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Abstract

The task-based approach (TBA) has gained popularity in the field of
language teaching in China in the last decade. There has been a general
consensus about the strength of this teaching approach; namely, that com-
municative tasks can facilitate the learning process by engaging students in
negotiation of meaning during pair or small group work in class. Neverthe-
less, recently, some scholars have expressed their concerns about the ef-
fectiveness and practicability of this approach, especially in China. Their
concern mainly revolves around the conflict between TBA and the social-
cultural EFL context, and the problem that TBA may not be so successful

in promoting high levels of linguistic competence.

Although the task-based approach has been the subject of much peda-
gogical research and language syllabus design work in recent years, there
is a lack of empirical research on task-based teaching in school foreign lan-
guage contexts. Therefore, this study aims to provide a picture of how sec-
ondary school teachers in China are attempting to come to terms with the
implementation of a task-based pedagogical approach. Specifically, the re-
searcher investigated task-based instruction as implemented by selected
English teachers in their classrooms. In addition, their attitudes towards
and understandings of this approach were explored through interviews. An
adapted version of the COLT ( Communicative Orientation of Language
Teaching) Observation Scheme was used for classroom-based data collec-
tion. Adaptations incorporated TBLT principles and Littlewood’s five-cate-

gory framework of activities.

An initial group of ten teachers was refined to observations of four
teachers, two each in two schools. Findings from the four case studies
& d &



showed that two of the teachers successfully applied most of the principles
of TBLT in their observed lessons, while the other two were still in a tran-
sitional stage. Findings indicated the teachers’ TBLT practices were: i)
largely congruent with their educational beliefs, and ii) teachers’ beliefs
towards TBLT were key to effective implementation of TBA. Particularly, a
trend emerged from this study that the more theoretical knowledge teachers

had, the more appropriately they might implement TBLT in practice.

The study contributes to the enrichment of the knowledge about TBA
practice in the EFL context and enhances our understanding of ELT peda-
gogic innovation on China’s mainland. It can provide educational insights
into issues arising during TBA implementation, information useful to edu-
cational policymakers and school administrators. It provides pedagogical
implications for Chinese EFL teachers with an aim to assist them in a more
successful transition to student-centered, communicative-oriented task-

based approaches to English language teaching.



Abbreviations

ALM Audiolingual Method

CLL Community Language Learning
CLT Communicative Language Teaching
EFL English as a Foreign Language
ELT English Language Teaching

GT Grammar-Translation

PPP (3P) Presentation, Practice, Production
TBA The Task-Based Approach

TBLT Task-Based Language Teaching

TPR Total Physical Response
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CHAPTER 1 INTRODUCTION

This chapter begins with a brief introduction to the development of
English language teaching ( ELT) in China. This background overview is
followed by a discussion of the new challenges that Chinese educators are
facing in terms of innovations in the field of ELT. Next, the motivation for
this study on the implementation of the task-based approach (TBA)is in-
troduced from both empirical and personal perspectives, and aims of the
study are explained. The following section deals with the major research
questions explored in this study. The significance and limitations of the

study are summarized. Finally, the structure of the thesis is outlined.

1.1 ELT in China: The Past and the Present

It was in the mid 1800s that foreign languages were first introduced in
China ( Bolton, 2002; Scovel, 1995; Dzau, 1990; Lam, 2005; Liu,
1995) Due to feudal ideas lasting thousands of years and the common fear
of cultural contamination, many Chinese people were not aware of the im-
portance of foreign language learning. Along with changing political orien-
tations, foreign languages were at times emphasized and at other times neg-
lected ( Adamson, 2002; Lam, 2005; Liu, 1995).

The first English teaching in China was done in Macau, for religious
purposes. During the mid-1800s, although English continued to be linked
to the spread of Christianity, defeat in a number of battles with foreign
powers armed with superior weapons made government officials aware of
the need to encourage the study of English. Western science and technolo-

gy were introduced and scholarly works were studied, mostly for the purpo-
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ses of national defense. Therefore, a beginning was made to encourage the
study and learning of English and the translation of Western books ( Dzau,
1990). Foreign languages, if taught at all, were typically taught according
to the grammar-translation method then popular throughout Europe ( Dzau,
1990; Scovel, 1983). Interestingly, this method was similar to that typi-
cally used to learn classical Chinese. Mastery of grammatical rules and
memorization of vocabulary were considered core elements for successful
language learning. There was often a keen interest in the exact understand-
ing of every word, and rote learning was encouraged.

Later, Western teachers, many of whom were missionaries, came to
China to teach in English. The introduction of the works of Otto Jespersen
(1860-1943) , Harold E. Palmer, Michael West and Edward I. Thorn-
dike helped greatly to improve the effectiveness of English Language
Teaching (ELT) (Dzau, 1990).

Historically , ELT development in China from 1949 can be divided in-
to six periods. These periods roughly follow stages in which there were po-
litical reforms and changing alignments between China and other countries :

1949-1953 ; Consolidation of power and economic recovery

1951-1956: The period of learning from the Soviet Union

1956-1966; The period of independent national development

1966-1976 : The Cultural Revolution

1976-1990: The period of learning English for modernization

1991-Today: The period of learning English for international stature

(Adapted from Dzau, 1990; Lam, 2005; Scovel, 1995)

In the first period, after the establishment of the People’s Republic of
China in 1949 | the focus in English teaching classes tended to be on polit-
ical content. English was taught mainly for the purpose of the translation of
political slogans and policies advocated by the Chinese government. Dur-
ing the second period, an emphasis on English was replaced by the need to

study Russian. During that time, English was actually condemned as un-
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CHAPTER 1 INTRODUCTION

patriotic because of a national campaign against “ American imperialism”
and “British colonialism” (Ji, 2002, p.1). Soviet theory and practice
were studied, Soviet textbooks were used, and Soviet language teaching
methodologies ( grammar-focused ) were adopted ( Dzau, 1990). In lan-
guage learning classrooms, the mastery of grammar, accurate knowledge
and use of words, and structural knowledge were the principal objectives
for both teachers and students.

However, this phase did not last long due to a deteriorating relation-
ship between the Soviet Union and China beginning in the 1950s. By that
time, economic concerns and globalization had firmly established English
as an international language of commerce and industry. As a consequence,
in the field of foreign language teaching, English regained a favored posi-
tion. More and more English language classes began to replace Russian
classes. Meanwhile, great efforts were made to develop new materials and
methods suitable for Chinese students and local conditions. But these ef-
forts were somewhat undermined because senior teachers ( often Western-
trained intellectuals ) generally were not trusted enough to be chosen to di-
rect these efforts. Older, experienced Western-trained teachers were not
consulted. Speed, not quality, was stressed. All class work was aimed at
“catching up” with pre-set schedules and imposed objectives. Although a
lot of work done in this period was meant to foster ELT improvements in
China, fundamental problems in the field were not solved effectively
(Dzau, 1990; Scovel, 1995).

The Cultural Revolution, a political movement of ideological extrem-
ism which started in 1966, led to an entire decade of chaos and isolation
in China. It not only disrupted economic and cultural development of the
country but also had disastrous effects on ELT at all levels of the educa-
tional system. The formal educational system “ceased to function, and
ELT was essentially in a state of anarchy” (Hu, 2002, p. 32).

A great deal of attention has been paid to English teaching and learn-
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ing since the beginning of the reform of the Chinese economy in 1978. The
national program of “Four Modernizations” brought in a new era of politi-
cal, economical, cultural, and scientific exchange with the outside world.
These developments exerted profound influences on education in general
and ELT in particular. English was again prominent as a main foreign lan-
guage taught in China. In the early 1980s, for example, English was re-
stored as a compulsory subject on college entrance examinations.

In an effort to control the contents of syllabi and to ensure the quality
of education, the central government staged a strong centralization policy.
Curricular design, syllabus writing, and materials production rested solely
with the Ministry of Education. The Ministry of Education organized spe-
cial committees of more experienced teachers who discussed and decided
on syllabi for ELT in universities and colleges. They did a lot of work to
guide efforts to improve the quality of English language teaching nationally
(Dzau, 1990).

With the implementation of the Chinese reform and opening up policy,
and with more and more Western companies and joint-ventures interested in
China, there was stronger motivation on the part of students to study English
and a greater willingness to adopt new methods. Teachers thus had a stron-
ger impetus to improve their teaching. New teaching materials were pre-
pared and new methods were tried out on a small scale during this period
(Adamson & Morris, 1997). Chinese and foreign teachers began to be al-
lowed to cooperate in designing syllabus and textbooks. An example of suc-
cessful cooperation in syllabus design was the production of a New Syllabus
for College English for Arts and Science Majors (1985) , created for a four-
year university degree program. The syllabus set communicative competence
as the ultimate teaching objective, emphasizing both accuracy and fluency.
It was claimed that language communication involves effectiveness which de-
pends on accuracy, effectiveness, and fluency of communication. It was

suggested that the traditional teacher-centered classroom approach should be
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changed to a more student-centered one so that students could develop im-

proved communicative competence (Dzau, 1990).

ELT in China has become much more international since the 1990s
(Lam, 2005, p. 82). As identified by Lam (2005) , notable events in
the ELT field during this period indicate China’s active exchange and coop-
eration with the outside world, as follows:

@ First approved in 1999, the National Research Center for Foreign Lan-
guage Education was established at Beijing Foreign Studies University
in March 2000 to conduct research in foreign language education in bi-
lingualism

¢ In 2000, the International Association of Teachers of English as a For-
eign Language (IATEFL) also endorsed the establishment of a China
branch.

¢ China joined the World Trade Organization in December 2001. The im-
pact of this event on education was so great that a special policy plan in
response to this event was published on the Ministry web site.

¢ In July 2002, the TESOL ( Teachers of English to Speakers of Other
Languages) Candlelight project was announced in July 2002 by the
Ministry of Education.

¢ In August 2002, the first IATEFL China conference was held in Tong-
hua in the Jilin province.

¢ 2002 saw China joining AILA ( International Association of Applied
Linguistics ) in the form of CELEA ( China’s English Language Educa-
tion Association )

(Lam, 2005, p. 83)

In the last decade, China has undergone rapid economic development
linked to an explosion in commercial , technological and cultural exchanges
with the rest of the world. These phenomena have given rise to an even
more pressing demand for English proficiency ( Cortazzi & Jin, 1996;
Lee, 2002, Liu, 2001, 2005; Wu, 2001). The response to this ever-in-
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