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Preface

It is probably the case in a very large number of language
classrooms throughout the world that students’ biggest wish is
to be able to speak the target language as fluently (and maybe
accurately) as its native speakers. The stereotype was broken
one day when I asked my students whether they would like to be
a fluent English speaker or a competent user of the language in
their subject field. The latter was preferred by most of my
students. A question is thus raised: What kind of English should
we teach in language classes at Chinese universities? To be more
specific, should we teach them the English for general
communication or the English for their future profession?
Furthermore, will the students be automatically motivated when
they are taught what they want to learn?

English is a foreign language in China. Very few college
students learn English for the purposes of studying, living or
working in English speaking countries. However, most students
have realized the significance of English as an international
language for global communication, in which China plays a
significant role. Here comes another question; For what purposes
do we teach English in higher education in China?

Most language classes in Chinese colleges and universities
are presented by Chinese teachers who are normally non-native
English speakers. The traditional grammar-translation approach
is widely used in these language classes with basic interpersonal
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Content-Based Instruction

second language ( L2 ) communication as the pedagogical
objective. To a certain extent, traditional language classes are
effective in introducing fragments of language rules and uses.
However, the students’ interpersonal L2 communicative skills
are far from native-like. For example, they can understand
“what are you doing” but do not have a clue about “what are you
up to”. Moreover, as a non-native speaker, the language teacher
is not always able to tell whether an expression is native-like or
not. Thus a third question comes into play: How do we teach
English in Chinese universities? It is driven by these three

questions that this book is composed.
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Conceptualising CBI

the language. Nor do they have a linguistic demand for
immediate content success. Secondly, the learners may not be
motivated to learn the language which they do not see the
practical value of. Thirdly, it might be ideal but impractical for a
teacher to have full information of the learners’ language and
content learning experiences. Concerning the fourth rationale,
contextualized use should be at the centre of language teaching;
however, this does not necessarily diminish the significance of
focusing on sentence-level usage. Sometimes, the language
teacher may find explicit instruction on language rules necessary
and effective. Finally, understanding the language input does not
always lead to the acquisition of the language. Nor does it
improve the learners’ cognitive abilities. Other factors including
teaching techniques, learning environment and educational
culture, etc. also have impact on the learners’ linguistic and
cognitive development.

It is not my intention to deny the effectiveness of the CBI
approach by questioning the five rationales. However, CBI
teachers in EFL settings should be aware of the impact of social
and educational culture on language learning, which is discussed
in chapter one and chapter three of this book.

In educational practice, there are a number of types of CBl. Due
to the different perceptions and applications of content, language and
integration, the CBI umbrella can be even broader, Brinton etal.’s
(1989) classification seems to be well known and frequently quoted.
They identify three basic types of CBI; theme-based instruction,
sheltered instruction and adjunct instruction,

Theme-based instruction is named as theme-based language
instruction. In this approach, language activities are organized

o 11 »



Content-Based Instruction

by a major theme or a series of themes related to non-linguistic
areas. Language skills are the primary target of theme-based
instruction., Allowing great flexibility of the range and difficulty
of content topics, the theme-based approach is applied to learners
at various levels of L2 proficiency.

Sheltered instruction is specified by Brinton et a«l. as
sheltered content instruction. It is provided as a subject course to
L2 students. These students are sheltered from their peers who
are native-speakers of the target language. The course is taught
by the subject teacher and the language used in the sheltered
classes is normally modified and simplified for the sake of
effective communication. In the sheltered classroom, teachers
use physical activities, visual aids, and the environment to teach
important new words for concept development in mathematics,
science, history, home economics and other subjects. The goal
of the program is to mainstream the students gradually.
Therefore, both content mastery and language development are
expected of the students.

Adjunct instruction is identified as a paired model by
Wesche (1993). In this CBI model, L2 students are enrolled
with mainstream students in a content course, and are sheltered
from them in a language course. The language course aims at
specialised discourse and academic skills in the content subject,
while the content course instruction bears a certain degree of
language sensitivity. Although language teachers and content
instructors maintain priorities in their own field, they work as a
team to help the students with their academic success.

Brinton ezal.’s classification of CBl is identified as
prescriptive and criticised for being theoretically problematic by

‘12 .
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Davison and Willlams (2001 ).
this

As they claimed, “at the

theoretical level, categorisation has the problem of
incorporating two different entities in the labels being proposed,
and therefore leads to problems in classifying different types of
practice”. Adjunct and sheltered instructions are classified
according to the form of the program, whereas theme-based
instruction refers to the content in the course. Meanwhile,
sheltered and adjunct models seem irrelevant to an EFL setting

where there are no native speakers of the target language.

1.1.3 CBI as subset of integrated language
and content teaching

Brinton et al.” s (1989) term “content-based (language)
instruction” is rejected by Davison (cited in Davison and Williams,
2001) since the term conflates a variety of integrative models with
different emphases. Based on some further understandings of the
complexity in language and content integration, Davison proposes a
descriptive framework. (See Table 1.2)

Table 1.2 Davison's (1993) descriptive framework of
integrated language and content teaching

Program
. Theoretical
Curriculum Teaching |Curricolum  }type/ Teacher
model/ap-
Focus materials |function student roles
proach .
groupings
ESL  in-{
_ e.g. . Direct ESL
Pre-commu- . tensive or|, .
Language . Learning {lLanguage L instruction,
. nicative  ap- L. similar
teaching English in|syllabus no content
proaches . needs .
Australia influence
classes

¢ 13



Content-Based Instruction

continued
Program
. Theoretical
Curriculum Teaching |Corriculum | type/ Teacher
model/ap- ,
Focus materials | function student roles
proach
groupings
e. g. Cam-| Language
Early “weak”| £ )
_ |bridge syllabus with
communicative
course contextual-
approaches . L.
materials |isation
Situational
Language
approaches, |e. g. .
. . syllabus with
e. g Action|Using the .
content  di-
Sequence ap-|System ]
mension
proach
Language syl-
Functional- |e. g. (ESP/EAP|
. . |labus loosely| Direct ESL
“ notional ap-|English in| oriented | .
Contextu- linked to con- instruction
. proaches Focus classes)
alised” lan- tent syllabus
guage
teaching Units of work/
Genre-based
“ de facto”
approaches, Je. g. ESP
. language sylla-
e. g Genre{materials )
bus built around
Theory
content syllabus
Units of work/
Teaching |“ de facto ”
. . (content
Topic approa-| English  [language syl-
teacher as
ches through |labus presen-
. . resource)
topics ting as content

syllabus
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Conceptualising CBI

continued
Program
Theoretical
Curriculum Teaching |Curriculum |type/ Teacher
model/ap-
Focus materials |function student roles
proach .
groupings
Main- Collabora-
stream tive teach-
. class with|ing and /
Intuitive .
) some sim-|or ESL
practices ]
ilar needs|support /
ESL clas-|team
ses teaching
. Main-
“Simultane- Partial  lan-
) stream
ous” inte-|Genre-based guage-based
i1 b “gyllabus” class  or
grated lan-}approaches, syllabus
. |ESL  ad-
guage andle. g Genre embedded in|
junct /
content Theory content sylla-
. paralle]
teaching bus
classes
Main-
stream
. Language-
Activity- . class  or
based units of
based approa- . ESL ad-
work in con-
ches junct /
tent syllabus
parallel
classes
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