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A Major Problem in China’s
Foreign Language Teaching

An American professor who has achieved outstanding results in
teaching English at Beijing University stated in a lecture last summer;

" The greatest harm done to students of English in. China is Inten-
sive Reading. 1. R. is not really reading (1) ; it is deciphering, analyz-
ing. It teaches students not to read but to use dictionaries and grammar
books. It teaches very bad study habits, which are very hard to break.
It does more harm than good.

Chinese students read far too slowly. The students of my class at
Beida (who are actually teachers of English) could read only about 150

words a minute at the beginning of my course. But the minimum re-

quirement for an undergraduate college student —not a teacher—is to be
able to read 300 words a minute. At the end of my course all my stu-
dents reached this minimum reading speed; one of them could read 800
words a minute.

You may know every single word in a passage of English, but not
grasp the general meaning of the passage (2) . Hf you read fast, you
understand better. If you read too slowly, by the time you have reached
the end of a page you have forgotten what the beginning is about. Fast
reading forces you to concentrate on ideas. Intensive Reading makes you
see the trees but not the wood. ,

Through 1. R. you may learn a little vocabulary well. Through ex-
tensive reading you can learn (3) vocabulary well and gain a lot of in-
formation.

What if you come across new words? Don’t (.4) in the dictionary.

Guess their meaning from the context. You may not guess quite correct-
ly the first time, but as new words (5) again and again in different
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contexts, their meaning will become clearer and clearer. If they don’
come up often, you need be in no hurry to learn them. They’re probably
not important. You must cultivate the habit of guessing boldly, getting
help from your knowledge of grammar, but (6) from the context.

This is the way to increase your vocabulary, not poring over dictionaries
or making lists of words and mechanically memorising them out of con-
text. If you look up every new word, youlll never finish a book. You
must learn to (7) your brains, not your dictionaries.” (end of quota-
tion)

I have held essentially (8) those quoted above for many years. 1
have made written and spoken statements to this effect to the leadership

at various levels, saying that I. R., in and out of class, (9) far too

much of our students’ and teachers’ time. For years it has dominated our
English language curriculum, thrown it off balance and left little or no
time for a number of essential courses. The result is that though our
teachers and students work hard, their results are in many, if not most
cases, not commensurate with their efforts. I believe that this matter
now needs careful attention and that changes in curriculum and method

should be made without delay.

[(ZHFRT)
1. a. in all b. at all
c. above all d. after all
2. a. on the whole b. as a whole
c. as a result d. as well
3. a. a few 'b. a little
c. alot d. alot of
4, a, look up them b. loock them up
c. look for them d. look them over
5. a. come up b. come up to
c. come to d. come up with
6. a. above all b. all right
c. all over d. all out
7. a. get at b. get by
c. get through d. depend on
8. a. such an idea as b. such ideas as
c. same ideas as d. the same ideas as



9. a. takes away b. takes out

c. takes up d. takes over
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What Is Language for?

What is language for? Language 1s for the exchange of ideas, for
communication. To have an all-round command of a language one must
be able to speak and to understand the spoken [anguage (1) to read and
write.

In China, before liberation, foreign language teaching stressed read-

ing and writing, not speaking. Since liberation much (2) in teaching

and studying the spoken language. Much, but not enough. These days
we've got to open our mouths and speak -—inside the classroom and out of
it (3) years ago we used to launch " English-speaking movements”.
Nowadays movements of many sorts are not so fashionable; and English
speaking movements seem almost to have disappeared. In class, students
hold discussions in English on history, on American society, on English
literature. Then the bell rings, English stops and Chinese starts. That’s
no good. (4) . How many class hours does a student have a week in
which he has a chance to speak English? And how many students are
there in a class? And then there’s the teacher, and some of us teachers
talk too much. If you divide up the time between all those people, each
student gets only a few minutes a week. Native speakers take years to
learn to speak their own language. How can we learn to speak a foreign
language by speaking it only a few minutes a week? We must use Eng-
lish in the classroom and out of the classroom. (It wouldn’t be (5) bad

5



if we even talked English in our sleep. ) I don’t mean using it to practice
grammar and vocabulary, but to communicate. We should live our lives
_(6) possible in English. There’s no need to be afraid of making mis-
takes. As our English inside the classroom improves, so will our English
outside the classroom, in daily life. |
Speaking, (7} , can’t be separated from listening. If you want to
pronounce a word correctly , first you must hear it correctly. The sounds
of the Chinese and English languages are not exactly the same. Some
English sounds do exist in Chinese; some are similar to Chinese sounds;
some simply don’t exist in Chinese at all. And (8) . So listening is not

so easy. One has to concentrate and listen attentively, noting the simi-
larities and the differences. (Some people, (9) , talk about ”Listening
ability”. That’s not English, it’s Chinglish —Chinese-English. (10) ,
one can listen without understanding. I can listen to Japanese but 1 can’t
understand it —though I do find it very charming and musical. ) If you

don’t listen carefully you won’t pronounce accurately. And if you don’
pronounce correctly, native speakers will find it difficult or even impossi-
ble to understand you. 1 know, because sometimes when I speak Chi-
nese, people think I’'m speaking English and they say: "Sorry. I don’t
understand English. ”

(# ZH %]
1. a. as good as b. as well as
c. as well d. as soon as
2. a. progress has made b. progress has been made
¢. progresses have made d. progresses have been made
3. a. A little b. A few
c. A series of d. A variety of
4. a. Work at it b. Work out it
c. Work it out d. Turn it out
5. a. at all b. after all
C. ever so d. or so
6. a. as far as b. by far
c. alot d. as soon as
7. a. no longer b. no doubt
C. no more d. of course
8. a. on the contrary b. the other way round




€. $0 on d. so forth
9. a. by the way b. by way of
c. in the way of d. in a way
10. a. In all b. Above all
c. After all d. All out
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What about Writing?

What about writing? It’s for communication. It is not simply for
practising constructions, for using idioms, or showing off long words.
The general trend of modern English writing i1s to bring it closer and
closer to the spoken language. That means using shorter words and
shorter sentences. (Of course one can go too far in this directton. It
sounds ugly to have a long string of simple sentences following (1) ,
without any variety. And complex thoughts may demand complex sen-
tences. But the main thing .s to make your idea clear in your own head
and then to write it in clear, lively language. It’s the content that
counts.

What about composition courses — especially (2) the third year?
They are useful and necessary. But they should not (3) too much of

the time: of students or teachers. Sometimes students will spend a dozen
hours on one composition. This (4) too much time from other courses

and upsets the whole timetable. And it upsets the teacher, too. His or
her head is buried under a pile of composition papers. What’s the solu-
tion? To have compositions written in class within a limited time —say
two class periods — with the teacher keeping the topic a secret until the
class begins and refusing to correct papers not (5) when the bell rings.

A hundred minutes is long enough for students up to the third year to
make an outline, write on it and (6) what he has written to correct his

mistakes, My experience is that about half the mistakes can be corrected
by the student himself, provided he leaves enough time to go over his
writing carefully. Some students won’t do that. They think, the more
they write the better. That’s not true. It’s quality that counts, not
quantity. Even a short composition will _(7) plenty of problems of lan-
guage and logic for the teacher to correct and (8) . (9) , teachers,

whatever some people may think, (10) students are human. They too
need (11) of fresh air and exercise and sleep. And they need time to
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study, read books, see films and plays, broaden their minds. True,

reading students’ compositions can broaden teachers’ minds, can teach

them

(12) - provided the topics that the teachers set are interesting

and the students’ writing on them is concrete, has content.
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a. each other
c. other ‘han
a. up to date

c. in hne with

. a. take away

¢. take up

a. takes over

c. takes out

a. handed down
¢. handed cver
A4. go o¥er

e, go for

. 4. bring out

¢. bring back

8. a. improve on
¢. put in order
9, a. Al right
¢. After all
10, 4. as well
¢. as good as
11. 4. afew
¢. more or less
12. a. a little
¢. a good many
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every other
at a time
up to

along with
take Out.
take off
takes off
-akes away .
handed out
handed in
go back on
go with
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bring down
put up
surm up
deal with
In all

All out

as well as
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as for
quite a few
a bit

a great many
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a lot
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