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1 Foreign Language Instruction in China

Abstract: Foreign language education is a hot issue in China’s
education system. In 2001 a new English syllabus was issued and
young children begin to learn English in primary schools from Grade
5 first and then from Grade 3 when they are about nine years old. This
has led to a heated discussion as to whether English should be taught to
children so young. This paper is to have a look at the history of English
education in China and the English education at different levels of
schools and universities.

Keywords: foreign language; English syllabus; education

1. History of English Education in China

English education in schools officially began in 1902. Before

T |8

that English had already been taught in some academies of classical
learning, polytechnic institutions, old-style private schools and schools
founded by missionaries.

From 1902 to 1922, English became a required course in high

DSk~ S B

schools and some primary schools.

Eight teaching hours each week was required.

Textbooks edited by English teachers like Primer were used. Only
some textbooks were compiled by Chinese scholars like Yan Fu (j*£),
Zhou Yueran (Ji]#54%) and Wu Guangjian ({11 4).
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From 1922 to 1949, English was treated as a required course for
some time and sometimes not as a required course in primary and
high schools. Teaching hours was shortened to 3 to 5 hours each week
during this period. Most of the textbooks used during this period were
compiled by Chinese scholars like Lin Yutang (#£i% %), Lii Shuxiang
(B804, Lin Handa (A7), Zhang Shiyi (7K -+-—) and Zhou Yueran
(Fi#5R). Some of the textbooks were Kaiming First English Book by
Lin Yutang, The Standard English Readers by Lin Handa, and Model
English Readers by Zhou Yueran.

From 1949 to 1956, Russian was taught in most junior and senior
high schools instead of English. From 1957 to 1966, English was a
required course in middle schools again. Teaching hours was 3 to 4
hours each week. Textbooks were compiled by Chinese scholars. Only
one series of textbooks were used, which were published by People’s
Education Press. From 1949 to 1966, English was taught only in
primary schools of foreign languages. English was not taught in other
primary schools.

From 1966 to 1976, English education was not required, but
from 1970, English was taught in high schools. Teaching hours was
3 to 4 hours each week. Textbooks were compiled and published by
each province.

From 1978 till now, English is a required course in high schools.
It is one of the courses examined for national college entrance
examination. Teaching hours each week is 3 to 5. Russian and Japanese
are taught in some high schools in some northern provinces. Other

languages like French, German, Spanish are taught in some high
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schools of foreign languages.

People’s Education Press published a series of textbooks compiled
by Chinese scholars. This series of textbooks was used by all high
schools. In 1993, People’s Education Press, together with Longman
Group Limited published a series of textbooks named Junior English
for China and Senior English for China compiled by British scholars
and Chinese scholars, which were used by nearly all high schools.
From 1993, some provinces began to compile and publish their own
textbooks, like Sichuan, Guangdong, and Shandong.

In 2001, a new syllabus called Curriculum Standards for primary
and high school English course was issued, and many publishing
houses began to publish textbooks according to the new syllabus.
These textbooks were compiled by Chinese scholars with scholars from
Britain, Canada, or the U.S.A., including 7 series of textbooks for senior
high schools, 18 series for junior high schools and more than 50 series

for primary schools.

2. English Syllabus for High Schools

T |8

2.1 Comparison of the overall aims of English education in high
schools
1) English syllabus for high schools (1941)
The English syllabus for high schools designed in 1929, 1932, and
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1941 are quite similar in overall aims as follows:
a. Pupils are required to use simple practical English.
b. Pupils are required to read a little literature in English.

c. Pupils are required to have a good English foundation for
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their specialties.

d. Pupils are required to use English in their academic fields.

e. Pupils are required to develop their language skills through
English.

f. Pupils are required to have interest in other cultures through
English.

2) The English syllabus for high schools designed in 1948 was a
little different from the former ones as follows:

a. Pupils are required to use simple everyday English.

b. Pupils are required to have a correct English foundation for
future studies.

c. Pupils are required to understand British and American national
spirits and customs.

d. Pupils are required to have interest in western cultures.

Comparing the two syllabuses, we can see that the latter does not
require pupils to use English in their academic fields. Pupils are not
required to read literature in English in the latter as literature is difficult
to understand by a language beginner. Pupils are not required to develop
their language skills through English in the latter. “Other cultures” are a
little general in the former, so in the latter, “western cultures” are used
instead of “other cultures.”

3) After the foundation of the People’s Republic of China, a new
syllabus was designed for the English course in high schools in 1951.

The overall aims of this course are:

a. Pupils are required to develop interest in reading and using

English for future studies.
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b. Pupils are required to recognize 1,000 to 1,500 common words.

c. Pupils are required to use 200 sentences of everyday English.

d. Pupils are required to read simple English passages with less
than 20 percent of new words.

e. Pupils are required to have clear hand-writing.

Comparing this syllabus with the former ones, we can see that
the requirements in the latter are much lower than the former ones in
language skills and no requirements are set for culture.

4) The English Syllabus for High School (1980) was designed after
the “Cultural Revolution.” The purposes are as follows:

a. The pupils are required to have a basic practice in speaking,
listening, reading and writing, especially in reading and independent
study.

b. The pupils are required to have a good foundation for future
study and use of English.

c. The pupils are required to master basic knowledge of English
phonetics and grammar, and know 2,200 words and some phrases

and expressions.

T |8

d. The pupils are required to read articles of general knowledge in
simple English with the help of dictionaries, and to have a basic ability

in listening, speaking, writing and translation.

DSk~ S -

This syllabus is more detailed in language skills than the syllabus
designed in 1951 but culture is not mentioned either.

5) In 2001, a new English syllabus called Curriculum Standards
for primary and high schools was set up, which has 9 levels for

different English learners at primary schools, junior high schools and
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senior high schools. This Standards was revised for primary and junior
high schools in 2011 again with that for senior high school still under
revision. Take level eight for example, which is the requirement for
pupils of senior high schools who want to pass the national college
entrance examinations.

a. Pupils are required to have stronger confidence and ability to
study independently in English.

b. Pupils are required to communicate in English with English-
speaking people about familiar topics.

c. Pupils are required to give comments and opinions on spoken
and written materials.

d. Pupils are required to write coherent and well-structured
compositions.

e. Pupils are required to design, organize and carry out various
language activities by themselves, such as discussion and drawing of
plans, report of experiments and results of surveys.

f. Pupils are required to effectively use websites and other
teaching resources to get and use the information and then arrange,
induce and analyze the information according to their own purposes.

g. Pupils are required to evaluate their study effects, and develop
effective English learning strategies.

h. Pupils are required to know the cultural backgrounds, and
understand and tolerate other cultures in communication. (version of
2003)

This set of standards is very high. If a pupil could reach it, his/
her English would be excellent. According to Prabhu (1987), a syllabus

008



is generally thought of as a statement of what is to be taught. It is a
form of support to the teaching activity that is to be carried out in the
classroom and a form of guidance in the construction of appropriate
lesson plan. By using standards instead of syllabus, the designers
hope that each school can have their own syllabus designed for their

particular pupils based on its own teaching conditions.

2.2 Comparison of vocabulary size of some English syllabuses in
China

Table 1 shows the vocabulary size for pupils at high school levels
required by different syllabuses.

Table 1 Vocabulary Size for Pupils at High School Levels

Time Junior High School Senior High school
1929 1,500 4,000
1932 3,000 (productive level: 2000) [8,000 (productive level: 5,300)
1941 2,000 (productive level: 1300) {7,000 (productive level: 4,700)
1948 2,000 (productive level: 1300) [6,000 (productive level: 4,000)
1951 1,000-1,500 5,000 &
1956 No English course 1,500 i
H
1963 1,500-2,000 3,500-4,000 4
1978 (five-year 1,250 2.200 th
system) %
2,750 (productive level: 2
1 1,28
ik 0 1,800-2,000) %‘
1992 (junior high . ) £
ook 1,000 (productive level: 600) 5
1993 (senior high . )
seheld] 3,000 (productive level: 1,700)
1996 (senior high .
1,94 level: 1,2
selfrgdll] ,940 (productive level: 1,200)
1,200-1,300 (productive .
1,94 tive level: 1,2
2000 level: 800) ,940 (productive level: 1,200)
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