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She walks in beauty, like the night
Of cloudless climes and starry skies,
And all that’s best of dark and bright
i1 Meet in her aspect and her eyes,

il Thus mellow’d to that tender light

. Which heaven to gaudy day denies.

One shade the more, one ray the less,
Had half impair’d the nameless grace
Which waves in every raven tress,

Or softly lightens o’er her face,

Where, thoughts serenely sweet express

$

And on that cheek and o’er that brow
So soft; so calm, yet eloquent,

The smiles that win, the tints that glow
But tell of days in goodness spent,

. A mind at peace with all below,

A heart whose love is innocent.

—Byron

How pure, how dear their dwelling-place.
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A popular Beijing school teaches students what they need
to know in order to survive’ studying abroad.

i By Susan Fakes

Standing at the front of a packed® lecture hall, a ti'ny‘ microphone clipped* to
his blue T shirt, Victor Wang asks his class to define the term “to make it.” More
than 150 rapt® students momentarily® exchange blank’ stares and then *burst out?,
almost *in unison’: “To succeed!”

Making it is the name of the game at Beijing’s New Oriental School, where
Wang teaches a class called “Thinking American. ” It's billed as a course in
conversational English. But the class is all about getting to the U.S. today and
the topics range from an explanation of the phrase “to get cold feet” to a lesson on
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the proper way to shake hands. Wang’s students, most in their mid-20s, plan to
apply to graduate schools in the U. S. and the language insights' and intangibles?
taught in classes like this can make the difference between acceptance'® and rejec-
tion™. “If you want to succeed in today’s China, ” says a student in a Star Wars T
shirt, “studying abroad is a huge help. And if you want to study abroad, you have

to learn English, ”
A foreign degree has become a status' symbol among young Chinese with the

requisite’® funds and ambition'’. During the 1998-99 academic year, more than
50, 000 mainland students were ’
enrolled at U.S. universities
(with smaller numbers traveling
to Canada, Australia and Eu-
rope). The numbers show no
sign of decreasing. To ™ cater
. to'® this flood of aspirants',
Wang's friend Michael Yu, a
former English instructor at
Peking University, founded the
New  Oriental School in
1993. Wang, who studied at the State University of New York at New Paltz, joined
the faculty in 1996.

Now the school, which offers a whole range of English-language courses in
addition to classes like “Thinking American, ” *has a lock on® the overseas-study
market: more than 70% of all mainland students studying in the U. S. have taken
courses at New Oriental. “We’ve cracked® the code,” says Robert Xu, vice
president for business development and a graduate of the Canadian University of
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Saskatchewan. “We understand what it
takes to pass the *standardized tests?,
what American graduate schools want.
We’ve learned how to communicate
that information very effectively. ”

It’s no easy task. Hopeful students
must pass an *alphabet soup® of
standardized tests — GREs, TOEFLs,
LSATs, GMATS — before they can even
consider going abroad to study. Then
come the often daunting® tasks of
choosing a school, writing personal
essays for applications and obtaining a

visa. Those who win acceptance still
face the overwhelming® ordeal® of ad-

HEFEEETR

justing to life overseas. - |

New Oriental supplies students hungry to go abroad with a mom‘.h-wiat;ering27
array® of services — courses on all of the major standardized tests, a “writing cen-
ter” stocked® with native English speakers to “polish™ applications, and a book-
store that carries everything from English literature to pamphlets® explaining how to
apply for a visa. Yu and his 100 teachers (nearly half are under the age of 25)
combine training in test-taking skills and English grammar with a missionary®" zeal®
about the value of studying abroad. “The teachers make you feel that if you study
English you'll have a good future, ” says James Xia, a student of Wang’s. “It
makes you want to work really hard.” This year that reputation® led nearly
150, 000 students to enroll in New Oriental’ s 100 or so classes, making the
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school a multimillion*-dollar enterprise. (Classes last from 12 days to three months
and range® in price from $25 to $250. ) ’

Of course, the institution cannot guarantee® admittance® at top overseas uni-
versities. “Even students with very high scores on their GREs and TOEFLs are
often painfully awkward*® when it * comes to® actually speaking English,” Xu
says, and totally naive* about how graduate schools expect them to present

themselves. ” To help remedy*’ the problem, New Oriental has started to offer
classes like “Thinking American” and services for students who need help writing

the *personal statements® and *letters of recommendation® U. S. universities re-
quire. But test preparation still receives the most emphasis, which leaves 'many
students ill-equipped*® to communicate once they land in the U. S. or elsewhere.
Mark Yang, an engineering student from Anhui province, arrived in America in
1997 and has attended graduate programs at Johns Hopkins, Duke and Yale uni-
versities. Though he feels the summer he spent at New Oriental helped him earn
him high scores on his GRE and TOEFL exams, he spent his first three months in
the U.S. in virtual® silence. “It was really hard, ” he recalls. “Here I was,
studying at one of the best universities in the world, and I had no idea how to re-
spond if someone said ‘Hi! * or ‘How are you doing?’”

Yang’s English has improved vastly*’ since then, but he still wonders whether
he might have been *better off*® staying in China. “One of my classmates from
New Oriental did badly on his GREs, stayed behind and is now CEO of a company
he founded, ” he says. “Sometimes I wonder what I might have accomplished if I
hadn’t done so well on my tests. ” But that's a question New Oriental — and most
of its students — rarely ask.

—From Time of October 23, 2000
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By Nevin Blumer
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A good English class is a valuable means for acquiring and practicing English,
but still the reality is that much of your progress will arise from your own self-study
strategies. As a teacher for close to 10 years now, I am often asked for-advice on
how best to self-study English for fast results. I suspect sometimes my students are
looking for that magic shortcut or panacea' which can deliver them from all the
“blood, sweat, and tears” that often surrounds the process of learning a second

language.
There is, of course, no magic, but on the other hand, there may also be no

Notes E8:
1. [ip=na'sieln. TREH



£ . al

need to engage in self-torturous® activities that drain® your energy. Part of the
self-torture that students inflict upon themselves results from misconceptions formed
along the way. 1 would like in this article to discuss a few of these misconceptions
and offer some alternative advice for self-studying English. A. H. Whitehead once
said, not ignorance but the ignorance of ignorarice is the death of knowledge. In
other words, it is important to understand misconceptions before they inhibit your

self-study.

Misconception I

If I communicate with a Chinese partner, my English will get worse.

There is a common perspective here in Beijing that the only way to improve
your English is by speaking with a native speaker. It stems from the perception that
speaking to another second language learner has a negative effect, since the partner
speaks Chinglish.

Consequently, many desperately look for native-speaking partners, some
paying a small fortune for the luxury of speaking with inexperienced expatriates*
who do little more than chat. Worse yet, opportunities to speak regularly ‘with a
Chinese partner at little or no cost are ignored out of fear. In short, the “native
speaker’s English” craze is somewhat synonymous with the “Chinglish” phobia®.

The view that communicating with another student somehow damages your
English rests on the age-old, erroneous® assumption that language acquisition is a
linear progression, with the native speaker at the top of the hierarchy’. Perhaps
native speaker teachers are guilty of feeding this perception by labeling courses,
students, textbooks sequentially in terms of levels (i. e. beginner, pre-intermediate,
intermediate etc); in the arrangement of grammar structures from simple to com-
plex; and in reading and listening passages selected by the number of words they
contain (i. e. easy, moderate, difficult).

Linguists who have studied the actual process of learning a second language

know that developing a second language is *anything but® a linear process. It can
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follow patterns and steps but these steps and patterns frequently break down. Lan-
guage leaming often progresses randomly and chaotically’. We sometimes progress
rapidly, at other times we learn slowly, there are areas we seem to master easily,
and areas in which we never seem to *make any headway’®. Sometimes the words

and sentences come easily; sometimes they do not.

Moreover, English
when we talk cannot be
about the qual- effective
ity of English in all cir-
we must be cum-
prepared to ac- stances,
knowledge that particu-
it is very much larly in
a subjective informal
and contextnal social
evaluation. We conversa-
know that for- tion. A

mal standard Harvard
professor may find her English very effective in front of her peers, but *next to*!
useless with inner city teenagers in New York. Therefore, can we still say that her
English is better than the teenagers? Obviously, it would depend on who was
judging. With English, quality is often an issue of appropriateness as well as
grammaticality.

Researchers who have studied English language leaming have found that peo-
ple progress as they practice, and ultimately they self-correct what they say. It is
unnecessary to have someone correct your English constantly, because mistakes
most often derive from a lack of English instincts rather than a lack of awareness or
knowledge of the correct grammar structure. The same student who never makes a
mistake doing grammar exercises on paper will make them while speaking but ul-
timately he will adjust his structures as he continues to use them. ‘

Moreover, researchers who have conducted studies of various groups of

9. [kei'otikali] ad. TRELH#L 10, BLAEHRE 1. fKF
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learners have found that learners who communicate with partners of a similar level
tend to progress faster than learners whose partners’ levels are much higher or
lower. One can understand why this is so when a learner communicates with

someone at a lower level, but why is it also true of those who communicate with

someone at a higher level?

The reasons are mostly psychological. Having a partner whose English is much
more developed discourages the speaker and the fear of making mistakes tends to
stifle smooth conversation. However, the researchers found that those who com-
municated 'with partners who were near their own level progressed faster. Thus, in
fact your classmate who is at the same level of English as you may indeed be your
finest teacher.

Misconception II

If I want to learn American English, 1 should learn from an American teacher
or my English will not be understood when I go to the U. §. A. .

1 have seen many good teachers here in China, both expatriates and Chinese,
run into problems because of the way many students judge their accents. Students
believe that the best chance of speaking like a native speaker is by having that ideal
accent. If the teacher has an accent that is not from the target country that certain
students want to go to, they are either rebuffed'* or rejected.

Part of the misconception stems from ignorance of the distinction between
pronunciation and accent. Pronunciation involves the stress, rhythm, intonation,
and phonetic sounds that facilitate communication. An accent is the distinguishable
set of sounds that derives from cultural or regional phonetic patterns. Accents are
essentially habits formed at a very early age and very difficult to change after the
age of six. This has been verified® by researchers who studied the tongue and
mouth positions of Israeli children at an early age of 5-6, and find that even after
heavy immersion* in American English for about 10 years, their mouth and tongue
positions change very little when speaking, and thus their accents change only
slightly. In other words, forget about trying to change your accent in a year or two,
it is just not going to happen. Pronunciation can be changed and improved. Accents

12, [ri'baflve. B4 ;WiR4E% 13, ['verifai] v IEL 14, [i'moe: fonln. B (F)
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are entrenched® and need not be changed.
There is no shortage of superb English -

Canada, who have excellent pronunciation, but
heavy accents from their countries of origin. In
fact, two great Indo-Canadian writers Michael
Ondaatje and Rohinton Mistry both have slight .
non-Canadian accents in English, but are
*Booker Prize'® winners. Do we say that their English is substandard, because
they have accents? No, it would be absurd to make such a suggestion since their
pronunciation is excellent and no one has any trouble understanding them. As I

mentioned earlier, pronunciation is not the same thing as an accent.

I tell my students to give up their hope of developing an American accent,
since it is very unlikely to happen unless they stay in America over a very long
period, and even then, they are still likely to retain some part of their Chinese
accent. An accent is part of your character and heritage.

That is not to say that the student shouldn’t devote time to improving his or her
pronunciation. A student should focus on those pronunciation aspects that make
their communication more effective, not trying to mold their accent into another.
Developing pronunciation skills that are universally .l-eamt is a much more worthy
pursuit of your efforts than trying to copy an accent that is unnatural for your tongue
and mouth.

Misconception IIT

I need a rich vocabulary before beginning to speak.

Often I hear students complain that they become tongue tied, meaning that
they can’t find the right words. Students will attribute it to a lack of vocabulary and
memorize more words to compensate. Then they find after a few more thousand
words that their English improves only slightly. Why?
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Your memory is a key element to learning a language and no one should
minimize its importance. Without a memory, you wouldn’t be able to speak.
However, it is also true that a lack of vocabulary is not the culprit'’ of communi-
cation problems in many instances. It is important to look at other issues, before
blaming it as the source of these communication difficulties. I have observed a great
many CET-6 graduates who still have a great deal of trouble even uttering simple
sentences, while other CET-4 students can speak with much greater ease. How can
that be, you might ask? ‘

The English language is composed of a hierarchy of vocabulary in terms of
usefulness. Some words have broad and sweeping uses such as “thing”, “get”,
“place” or “do”, while others are useful only for a very specific context such as.
“export”, “endanger”, “identify”, or “interrupt”. Research has shown that with ap-
proximately 800 (some have even.suggested 500) key words people can commu-
nicate very effectively in English, with few instances of getting stuck. In the times
when they were stuck, they could easily ask for assistance. Now we know that 800
words is far below the level most beginner students have even before they begin
their CET-4 band level. Why can’t all CET-4 students communicate with ease?

We do not need a complicated linguistic answer to this question. When we
think about it the answer is simple. The quantity of vocabulary has only an indirect
relationship to the quantity and quality of speech. To illustrate, children leaming
their first language start out with a limited vocabulary, they do not know half of the
words that a Chinese CET-6 student knows, but still they are able to make rapid
sentences and communicate with ease. This makes common sense, for we all know
that in English we can often substitute a simple word for a more complex one. For
example, the word “facilitate” can be substituted with “help”. Thus, the key is to
learn the most useful functional words in English first and apply them often in a
variety of circumstances, before trying to learn words that are more complex and
used much less often.

Misconception IV

I have studied English grammar for too long, so the last thing I need is more

grammar.
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Chinese students attribute their lack of communication in English to an
overemphasis on grammar and thus resist grammar practice and reviews in their
self-study programs. They tend to want oral English vocabulary, phrases, expres-
sions, and pronunciation practice. Above all, they want an English environment.
However, it soon becomes apparent that students struggle when they try to create
sentences and their grammar is typically riddled with errors. Nevertheless, stu-
dents want to have nothing to do with grammar structures while doing self-study.
They ignore it completely, and concentrate instead on other aspects.

A good knowledge of grammar rules and patterns is absolutely necessary be-
cause the transfer of structures from one language to the next is anything but
smooth. It is true that direct written grammar exercises, where students merely
manipu}gte sentence structures to fit a patiern, may be unnecessary if you are aware
of the pattern already. However, grammar definitely is an important part of your
self-study program when it is used for communicative purposes.

What students often fail to do is to integrate grammar study into the process of
creating English, rather than just manipulating sentences in exercise books. For
example, with the structure “If I were you, I would...” a student should be
thinking of the occasions he can use this structure and create as many sentences as
possible d¢hat might be approbriate. Using English requires knowledge of the rules
and patterns, just as a painter needs some conventions and boundaries before he can
start his work, but ultimately both need a creative process before skill is developed.

Advice for the Self-study Learner

What then can I offer as advice for a motivated self-study learner? For starters,
if you have no English environment, then create one. Find a partner to speak with
regularly and do not worry if that partner is from China, Korea, Africa, or Europe.
It is often better if your regular meetings can centre around a topic or theme. For
example, you could both read a different book and use the time to talk about the
book you are reading. Perhaps you could use the time to exchange information
about something you both want to learn.

You may also wish to *become accustomed with'® the types of clubs and ac-

tivities that expatriates here in Beijing like to get involved with and join them.
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