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Prospect of China’s ELT in the 21st Century

Hu Zhuanglin
Peking University

1.The Strategic Role of ELT in China

China’ s open-door policy has brought China back to the international arena and more contacts
with foreign countries have been established since then. This called for the learning of foreign lan-
guages (FLs) throughout the country and the training of students majoring in foreign languages.

The latest figure of China’s FL student population in the tertiary universities in China amounts to
75,534, which includes 73,311 for the 7 main FLs, namely, English, Japanese, Russian, French,
German, Spanish, and Arabic, and a little more than 2,000 for 30 other FLs. As an average, there
are about 19,000 graduates this year.

Table 1 China’s FL Student Population
Total 75,534 100.00%

7 Main FLs 73,311 97.06
English 55,859 73.95
Japanese 8,856 11.72
Russian 4143 5.48
French 1825 2.42
German 1681 2.23
Spanish 586 0.76
Arabic 361 ‘ 0.48

30 other FLs 2223 2.94

From the above figure, one could not refrain from observing that English occupies a strategically im-
portant position among all the FLs as it amounts to 73.95 % of all FLs and 76.19 % of 7 main FLs
respectively.

When it comes to college English education, the majority of the high school students and universi-
ty students choose to take English as their credit course for a foreign language.

Naturally, one witnesses unprecedented development in the teaching of English in China. English
has replaced Russian as the chief FL taught in China since 1960s; greater progress in teaching method-
ology has been made since 1976 as a result of sending tens of thousands of teachers to receive advanced
training in English-speaking countries such as the U. K., the U. 8., Australia, Canada, New
Zealand, etc., and employing more native speakers of English to teach in China; the learners have also
benefited from their free accessibility to broadcasting, TV programs, and films in English and free
contact with English-speaking tourists and businessmen.

2.The Negative Aspects of China’s English Education
In spite of the above-mentioned achievements in the teaching of English, one should not ignore
that there is still a great gap between what we have been doing today and what is expected in the 21st
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century.

As remarked by some government officials, we have spent too much time in learning a foreign lan-
guage, say, English. In many parts in China, students started to learn English in the primary school,
and went on learning it in the high school and in the university. But their proficiency level cannot meet
our expectation. Some graduates still behave like deaf-mutes after graduation. Apart from this, they
fail to function well in interpretation and translation in those professional fields such as foreign affairs,
foreign trade, legal practice, news reporting, etc.

The English proficiency level of Chinese learners lags behind their counterparts in India and Pak-
istan. It is said that India has got the lion share of world’s software contracts because of their compe-
tence in the English language. Although China might be proud of their better performance in English
teaching when compared with Japan and South Korea, one cannot deny that our learners’ command of
vocabulary is much smaller than that of these two countries (4000:6000 words). It is also said that 59
universities in Thailand offer their courses directly in English.

3.SEC’s Key Project: Teaching Content and Syllabus Reform

Beginning from 1995, the State Education Commission (SEC) instructed the FL Teaching Advi-
sory Board to make a nationwide investigation of FL teaching in general, and the English language in
particular, and make necessary proposals for reforming FL teaching in China so as to meet the chal-
lenge of the new century. The project was officially named as “FL. Teaching Content and Syllabus Re-
form for the 21st Century” on February 15, 1996.

Assigned with this task, the English group of SEC FL. Advisory Board set up two groups in operation.

Table 2 Members of the Task Groups

The North Group The South Group
Participating institutions
Beijing Foreign Studies University Shanghai Foreign Studies University
Peking University Fudan University
Beijing Normal University East China Normal University
International Trade and Economics University Nanjing University
Beijing Institute of Foreign Affairs PLA Loyang Foreign Languages Institute
Tasks
Foreign languages in general English in particular
3rd-4th year students 1st-2nd year students
“composite-type” personnel

By the end of 1996, it was decided at the annual meeting of the English Group of the SEC Advi-
sory Board held at Shantou University to:

(1) investigate the graduates and their employers’ institutions or units so as to have some idea

about the social demand(the North group) ;

(2) investigate the current situation of teaching, especially problems, to find out what is not suit-

able to social needs. (both)

(3) present a reform proposal for SEC’s policy-making. (both)

The North Group had 4 sessions already and received responses from 419 graduates, 248 Graduat-
ing English majors, and 264 minor FL majors. A hearing was held on May 8, 1997 in Beijing with
representatives from Beijing Education Commission, China International Broadcasting Station, Min-
istry of Economics and Trade, Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Xinhua News Agency, and Foreign Enter-
prise Service Company.
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The South Group had 6 sessions and sent questionnaire forms to FL departments in 17 compre-
hensive universities, 7 universities of science and technology, 9 normal universities, and 9 FL insti-

tutes.
Here are some of the questionnaire forms designed for the graduates and the employer’s institu-

tions:

Table 3 Follow-up Questionnaire Forms for Graduates ( Adapted)
Highly Satisfactory Satisfactory General Unsatisfactory

Self Evaluation
Synthesizing quality
Adaptable ability
FL proficiency
Research ability
Chinese proficiency

Global knowledge structure

Course Evaluation
FL obligatory
General obligatory
Minor/Elective
Lectures

1-2 year FL
Intensive reading
Grammar
Audio-visual
Oral
Extensive reading
Reasons for unsatisfactory responses: materials( ) methods( ) teacher( )

3-4 year FL
Intensive reading
Newspaper reading
Writing
FL-Chinese translation
Chinese-FL translation
Audio-visual
Classroom discussion

General courses and others
Politics
Chinese
2 FL
Computer
Reasons for unsatisfactory responses: ocontent( ) methods( ) teacher( ) value( )
The most beneficial year; first( ) second( ) third( ) fourth( )
The least beneficial year: first( ) second( ) third( ) fourth( )
Reasons: personal( ) overloaded( ) least-loaded( ) teacher( )
Courses to be strengthened: FL( ) FL country( ) science & technology( ) liberal arts( )
The above courses to be taught as:  required( ) minor( ) elective( ) lecture( )
The basic FL skill to be strengthened: audio-oral( ) reading( ) writing( ) translation( )
A 21c graduate should learn: 1FL( ) FL+economy( ) FL+ journalism( ) FL+ law( )
FL + foreign affairs( ) FL+ wide knowledge( ) 2FL( ) 2 BA degrees( )




Table 4 Follow-up Questionnaire Forms for Employers’ Institutions( Adapted)
Highly Satisfactory Satisfactory General Unsatisfactory

Evaluation of graduates
Synthesizing quality
Adaptable ability
FL proficiency
Research ability
Chinese proficiency

Global knowledge structure

FL proficiency
Listening comprehension
Oral work
Reading
Writing
FL-Chinese translation
Chinese-FL translation
Language theory
Knowledge about FL country

Rich Relatively Rich General Little

Relevant knowledge
Economy and trade
Foreign affairs
Law
Science and technology
Chinese culture
Foreign culture
Computer
The strengthened courses to be taught as: required( ) minor( ) elective( ) lecture( )

Requirement of graduates
21c students should know: 1 FL( ) FL+ Economy( ) FL+ Foreign affairs( )
FL +journalism( )} FL+law( )
FL + wide knowledge( ) 2FL( ) 2BA degrees( )
Qualification expected: MA( ) BA( )  specialized( ) not specified ( )
Condition valued: ethics( ) FL( ) knowledge( ) ability( )
The graduates are weak in: ethics( ) FL( ) knowledge( ) ability( )

Ability
to acquire knowledge strong( ) relatively strong( ) general( ) weak( )
to cooperate strong( ) relatively strong( ) general( ) weak( )
to act strong( ) relatively strong( ) general( ) weak( )
Proposals:

What kind of quality is to be strengthened? How to strengthen? (ideas, culture, business, psychology)
What courses are to be added?

4. Analysis

In this section, I will report some interesting figures which reveal the opinions held by the gradu-
ates and their work units.

4.1 Basic Evaluation

Compared with synthetic quality, adaptive ability, and FL proficiency, both the institutions and
the students are not happy with their research ability, Chinese proficiency, and global knowledge
structure, as manifested by the following figures.



Table5 (%)

Research ability Chinese proficiency Global knowledge structure
I G U M I G U M I G U M
Highly satisfactory 5 5 4 10 9 14 10 20 5 11 5 11
Satisfactory 36 45 49 45 62 53 48 61 57 49 S1 50
General 58 45 43 42 28 32 37 12 37 34 40 35
Unsatisfactory 1 5 4 3 1 1 5 7 1 6 4 4
Notation: I= institutions; G = graduates; U= undergraduates; M= minor FL students

4.2 Overall Course Evaluation

Table 6 shows that the students are somewhat satisfied with FL required courses, but hold uni-
versity required courses, elective courses and lectures with reservation.

Table 6 (%)

FL required Uni required Minor/Elective Lectures
G U M G 8] M G U M G 8] M
Highly satisfactory 18 20 15 2 5 4 6 6 6 14 7 13
Satisfactory 64 68 59 27 31 29 35 34 28 40 34 44
General 17 10 21 56 54 46 44 49 45 38 47 36
Unsatisfactory 1 2 5 15 10 21 15 11 21 8 12 7
Notation: G= graduates; U= undergraduates; M= minor FL students

4.3 FL Courses
On the whole, students have no objections to 1st & 2nd year FL courses, such as intensive, read-

ing, grammar, audio-visual, oral and intensive reading, but there are high percentages of reservation
concerning courses such as literature and language theory.

Table 7 (%)

Intensive R Newspaper R Writing FL-C translation
G U M G U M G U M G U M
- Highly satisfactory 23 19 | 24 7 3 26 19 16 14 16 12 | 22
Satisfactory 52 | 53 | 49 | 23 18 | 52 | 44 | S1 42 | 49 | 58 | 54
General 19 19 16 | 20 | 15 14 | 31 30 | 28 [ 29 | 28 | 20
Unsatisfactory 2 3 4 3 2 0 3 2 7 4 1.5 3
Non 4 6 7 47 | 62 8 3 1 9 2 105 1
C-FL translation Audio-visual Literature Language theory
G U M G U M G U M G U M
Highly satisfactory 16 11 22 16 | 13 16 13 9 12 3 4 6
Satisfactory 49 | 60 | 54 | 50 | 51 42 | 35 | 46 | 35 | 22 | 21 23
General 29 | 28 19 | 24 | 30 | 25 | 35 | 27 | 37 | 42 | 38 | 23
Unsatisfactory 2 0.5 4 3 2 5 6 5 7 10 17 6
Non 4 | 0.5 1 7 4 12 11 13 9 23 | 20 | 42

Notation: G= graduates; U= undergraduates; M= minor FL students; Non= courses not offered




4.4 University Required Courses

Except for physical education, students did not value highly of those university required courses.
However, further investigation needs to be done in order to clarify some puzzles. For instance, quite a
few institutions and even the student themselves hold the opinion that the students are not proficient in
Chinese. Computer is actually a course needed for the new century, but one find categories 3 (general)
and 4 (unsatisfactory) amount to 74% . This might be the case that the teachers are not well qualified
or responsible. It has been once a recommended practice to let those minor FL students to pick up a
2nd FL (mostly English) so that they are able to find a job after graduation, but the 3rd category and
the 4th category run as high as 43% and 34% respectively.

Table 8 (%)

Chinese 2 FL Computer Physical education

G U M G U M G U M G U M

Highly satisfactory 6 5 8 6 5 6 4 7 7 12 12 14
Satisfactory 33 | 27 | 30 | 33 | 36 18 | 25 28 19 51 52 | 45
General 48 | 56 | 49 | 42 | 4 42 | 35 40 | 27 30 30 | 37

Unsatisfactory 13 12 13 19 18 | 34 | 36 | 25 47 4 3 3

Non 3 2 1

Notation: G= graduates; U= undergraduates; M= minor FL students; Non= courses not offered

4.5 Proposals for Course Development
To meet the need of the 21st century, students emphasize the inclusion of courses such as science

and technology, foreign language, liberal arts, and foreign studies.

Table 9 Courses to be strengthened(% )

Graduates Undergraduates Minor FL students
Science and technology 46 40 43
Foreign language 75 29 31
Liberal arts 22 27 14
Foreign studies 7 4 12

With regard to the strengthening of skill learning, more students are interested in listening and
speaking and translation as well.

Table 10 FL skills to be strengthened (%)

Graduates Undergraduates Minor FL students
Listening and speaking 49 58 61
Translation 29 24 19
Writing 17 14 14
Reading 5 4 6




4.6 Knowledge Structure for 21st Century FL Students

Evaluation of the employers’ institution has shown that less than 50% of graduates possess rich or
relatively rich knowledge of disciplines other than the foreign language they have majored, especially
science and technology, teaching methodology, computer, economy and trade, law, foreign affairs,
foreign culture, etc.

Table 11 (%)
Science and technology | Teaching technology Computer Economy and trade
Rich 1 3 9 3
Relatively rich 21 20 29 30
General 59 61 51 51
Weak 19 16 11 16
Law Foreign affairs Foreign culture Chinese culture

Rich 1 6 8 6
Relatively rich 18 37 40 44
General 66 47 47 46
Weak 15 11 5 4

From the feedback of both the institutions and the FL students, graduates for the 21st century
should be prepared for their FL. major and wider knowledge.

Table 12 (%)
Units Graduates Undergraduates Minor FL
FL + knowledge 66 78 76 71
FL + economic &trade 64 73 71
FL + law 5 27 18 14
2BA degrees 6 10 17 14
2 FL 23 7 5 10
FL + journalism 4 2 6 10
1FL 0 7 3 5
FL + foreign affairs 53 5 2 5

4.7 Evaluation of FL Proficiency by Employers’ Institutions

Different from the graduates’ self evaluation that they need more training in listening and speak-
ing, the employers’ institutions think the students are relatively weak in language theory, foreign
studies, writing, Chinese-FL translation, and FL-Chinese translation.



Table 13

Listening | Oral | Reading | Writing | FL-C CFL L‘t‘}‘:g‘o*r';ge g‘t’[’;‘z
Sat}li‘fi}c’gry 10 14 10 6 8 6 3 4
Satisfactory 75 65 75 63 68 66 50 51
General 14 18 14 30 23 26 45 43
Weak 1 3 1 1 1 2 2 2

4.8 Overloaded with Courses

According to the investigation of the South Group, it was found that students are overloaded with
courses. For instance, they have 30-35 hours of classroom learning every week. On the contrary, they
only have to spend 8-16 hours in the classroom when in the 4th year. This is the reason why students
responded that they learn the least in their 4th year. This might also be due to the reason that they
have to write BA thesis and be involved with job-hunting.

4.9 Hearing with Employers’ Institutions

Apart from questionnaire forms, a meeting was arranged for employers’ units to voice their opin-
ions directly to the research group on May 8, 1997. The participants mainly talk about the following
points:

1) The need of FL personnel in the 21st century

—The supply of English majors cannot meet the demand in number as the overall need has been
increasing.

—There is imbalance between social needs. More personnel are needed in big and medium sized
cities, coastal open regions and economically developed regions. The main markets are those state orga-
nizations, companies, business units and tertiary institutions. Those with BA degrees and MA de-
grees, especially from key universities, are expected, but there is less demand for graduates at college
level.

—The employers’ units are now quite critical about the quality of graduates majoring in English
both in terms of their English proficiency, but also in terms of their practical ability, hard-working
spirit, and creativity. The graduates should process professional knowledge and good skills. On the
one hand, FL practical abilities are to be stressed; on the other hand, mere FL skills cannot adapt to
social and market needs. The knowledge structure of the graduates should be adjusted so as to possess
some knowledge about other disciplines. The 21st century also expects graduates to possess compre-
hensive aptitude and abilities.

—They emphasize undergraduates should be given basic instruction. They should be trained for
their adaptability and intellectuality,

2) Graduates’ current status

—Their FL proficiency is better than before, but attention should be paid to the cultivation of
their ability to put their knowledge into application.

—-Some graduates are of poor quality,

—Some graduates are weak in Chinese and literature, and their proficiency in the Chinese lan-
guage is no better than that of high school students.

—Their knowledge structure is not reasonably balanced.

—Some graduates revealed incompetence in their work as well as in the application of their knowl-
edge. Those students who had some experience in student organizations are somewhat better than their

peers.



