and the listening and speaking course take place alternatively every two weeks in a two-hour class. In an intensive course, owing to the powerful influence of the traditional language teaching methods, both teachers and students typically adopt the Grammar-Translation method. This method focuses on grammar and vocabulary, on linguistic phenomena rather than on reading. Little or no attention is paid to speaking or listening. Considering the number of students and the teaching hours, this method is perhaps the only choice left for the teachers. In a so-called extensive course, the materials are always those of the textbook which have not changed for tens of years. The listening and speaking course is usually concentrated on listening to the tapes recorded according to the textbook. Speaking opportunity is rarely given. 

Test-oriented teaching begins from middle school where there exists a great competition for entering a college especially in the rural areas. Teachers get bonus and reputation if they send more students to colleges. Thus teaching and learning are greatly guided by the National College Entrance Examinations (NCEE). Although the textbook begins from English alphabets and phonetics, they tend to become examination items, i.e. they are taught in the written form not in their real use. Students memorize the correspondence between words and their phonetic symbols or words with the same vowel sounds in order to find the correct answers in the multiple choices of the examinations (cf. Appendix II). In order to improve the situation, the National Examination Center under China's Education Department has added a "Listening Comprehension" part in the English Test of NCEE since last year but limited to a few provinces for the moment.

According to the NESC, all the undergraduates are obliged to pass the national CET4 before graduation. CET is a national test sponsored by the Higher Education Department of China's Ministry of Education (HED-CME). It is proved that the CET objectively, impartially and accurately measures the English proficiency of college students in China. It comprises "the CET Band 4 (CET4)" (which corresponds to the Basic Requirements of the NESC), "the CET Band 6 (CET6)"(which corresponds to the Higher Requirements of the NESC), and since 1999 in some big cities "the CET Spoken English Test (CET-SET). Certificates are issued by the HED-CME to those passing the tests on two categories: a Pass to the candidate achieving a score of 60 or above but below 85, and a Distinction to the candidate achieving a score of 85 or above, on a 100-point score scale. Since its inception in 1987, the CET has attracted an increasing number of candidates every year. In 1999 more than 3 million college students in China sat for the test. Owing to its scientific approach, consistent marking, rigorous administration and comparable scores, the CET is now well established as a large-scale standardized test and is widely recognized in China.

In fact, most universities demand that if a student does not pass CET4, he cannot obtain his degree on graduation. Teachers are also encouraged to train students the skills to obtain high scores. Certain universities compete between themselves on the ratio of Distinction. The record of students' scores has become a symbol of English teaching level. The score counts too when a student is looking for a job. A student with a certificate of CET6 has more chance to get a job than one with a CET4. Thus the whole process of teaching and learning is heavily oriented to the examinations. Usually the final two months before the tests are sacrificed to doing the test modeling exercises.

Therefore it is common that most students have passed CET4 and even CET6, but cannot communicate in English even after more than ten years of studying. It is often the case that they know very well the small details of grammar items and have a large vocabulary, but cannot utter or write a very good English sentence, not to mention speaking fluently and communicating with foreigners.

As for the postgraduates, in some universities like Beijing Institute of Technology where I taught MS students for 5 years, they are also required to pass the General English Test designed by Beijing Postgraduate English Teaching Association, otherwise they cannot obtain their master degree. English teaching at this level is not as rigid as that of undergraduates, but the pressure is nevertheless the same. Besides, because of lack of teachers, some of them have 4 hours of classes per week for only one semester if they pass the test in advance. Others will continue for still another semester, but usually with a different teacher. Since last year, because of larger enrolment, we have large intensive courses with more 60 students. Thus it is impossible to teach and learn in a communicative way. Teaching method is normally textbook-based, teacher-centered and grammar-translation. 

3) Lack of teaching materials is another obstacle. In the universities in China, the most popular English textbooks is "College English", which was first published in 1989 by Shanghai Foreign Language Education Press and has remained unchanged for 10 years. It is a very good textbook including authentic materials from English novels and magazines, but it does not reflect the progress of the present rapidly changing world. Its lack of practical applications and the difficulty of organizing communicative classroom activities to go with it have made it lose some of its original popularity. It is now facing challenges from other textbooks. Although many textbooks have been developed rapidly in recent years, it is hard to be nationally recognized. Universities in China stick to their own textbooks and do not use foreign textbooks. Besides, both the Chinese English teachers and students are used to traditional textbooks, it is hard to have them accept any original western textbooks. Considering the situation in China, it is also hard for teachers to use their own teaching materials.

4) Lack of qualified language teachers causes still another problem. To guide students toward communicative ability in English calls for a good command of the target language on the part of the teacher. It is often the case that an English teacher has a limited command of English while students have high expectations. 

5) Another problem is the habit of the students. It is well-known that Chinese education is teacher-centered and student-obedient. This norm begins from elementary school, the very beginning of formal schooling. All that the teacher says is correct. Students are used to listening to the teacher and taking notes in class, and memorizing everything in the notes after class in order to get a good score at the end of the semester. They rarely ask questions against the teacher's opinions. Thus it is hard to organize activities and make them express themselves in class which is a very important element in practicing a language.

2. The Necessity of the Program to be Created

Ever since junior middle school English has been taught in China. In some big city, it begins from elementary school, or even from kindergarten. Students from big cities usually have a better master of it both in speaking and writing, because English teachers in big cities are required to have certain kinds of diploma or certificates before teaching. But don't forget that around ¾ of the Chinese people are living in the countryside. Teaching situations are far lagged behind there. In some areas, many children have dropped school. One of the main reasons is lack of teachers. In some cases, middle school students become teachers on their graduation. They may be capable of teaching subjects such as Math and Chinese, but for English, it is completely twisted. We often hear students from countryside talking about the ways their former English teachers used. The most common one is using the similar Chinese sounds to replace the English ones while not seeing the difference between them. Besides, examination-oriented teaching puts more emphasis on the examinations while much less attention is paid on the students' pronunciation and speaking. Thus a considerable part of the students have pronunciation problems when they enter colleges.

In colleges, the English teachers should have obtained at least a bachelor degree of English before teaching, and in the last few years most universities require a master degree. Thus we may say that all the teachers are qualified in teaching. But as mentioned above, the teachers are overcharged with large classes, and they also have to first of all help students pass the examinations. Therefore it is impossible to correct the students pronunciation in classes. 

With the changes in China, in the job market English is first of all required especially spoken English. The students are eager to learn and they desire to improve their pronunciation. Many of them take extra private English courses outside the university.

Taking into consideration of the above mentioned situation, especially the existing problems, the course to be created may be a good solution to most of the problems. With a proper method, authentic materials and the availability of help from the teacher in charge of the course, it offers an opportunity for the students to improve their pronunciation by themselves. At the same time it may alleviate the burdens of the teachers in their traditional classes.
3. The Students the Program Aimed at

The program is aimed at those students who have registered in Beijing Institute of Technology (BIT) as regular students, either undergraduates or postgraduates (including PhD students). The undergraduates usually have passed the National College Entrance Examinations and have learned English regularly for 6 years. The postgraduates usually have passed CET4 and should have an English level of CET6 as required, although they may not have taken the CET6. They also have passed the National Entrance Examinations and should have learned English for around 10 years at the beginning of the postgraduate study. As for the PhDs, they should have regularly learned English for at least 11 years at the beginning.

4. The Environment in which the Program will be Implemented

In BIT, there is a local network (intranet) which was founded in 1998 and began to be put into use in May the same year. It includes the mainframe network and local networks of all the departments. It is also connected with the China Education and Research Net (CERNET). It covers all the 20 main teaching and administrative buildings in the university with more than 1200 information nodes and 10,000 meters of optic cable.

The main equipments of the intranet are products of Cisco: one 7507 router , 3 Catalyst5000 and 11 Catalyst3000 exchanges. The network servers include 6 Ultra-1 workstations from Sun company, one Enterprise3000 server and one Origin200 server from SGI Company, etc. Equipped with corresponding softwares, the above mentioned equipments are used as DNS server, e-mail server, Web server, FTP server, web administration server and BBS system. 

It is the Network Information Centre who is in charge of the well-being of the intranet. Up to now they are providing 15 kinds of services. Among them, there are 3 which are related to teaching: Distance Education System, Network Teaching and Learning Resources and Electronic Teaching Information System. The first one is used for adult education and it offers courses to those who want to continue their study after years of work and finally obtain a diploma. The last one is used to distribute electronic teaching related information either through the network or through the TV cable. The other one is where teachers and students can exchange teaching and learning related information, and it is here where the program to be created will be put. 

Up to now nearly all the students have access to the intranet. Thus there is no technical problem for an on-line course to be delivered.

5. Conclusion

Generally speaking, in the universities of China, lack of qualified English teachers is a common phenomenon. Examination-oriented teaching will continue for a period of time, despite the reform in the examination system. For the moment, students cannot rely on their teachers to improve their spoken English. A possible way is to provide them with an on-line course (or courses) which offer them with a proper guidance, authentic materials and right learning methods, and thus they can get an opportunity to improve their English pronunciation by themselves. As far as the BIT students are concerned, they have the necessary equipments and network within reach. The rest is up to the teachers to create courses and to offer help. The help of a teacher is always necessary no matter in what kind of courses.
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