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ELT
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Chapier 1

Introduction

1.0 Introduction

In the globalisation process, learning English has become a priority
for both individuals and society in China. With the development of
the Chinese economy following the country’s entry to the World
Trade Organization (WTO) in 2001, the need for a high level of oral
communication skills by Chinese English speakers has grown in China
(Cortazzi & Jin, 1996), and training in English language skills has been in
unprecedented demand (Y. Wu, 2001). For example, by 2005, there have
been more than 500 universities and colleges offering courses to 230,000
English majors in China (Dai, 2006). However, the level of English oral
competence of Chinese students remains low and the country still lacks
qualified English-majored graduates (Q. Wu, 2006). In this situation,
teachers of English as a foreign language (EFL) in Chinese tertiary
education faces challenges to improve their practices, particularly in
relation to teaching oral communication skills. This study focuses on how
Chinese university teachers might be assisted to develop their knowledge
and practice of teaching oral English in a professional way based on a

1
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Community of Practice (CoP) model.

This chapter first outlines some major issues in English language
2 teaching for Chinese. tertiary educators such as educational reforms,
understanding EFL pedagogies and learning, and Chinese tertiary
EFL teachers’ backgrounds with a specific interest in their needs for
professional development (PD). The problem and key questions that this
study seeks to address are then discussed, followed by the significance of
this study as a contribution to the field of education and an overview of the
thesis.

1.1 English language teaching in tertiary education ——

This section introduces the background to the research context of
English language teaching in Chinese tertiary education, discussing the
changes brought by educational reforms in English language teaching,
pedagogies and learning, the requirement for teachers with high
qualifications, and Chinese tertiary EFL teachers’ needs in professional

development programs.

1.1.1 Educational reforms in English language teaching

Since the late 1980s, English language teaching has received a great
deal of attention from the government and the education sector (Hu,
2002), with an expansion of English language teaching in schooling.
In China, there have been top-down policies from the government to
reform education in general and ELT in particular (Hu, 2003). The
current national syllabus (MOE, 2000a, 2000b) for primary and secondary
English education aims to promote quality education, such as cultivating



students’ creativity, and how to put English into practical use (Y. W,
2001). Universities in China offer English as an optional course as follow-
up. The national syllabus for English in tertiary education was once
revised in 2000 to include English listening, speaking, reading, writing,
and translation (MOE, 2000c). One change from earlier syllabuses is that
this one emphasizes “enhancing students’ English communicative skills”,
and suggests that “teachers organise a variety of classroom activities to
encourage students to participate in a wider range of language activities”
(MOQE, 2000c, p. 24).

The implementation of the syllabus for English teaching at tertiary
level entails changing ELT classrooms from being teacher-dominated
to being student-centred (MOE, 2000c). The teacher-dominated
approach aligns with Chinese culture and practices that teachers play an
authoritative role in class (Wen & Clement, 2003), i.e., teachers control the
classroom activities by asking students to do what teachers assign them to
do and consequently students rarely initiate questions or actively engage
in activities. According to the current syllabus, teachers should move to
a more student-centred approach where they take roles as facilitators of
student learning (Cleveland-Innes & Emes, 2005; Nunan, 1989). These
changes in the syllabus have brought about changes in the understanding

of EFL pedagogies and learning.

1.1.2 Changes in the understandings of EFL pedagogies
and learning

The ELT approaches traditionally employed by Chinese tertiary EFL
teachers have been the grammar-translation method and a combination
of the grammar-translation method with the audiolingual method
(Castagnaro, 2006; Fu, 1986). The grammar-translation method focuses

on detailed grammar analysis, rote learning of vocabulary, translation in

3
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