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Introduction

General English is a course for the 3rd and 4th year English majors in colleges and
universities in China, particularly for those who already hold a three-year diploma but are
working further for a bachelor’s degree or corresponding qualifications. The course
attemnpts to achieve the following aims: (1) to develop students’ skills in using the language
by exposing them to modern language in real use; (2) to make the material serve as a
basis for developing their awareness of the target language and culture, and (3) to acquaint
students with some necessary teaching skills so as to enable them to communicate

effectively in the language and teach the language efficiently in the future.

Characteristics

The syllabus for the course is a combination of cultural, communicative and semantic
components. The books are intended to be innovative, yet some aspects of traditional
teaching approach have been retained, so that teachers are not faced with having to use
books which are completely new to them. What is more important, the target learners of
the intended level are found to learn more effectively with books containing certain
traditional elements. In other words, the books are designed to represent a compromise
between traditional material, and material which accords more closely with current learning

and teaching theories.

Knowledge versus skills

Some books in current use teach students about English, in particular about words and
structures, but do not train students how to read, speak, and write in the sense that they
will be able to use English effectively in academic and everyday situations. As a result,
many students know a lot about English, but under real operating conditions they are
unable to employ that knowledge in communication. This is most obviously true of the
productive skills. Therefore, these books deal first and foremost with skills. For example,
we have provided activities which we hope will train students to approach new reading
material in a natural way, using strategies which will maximize efficiency. More traditional
language analysis exercises appear only later in the units, when students are already familiar

and comfortable with the meaning of the texts.
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Texts

Many Chinese students adopt a word-by-word approach to reading, and as a result
they are often unable to comprehend the main idea and the purpose of the text. This is
probably due to previous training—the effect of traditional reading materials and
examinations which have a word and sentence focus. One aim of this course is to change
that approach. Exercises have been designed in such a way that students consider the
overall meaning of the text, including the purpose of the writer, as well as specific details.

All the texts in these books are examples of real English use. They have all been
written for purposes other than language teaching. The materials cover a broad range of
language varieties in current use, including technical and scientific genres, news reports,

academic discourse and so on with a broad spectrum of topics.

Skills interaction

Reading is the predominant skill focus, but tasks to develop speaking and writing
skills have been included. These attempt to reflect real-life language use, where skills are
often employed in an integrated fashion.

We have tried to ensure that tasks are performed in a variety of interaction formats, to
avoid the situation where a teacher simply lectures to the class about language. Some
tasks are intended to be done in pairs or in small groups, others individually or by the
whole class together. Still other tasks are to be done first in one way, then in another, for
example whole class discussion of a task may be followed by small group work. There
are several reasons for this approach.

In the first place, variety itself is important. Students are less likely to become bored
or distracted if patterns change within each lesson. Secondly, where students interact
with each other in small groups, speaking practice is maximized. Many teachers may feel
unwilling to allow “free” practice, but if students are to acquire fluency it is essential that
they talk in English as much as possible. Furthermore, many students are more confident
and willing to speak in front of smaller audiences. Thirdly, there are educational and
social advantages in encouraging students to perform tasks cooperatively. We recommend
that teachers move around the class during pair and group work in order to assist where

necessary, and to monitor students’ performance on the task.
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Structure

There are four books in this series. Each of the books deals with speaking, reading and
writing with reading being the priority skill. Listening has been omitted as there is a
separate listening course in most universities during years three and four. Each book has
been designed to be used over one semester. Units may be omitted, however, at the teacher’s
discretion. Each unit requires 6-8 fifty-minute periods. A unit contains three sections:
Skills Development, Language Development and Further Development, and two texts,
with Text 1 being the major one and Text 2 supplementary. Tasks and activities related to
Text 1 are all arranged in Skills Development and Language Development.

Skills Development aims to train learners’ reading, speaking and writing skills using
the language material of Text 1. Reading is the skill the course prioritizes. The main body
of the material comprises task-based reading activities organized into three stages: pre-
reading, reading and post-reading. These include experiential and studial reading, general
and close reading. The emphasis is on developing different strategies and skills, with
which to read different texts for different purposes.

Language Development aims to teach students different language knowledge and
provide language practice, including such areas of semantics, vocabulary, rhetoric,
structure, discourse, style and so on. Such activities intend to enhance students’ language
proficiency and cultural awareness.

Further Development is knowledge-based, aiming to develop students’ knowledge
further on the basis of what has been learned before. It contains in each unit some important
or usually-confusing language points in terms of vocabulary, grammar, rhetoric and
discourse, etc. among Chinese students. Through the activities, students summarize or
review what has been learned in a systematic way. In addition, it provides teaching-skill
training in 7ips for Teachers. By doing the activities, students are to learn one skill each
unit necessary for teachers. However, there are some changes in the structure of Book 3
and Book 4, which have an increase in the length of texts and a bigger component of
literature and which lay greater emphasis on literary appreciation and rhetorical studies.
The section of Tips for Teachers is cancelled as there has been adequate training in Books
1 and 2, which cover all the major teacher skills. This is replaced by more general and all-
round training in language use and awareness.

Text 2 is intended for supplementary reading. Each text is related to Text 1 in the topic
area, and followed with some activities mainly to help students read the text individually.



4o e HE5RIL 3

Methodology

In general we recommend the following procedures for teaching this material.
Skills development activities

Pre-reading activities

Texts in these books are not to be pre-viewed before class. In providing pre-reading
tasks we hope to change the way in which students approach an English text which they
have never seen before. These activities have the following specific purposes: (1) to arouse
interest in the topic of the text, so that reading is done actively; (2) to activate the students'
knowledge about the topic area, in order to make the text easier to understand; (3) to raise
some of the relevant vocabulary in a natural way.

Many students (and teachers!) have the expectation that all the words in a text should
be understood, but this approach does not accord with current theories of reading. We
have therefore not provided a pre-reading list. We advise teachers not to attempt to teach
unknown vocabulary beforehand or to require students to learn every single word in the
reading text later.

The pre-reading tasks are of various kinds, such as brainstorming, predicting the content
of a text on the basis of the title, predicting words and/or phrases on the basis of the title
or topic area, or discussion relevant to the topic. In general there are no “right” or preferred

answers to pre-reading questions.

Reading activities

One of the main objectives of the books is to change the way students perceive and
read English texts. The first time they read they should do it quickly (do not allow them
too much time) and try to understand the general message and/or function of the text,
without hesitating over specific details. Use of a dictionary at this stage should be
discouraged. To this end the first reading task(s) focus(es) on the overall or global meaning.
Then they move on to more detailed reading for more specific information and more
accurate interpretation. Questions and tasks are provided in order to assist students in

their interactive reading.
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Post-reading activities

Communicative tasks to develop speaking and writing skills form an integral part of
the body of the books. These are developed naturally out of the reading texts and are
usually experiential in the sense that the students are asked to respond in spoken form.

Language development & further development activities

In addition to the strategies and skills section the other main area of the books deals
with language knowledge and awareness of the text. Their purpose is to use an analysis of
the text or introduce additional material to develop students' language knowledge in order
that they may facilitate greater accuracy and fluency in the communicative use of language,
whether in oral communication or reading comprehension and writing.

We recommend that for the most part students do these outside class, and teachers
simply supply the answer key. Sometimes, however, a task type might be unusual or
difficult, and teachers may want to prepare students by discussing it in class first.

Time planning
It is designed that 6-8 fifty-minute periods is spent on each unit. In all circumstances
we suggest four hours for reading activities, the rest 2-4 hours for language development

or further development activities.

Underlying assumptions

We have tried to introduce five changes into this course:

1 Change from answers to questions: instead of providing ready made answers to
students, we try to make them find answers by referring to the text, or encourage them to
raise questions. We believe that answers block, while questions create. Real developmental
learning comes from questioning.

2 Change from explanation to exploration: explanation provides answers and is often
teacher-centred, while exploration is a process of questioning and is learning-based and
student-centred.

3 Change from knowledge to skill: knowledge involves answers and explanation
and is necessary in language teaching, but not sufficient. What matters is not what one
knows, but what one can do. “Knowing” a language is important for students; the ability

to use it is life-enhancing.
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4 Change from sentence to text: naturally occurring language is never merely a
sequence of sentences. What is more important for our students is the coherence and
cohesion of a text. If we concentrate on the sentence as the basic unit of language, we
could not probably hope to develop our students' language awareness, thus unable to
develop their communicative competence.

5 Change from product to process: traditional textbooks in China follow a formula
of: text reading — comprehension questions - formal exercises. All the students do is
reading, checking comprehension and learning language points by heart. The emphasis is
on product. Now we try to shift our emphasis to process, a process of questioning,
exploration, actively doing tasks with the language and exchanging ideas and opinions. It

is a process of active learning which will foster independence of learning.

In a word, the aim of this course is to teach rather than to test the students’ language
abilities. So the process by which students arrive at their answers is often more important
than the answers themselves. For this reason, passages which students find easy are just
as useful to them as passages which they find more difficult.
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Skills Development
Pre-reading

[. Look at the man in the picture. Do you know who he is? What do you know about him?

2. What is the Emancipation Proclamation?
3. What is the American Constitution?
4. Do you know anything about racial discrimination and racial segregation?
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Reading
1. Skim through the text and then discuss in pairs what Martin Luther King wanted to
tell his audience in general in his speech.

@ Five score years ago, a great American, in whose symbolic shadow we
stand, signed the Emancipation Proclamation. This momentous decree came
as a great beacon light of hope to millions of Negro slaves who had been
seared in the flames of withering injustice. It came as a joyous daybreak to
end the long night of captivity. 5
But one hundred years later, we must face the tragic fact that the Negro
is still not free. One hundred years later, the life of the Negro is still sadly
crippled by the manacles of segregation and the chains of discrimination.
One hundred years later, the Negro lives on a lonely island of poverty in the
midst of a vast ocean of material prosperity. One hundred years later, the
Negro is still languished in the corners of American society and finds himself
an exile in his own land. So we have come here today to dramatize an

10

appalling condition.

In a sense we have come to our nation’s Capital to cash a check. When
the architects of our republic wrote the magnificent words of the Constitution______15_
and the Declaration of Independence, they were signing a promissory note
to which every American was to fall heir. This note was a promise that all
men would be guaranteed the unalienable rights of life, liberty, and the pursuit
of happiness.

@ It is obvious today that America has defauited on this promissory note_______20
insofar as her citizens of color are concerned. Instead of honoring this sacred
obligation, America has given the Negro people a bad check; a check which
has come back marked “insufficient funds”. But we refuse to believe that
the bank of justice is bankrupt. We refuse to believe that there are insufficient
funds in the great vaults of opportunity of this nation. So we have cometo— 25
cash this check—a check that will give us upon demand the riches of freedom
and the security of justice. We have also come to this hallowed spot to remind
America of the fierce urgency of now. This is no time to engage in the luxury
of cooling off or to take the tranquilizing drug of gradualism. Now is the




