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nglish Corners are a great way to learn and improve English. This is because they are
an informal gathering of people with one common aim - to speak and communicate
in English. Nobody feels threatened at an English Corner, whatever his or her level

of spoken English.
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In China it is very common that students have excellent English ability in writing and reading,
but poor ability in speaking. This is because very few students actually have the chance to
speak English, let alone with a native speaker. I once had the curious experience of making a
transaction in a bank in Nanjing, and the teller could not understand what I was saying, so she
passed me a pen and paper through her window. I wondered what use this would be if she
couldn’t understand me already, but nevertheless I wrote my request. She immediately took my
meaning, and we continued this bizarre means of communication until my transaction was

complete.
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What could be at the root of this very common problem in China? The answer is confidence.
This is a point to which I shall return in the next chapter. Students lack confidence in commu-
nicating with spoken English, and the one reason for this is that they do not have enough
opportunity to speak it. This is being increasingly realized by colleges and institutions throughout
China. More and more foreign teachers are being employed, and this is a highly commendable

trend. It will lead to a better level of spoken English in China for the future.
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China has a huge history and vast cultural heritage. However we are also fortunate that the
pinyin system - the standard modern form of Romanized Chinese - has firmly established itself
alongside the traditional form of written Chinese. Nowadays, throughout mainland China it is
absolutely standard to see road and street signs all bilingually printed, as well as all manner
of hotel and shop names, and many other things. This has made China a much friendlier place
to the foreigner. The pervasiveness of the pinyin system has brought with it many great
advantages to the China of today. Foremost amongst these is a far increased awareness of -
and proficiency in - the Western alphabet. These mere 26 letters are capable of being com-
bined in so many permutations that a truly rich and diverse English language has evolved

from them.
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Literacy levels in China leapt by an unprecedented degree when young children were able to
grapple with the written form of their language through the medium of the Roman alphabet.

They were immediately far more easily able to commit to memory the sounds associated with
their language.

SEX EHE, YFRAGBIZOHSEEMNESNBEERN, MINAIRBIRFED A
FTARBREERER. RRIEUFIERSHICESESAERNELE.
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But what other reasons are there that students congregate in English Corner to speak English?
It is often a highly social event, a great meeting place for friends, and perhaps a place where
prospective lovers may meet too. In the often slightly socially repressed society of today’s
China, where the gap between the generations is growing ever wider, young people can come
to English Corner as a means of expressing themselves in a way that is perhaps beyond them
within the confines of their own culture. Younger people and students in particular are growing
further and further towards a Western influence, and the English corner provides an excellent
let-out for this trend.

CHAPTER 1
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Each city and university has its own English Corner, sometimes several. The meeting time and
place will be a regular fixture in many people weeks. It is a place where all social hang-ups and
pre-occupations can be left behind. Everybody is glad simply of the chance to talk English to
anybody who will listen. Foreigners often find it a bewildering and exhausting experience to be
a guest of honour at an English Corner. Very likely they will be the centre of attention, and
could have literally hundreds of students trying to attract and engage their attention all at the

same time.
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English Corner provides a safe haven and environment for everyone. It is always a friendly
place. No one is rejected. It is often a place where perhaps even the less socially popular
students can shine, often having the better English. They become immediately in demand, hot

property, in the English Corner.
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Topics for discussion in the English Corner are rarely prescribed, although sometimes a topic
might be announced in advance so that students can prepare special vocabulary lists, and
amaze each other with what they have learned. It is an excellent introduction to the idea of self-
study in China, a familiar component of Western tertiary-level education which otherwise
seems very much lacking from the Chinese system. It is one of the times when one can see the
students’ imaginations really fired. Their keenness to do well and to get ahead impels them

onwards.
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But to return to the central idea of this opening section Why do we choose English Corners
to practise English, the answer really is very simple. There is a burning desire within the

hearts of most Chinese students, for whom English is compulsory at university, to do well at

it, and to be good at it. Students whose major is English are of course immedi-
ately at an advantage over non English major students when it comes to
Where and how do |  English oral ability, but still there seems almost to be a race in China, for the

you usually practise |  success of this emerging generation of bilingual students.

your spoken English? —
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Just why is English so important to them all? English seems to have been recognized as the
international language. There may be a greater number of Chinese speakers in the world
statistically speaking, but nevertheless English is the most widely used and understood lan-
guage on the planet. It is also often considered to be one of the simplest languages to master
at a basic level, whilst also containing the highest shades of meaning for specific communica-

tion at the highest level, so it suits both amateur and professional alike, as it were.

SiFX | MEFEXNMAI A AEUMLEE? FELUFERVANAERES . MR LR, #R L
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This status of English in the world at the moment is one that is not likely to be changed, and it has
therefore been recognized in China that one of the best ways to get ahead, and indeed help the
country develop, is to increase the level of English spoken and understood across the country. It
is quite astonishing just how much English is understood, really, when one considers China’s
recent history. A mere generation ago there were very few English speakers in China. Now every

city has hordes of students eager to practise with visiting foreigners and travellers. The country

CHAPTER 1
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and its people have done an amazing amount to pull themselves up. The economic, social and

educational revolution that has taken place, and is taking place in China today, is a marvel to behold.
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English Corner is an essential part of this trend - one might almost say evolution- in China today,
towards better use of the English language. The determination of the students is quite remarkable,

and must be given the utmost encouragement.
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e best way to succeed in English Corner is to have confidence. This is often very hard
for Chinese students. Often their level of comprehension in English is very good, both
of written and spoken English, but their ability actually to speak English themselves

often lags far behind. So how can we increase the level of confidence in Chinese students?
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To determine how we may help the students to raise their level of confidence we need first to

establish the reasons behind this /ack of confidence.
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Part of the reason for the lack of confidence is cultural. Students are not generally encouraged
to be noisy or to communicate freely. This is an aspect of Chinese education that is gradually

changing, although it is not only in the classroom that this element of Chinese culture can be
CHAPTER 2
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