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Chapter 1

1.1 Background

In the past 30 years, foreign language competence has
gained increasing importance in China, especially after China
entered the World Trade Organization in 2001 and won the
opportunity to hold the 2008 Olympic Games. In particular,
university graduates with high proficiency in English are in
greater demand than ever. There is an impressive commitment
to English language teaching (ELT) and learning from both
teachers and students.

The most significant change in ELT in China is the rise in
the number of teachers and learners. By the 1990s there were
well over 57 million school and university students studying
English (see Cortazzi & Jin, 1996b) or more conservative
estimates of around 200 million users of English (Zhao &
Campbell, 1995). In the Second China International Conference
on Foreign Language Teaching in 2006, it was revealed that the

number of English learners in schools and universities went
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beyond 100 millions, There are now more teachers and learners
of English as a foreign language in China than in any other
country. Just as Braine (2005) states “China is a powerhouse in
terms of English language teaching” (p. xvii). With the
increasing enrollment of university students, noticeable changes
occur in an increased size of classes, with students diverse in
their experiences, ages and social-economic status, At the same
time, teachers with different education backgrounds and training
experiences have been employed in order to meet the increasing
enrollment of students. With the peculiar history of English
teaching development in China, the educational background of
English teachers in the universities of China has also experienced
its developmental stages., After the 1960s, a lot of teachers used
to teach Russian had to switch to teach English when Russian
was no longer learnt, During the 1980s many English majors
took the position of English as Foreign language Learning
(EFL) teachers when they graduated. After 1990s more
postgraduates of English majors have begun to work in the
universities as teachers of English. Compared to about 28,000
English teachers at tertiary level in 1995 (Maley, 1995), it is
estimated that at present there are approximately 60, 000
university English teachers in China (Zhang, 2010).

In the school staff room or on the school bus, it sometimes
can be heard that students need a strict, disciplined environment
in which to learn. Some teachers believe that students will not
engage in learning activities themselves if teachers do not control
their work. If there is too much freedom in class, students will

be distracted from the real work, and a cozy atmosphere will not
2



promote student outcomes. Other teachers, however, advocate
student responsibility for their learning and a pleasant classroom
atmosphere for promoting student outcomes. Those teachers are
convinced that if students like the lessons and if there is a
pleasant atmosphere, they will be stimulated to study, which is
an important prerequisite for learning, and consequently they
will thrive. It is more important to reward students for their
efforts and well-done performances than it is to correct their
mistakes. So teachers’ opinions about what is the best way in
which to relate to students vary markedly and they consequently
behave differently in the classroom.

There are many factors that influence how teachers
approach their work and which strategies they employ to achieve
their goals. As we know, the learning of a foreign language is a
complex process, involving a seemingly infinite number of
variables (e g learner’s personality, learning styles and
strategies, affection, learning culture). As a foreign language
teacher, with eyes wide open to the total picture, he or she
needs to form an integrated understanding of the many aspects of
the process of foreign language learning. For example, in order
to teach effectively and play appropriate roles in foreign language
education, a teacher should be able to give answers to such
questions as: who are the learners? What sort of personalities do
they have? What kind of strategies and styles do the learners
use? Why are the learners attempting to acquire the foreign
language? The teacher’s understanding of learners and of how
the learner learns will determine his or her philosophy of

education and the roles he or she plays in the classroom.



The contexts in which teachers work also have an important
influence on teaching, since different teaching settings involve
teachers in different kinds of roles. For example, in some
institutions teachers are fairly autonomous and are free to make
decisions concerning course goals, materials, teaching methods,
and assessment procedures. In other settings these kinds of
decisions are made by a supervisor or program director, and the
teacher is seen primarily as someone who carries out decisions
that have been made by others. Even in situations where
teachers have primary responsibility for how they teach, they
may assume very different roles within their own classrooms.
Some teachers see their role primarily in managerial and
organizational terms. They spend a considerable amount of time
planning their lessons, monitoring their teaching, and managing
student learning and behavior to ensure that their goals are
accomplished. Others see their role more as a facilitator, and
believe that teachers should step away from the roles of
controller or instructor and help students, with teachers’
guidance, find their own pathways to success in language
learning.

Numerous studies have been done on the roles teachers play
both at home and abroad, prominent among these are
pedagogical approach (Richards & Rodgers, 1986; Widdowson,
1987; Tudor, 1993; Voller, 1997; Harmer, 2007 ), the
approach of teaching style (Ehrman & Dérnyei, 1998; Katz,
1996), cultural approach (Cortazzi & Jin, 1996a; Pratt, 1991;
Holmes, 2005; Watkins & Biggs, 2001; Zhang, 2006), the
approach of effective teaching (Borich, 1992; Ericksen, 1984),
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and the approach of teacher belief (Woods, 1996; Borg, 2001,
2003, 2006; Farrell, 2010; Burns & Richards, 2009 )
Teachers express their roles through their behaviors and many
different and complex factors influence the roles that teachers
adopt in the classroom (Barnes, 1976; Wright, 1987; Richards
& Lockhart, 2000). Teachers play different roles when using
different approaches and methods in language teaching (Richards
& Rodgers, 1986). Teachers may need to perform a variety of
roles, separately or simultaneously. Littlewood (1981. 92)
declares that “the concept of the teacher as ‘instructor’ is
inadequate to describe his overall function. In a broad sense, he
is a “facilitator” of learning”. Harmer (2007) echoes that the
teacher’s behavior for different types of activity will be different
and the role of the teacher will depend to a large extent on the
function the teacher performs in different activities,

Concerned with teacher’s role, although there are very few
systemic and empirical research at present on English language
teaching in China, English teachers and educators do care about
the roles they play in class. In traditional English language
teaching in China, the teacher almost dominates the class who
sees knowledge transmission as his or her main responsibility
and expects students to listen and memorize information rather
than construct knowledge in their own way. English teaching in
China is described as “teacher-dominated”, “textbook-oriented”,
or “focused on drills and practice”. With the reform of English
language teaching in China, much attention has been paid to the
students, It is believed that the students should be the center of

classroom activities and they should not be the passive recipients
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