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BACKGROUND

1.1 Introduction

Few people will deny that it Is both time-consuming and painstaking to
learn a foreign language, not to mention that the learner is reqguired to have
a successful attainment of the language. Therefore, it is normal that
Chinese EFL (English as a Foreign Language) learners will encounter learning
difficulties or problems when learning English in the Chinese context. Take
myself as an example, | have been working as a college English teacher since
1995 and had learned English from primary school to college for 12 years
before 1995. In the past two and a half decades, | have both experienced and
observed various English learning difficulties or problems not only from
myself but also from my classmates and students. It was such difficulties
and problems that have more or less been hindering a more efficient
improvement of English proficiency among many foreign language learners.

Shanghai International Studies University (S8ISU), one of the key
universities in China, has won a nationwide acknowledgement for its high-
qualified foreign language education over 60 years. Before entering SISU,
most, if not all, Englisn majors have proved themseives to be good English
learners due to the fact that only those who have done well in the National
College Entrance Examinations, especially in its English Examination, will be
admitted to the undergraduate English major program at SISU. More
importantly, English majors in general are more interested in learning English
and therefore have stronger motivations than other English learners in China.
But do they have English learning difficulties or problems? From my own
teaching experience, | find the answer is “yes”. By discussing with my
English major students, | have a brief idea that an inappropriate use or a
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tack of appropriate language learming strategies may be a major cause of
such difficulties or problems. In fact, my above observation or supposition
pbrings about the present study.

1.2 English Education for Chinese English Majors

China’s English educational system, covering primary to tertiary levels,
has been established since the foundation of the People’s Republic of China in
1949. Today the English course is a compulsory subject in primary and middle
schools in China. Therefore, all undergraduate English majors have
completed their middle-school English study before entering university.

According to China’s National Teaching Syllabus for Undergraduate
English Majors, the English education for the English majors in China can be
divided into two stages: the foundational stage and the advanced stage,
each of which lasts two years. The English education for underground English
majors at the foundational stage aims at improving students’ language skills
in English and preparing them to study other courses in English linguistics,
literature and culture at the advanced stage. According to the present
study, the researcher will discuss the foundational stage of the English
education for undergraduate English majors.

During the two-year foundational stage from Semester One to Semester
Four in university, the English majors are required to take the Basic English
Course (BEC, or the Intensive Reading Course, which is more familiar to most
teachers and students), the Listening and Speaking Course (LSC), the Extensive
Reading Course (ERC), the Grammar Course (GC) and the Writing Course (WO) .
The general arrangement for the above courses is listed in Table 1.1.

Table 1.1 English Courses for Chinese English Majors

Course (lessons per week)
Semester
BEC LSC ERC GC wC
One 8 2 2 / /
Two 8 2 2 / /
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Course (lessons per week)
Semester
BEC LSC ERC GC wC
Three 8 2 2 2 2
Four 8 2 2 2 2

Taple 1.1 shows that the English education of the foundational stage
centers on the teaching of four language skills to the English majors. The
arrangement of English courses has set aside much time and provided many
opportunities which are necessary to improve the English language
proficiency of the English majors in China.

1.3 The Test for English Majors, Grade Four

The Test for English Majors, Grade Four (TEM-4) made its debut in 1990
and has become & nationwide proficiency test for the English majors at the
end of the foundational stage. Candidates, i.e., the Englisn majors from
gifferent universities of the country are required to take the examination in
the second quarter of each year (It used to be held in May, but now it is held
in April annually). It is a compulsory examination for English majors on the
completion of their English learning at the foundational stage. Its purpose is
10 assess students’ ability of using the English language and their knowledge
of the language, to provide positive backwash effect on classroom teaching
and to help evaluate the implementation of the National Teaching Syllabus
(Zou, 1997).

TEM-4 consists of six parts and incorporates subjective and objective
components. The objective components amount to 65 percent of the total
score, with the subjective ones taking up the remaining 35 percent. Most of
the test items are of the objective multiple-choice type to facilitate scoring
and contripute to its refiability. As to the subjective components, dictation
has been shown through research to be good measure of overall proficiency
and is included for this reason, while writing has been tested subjectively
because as a productive skill, it cannot be adequately tested through the

3
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multiple-choice format, but needs to be tested directly. Table 1.2 gives a
prief introduction of the test format of TEM-4LY |

Table 1,2 Test Format of TEM-4(2004) "

ITEMS POINTS PERCENTAGE | DURATION(mins, )
Part | Writing 20 20% 45
Section A 15 15% 35
Section B 5 5% 10
Part | Dictation 15 15% 15

Part [l Listening

Comprehension 25
Section A 7-9
15% 20

Section B 7-9

Section C 7-9
Part [V Cloze 15 10% 15
Part V Grammar &

Vocabulary 25 15% 15
Part V| Reading

Comprehension 25 25% 30

Section A 15 15% 25

Section B 10 10% 5

TEM-4 is welcomed by universities across China as an important means to
evaluate tertiary level English language teaching and learning because it is
the only national test of its kind. More importantly, being a national test, its
content, construct, predictive and concurrent validity and reliability are
guaranteed. In recent years, TEM-4 has gained popularity not only among
universities which offer English language and literature programs, but also
among those that offer English related programs, such as foreign trade,
international economics, international accountancy/banking and the like.

»  TEM-4 was reformed in 2005 and the test format has been changed since then.
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Chapter 1 BACKGROUND

1.4 The Present Study

The present study researches into the relationship between the use of
language learning strategies and the success of English study for English
majors in China. The subjects of the study will be 125 first-year English
majors at the College of Journalism & Communications (CJC), SISU. The
purpose is to find out whether it is necessary to implement language learning
strategy instruction with Chinese English majors. If the answer is positive, a
following research will be conducted to explore what language learning
strategies will promote the English study of these learners. The researcher
will find out the possible difference in language learning strategy use
between two groups of English majors; one group of 11 high TEM-4 score
achievers, the English majors who are good at English study, and the other
group of 12 low TEM-4 score achievers, the English majors poor at English
study. By conducting the research, the researcher expects to work out
certain correlation between the language learning strategy use and the
success of English study among English majors. If the result shows certain
difference in language learning strategy use does exist pbetween the two
groups of English majors, a proposal of language learning strategy
instruction for English majors will be put forward to improve both the English
learning efficiency and language proficiency of more English majors in the
Chinese context.

1.5 Study Objectives and Expected Outcome

Two researches are designed to complete the present study. The first
research is to investigate whether the Chinese Englisnh majors have
difficulties or probiems in using appropriate language learning stratesgies
when they are learning English. In other words, the researcher intends to
find out what general attitude they take towards language learning strategy
instruction. The second research attempts to expiore whether there is a
difference in the use of language learning strategies between the high TEM-4
score achievers and the low TEM-4 score achievers. If the answer is
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positive, the researcher will try to answer the guestion “What strategies
have contributed to the success of English study of the high TEM-4 score
achievers?”

The researcher has noticed that many first-year English majors are not
able to use appropriate l[anguage learning strategies to improve their English
learning efficiency and English language proficiency. In this case, the
researcher hopes that the outcome of the first research will confirm his
prediction that language learning strategy instruction is important for and
will be welcomed by most first-year English majors. As to the objective of
the second research, the researcher expects certain difference in language
learning strategy use between the high and low TEM-4 score achieving English
majors will be ascertained, which will lay a solid foundation for the
researcher to design a pedagogical plan of language learning strategy
instruction to the English majors in China.

1.6 Conclusion

The chapter provides important background information for the study. A
prief introduction is given on both the English education for the Chinese
English majors and the Test for English Majors, Grade Four because the
current study intends to research into the relationship between the language
learning strategy use and the success of English study of these learners.
The researcher expects to find out what attitude the Chinese English majors
take towards language learning strategy instruction and whether there
exists certain difference in the use of the language learning strategies
petween the high and low TEM-4 score achieving English majors. A
pedagogical plan of language learning strategy instruction to the English
majors in China will be an important outcome of the study.



