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Preface

Very large numbers of university students in China study English
alongside their degree programmes. Dr Xianghu Liu’s book is based on
his research into innovative uses of Computer Assisted Language
Learning (CALL) in support of such students’ learning of English. The
book focuses especially on the role of CALL in the development of the
students’ speaking and listening abilities. This development is crucial if
the students are to progress in academia through engagement with the
literature in their subject specialism that is written in English, and with
subject-specific conferences conducted in English. It is crucial if the
students are to gain employment ( especially with Sino-foreign
enterprises) , and if they are to enjoy, to the full, travel outside China.
Despite this evident importance of English language learning, there is a
problem in Chinese English language teaching of what Liu calls low
efficiency, “deaf and dumb” English — a style of English teaching that
does little to develop students’ speaking and listening and therefore
leaves them unable to participate fully in an English language
environment, despite their years of hard work in attempting to learn the
language.

The insights for English language teachers that the book provides,
mark a clear way forward. They show ways in which teachers can use
CALL to make desirable changes to their practice. In particular, Liu
advocates the use of student-centred teaching activities in a multimedia
computer teaching environment — innovations that change the teachers’
role in the classroom and shift students’ expectations away from being
passive receivers of instruction in English, and towards being active
learners who have some personal responsibility for their own learning.

These same insights are important for teacher educators who seek

to share up to date pedagogical ideas with newcomers to the teaching
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profession, and with experienced teachers who seek further professional development.
They are also important for policymakers who shape the context which both enables and
constrains the teaching and learning, and with those responsible for assessment who can
directly influence priorities in teaching and learning by their own decisions and what is
assessed, and how that is done.

This in itself would be enough to recommend the book to a very wide readership. But
the book has another idea to offer its readers. Liu’s research was designed as a piece of
action research in which the teacher designed new teaching approaches by reference to
the latest literature, and by thoughtful engagement in their details of their own context;
then put these approaches into action in his own teaching; then carefully assessed the
outcomes of the innovation (looking not just to confirm his expected outcomes, but also to
challenge his assumptions by revealing unexpected outcomes that could be the starting
point for another round of enquiry). Through this approach Liu is able to suggest well-
grounded practical innovation, but also to provide new insights into educational
theorizing. Teachers, teacher educators, assessment specialists and educational
researchers have much to gain from embracing this action research approach, as well as
from acting on the particular pedagogical innovations that Liu’s use of this methodology
has enabled him to reveal.

I am delighted to have been asked to write this preface to a book that I think is a

powerful contribution to the field. I warmly recommend it.

Dr Keith Postlethwaite MA (Cantab) ; PGCE; DPhil (Oxon) ;
Retired Associate Professor of Education
Graduate School of Education, University of Exeter, UK
March 2018
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First, I begin by presenting background information on English
Language Teaching in China. Then, I will discuss the importance of using
CALL (Computer Assisted Language Learning) , including the problems of
learning English in China, the possible solutions and the rationale of this
study. Additionally, the purposes of this study will be presented. As CALL
is succinctly defined as “the search for and study of applications of the
computer in language teaching and learning” (Levy, 1997:. 1), this study
makes a great effort to integrate the effective use of CALL into my
teaching and my students’ English language learning so that they can
make greater achievements within the shorter time. Finally, an overview
of this book will be briefly introduced.

1.1 Background Information on English Language
Teaching in China

1.1.1 Brief Information on English Language Teaching
in Higher Education in China

The history of teaching English as a foreign language in China dates
back to 1862, when the first English class was taken at the Tong Wen
Guan (the Imperial Tongwen College) in Beijing (Ruan & Jacob, 2009) .
Since then, it has continued for over one hundred and fifty years. More
recently (in 1978), when the Chinese government adopted the open
policy to the outside world to develop the Chinese economy and modernize
the country in terms of agriculture, industry, science and technology, it
realized the great importance of English language teaching in all levels of
schools, colleges and universities. Part of the argument was that China

must learn advanced science and technology from Western developed
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countries such as the UK and the USA. Since much of the research literature is written in
English, and many key conferences in these fields are conducted in English, English is a
crucial bridge in reaching that goal. Since then, English has become one of the obligatory
courses for all levels of educational organizations from primary schools to universities in
China (Note: because of the shortage of qualified English teachers in rural primary
schools, English was not taught until late 1990s there.) .

In this book I will mainly talk about English language teaching in China’s higher
educational institutions for non-English majors, which is also called “College English
Teaching”. College English is a compulsory course for non-English major undergraduate
students in China. It was first taught in the early 1980s and it quickly became one of the
most important courses in the Chinese higher education systems (Ruan & Jacob, 2009).
According to the recent “College English Teaching Syllabus” (Ministry of Education,
2007), there are three requirements (basic requirement, high requirement and higher
requirement) in different higher educational institutions in different areas. Among them,
the basic requirement, in terms of listening and speaking skills and vocabulary, is as
follows (stated in terms which are translated from the syllabus mentioned above) :

Listening : The students can understand lectures and daily English conversations in
English or get the main ideas of authentic radio/TV programmes of English speaking
countries at 130 — 150 words per minute (wpm).

Speaking . The students can discuss or communicate on certain or some daily topics
in English or make a short speech after preparation on a familiar topic with clear
expressions and pronunciation.

Vocabulary : The students should know or be familiar to at least 4,795 words and
700 phrases, including 2,000 active words that can be applied skillfully in both speaking
and writing.

Of course, the “high requirement” is more than the basic requirement quantitatively.
For example, the required listening speed is 150 — 180 wpm. The known words should
reach at least 6,380 words and 1,200 phrases, including 2,200 active words. Regarding
the “higher requirement”, the students can basically understand radio/ TV programmes in
English-speaking countries and get the main ideas or grasp main points. They can also
understand native English speakers at normal speed or understand their major courses in
English. They can also present their research papers orally in international conferences
fluently and participate in discussion in their majors. The known words should reach at
least 7,670 words and 1,870 phrases, including 2,360 active words.

Meanwhile, the above requirements are basically matched with the syllabus for the
College English Test (CET) (Bands 4 and 6) for non-English major in China (See
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Syllabus for College English Test, 2006). The undergraduates for non-English major
courses in China, who have finished the College English Courses Bands 1 to 4 (usually the
second-year students), take the CET 4. Those, who have passed CET 4 and have
completed the College English Courses Bands 5 to 6 (usually the 3rd year students) sit for
the CET 6. Those students who have reached the level of the test requirements can take
the corresponding level of the test earlier. CET 6 is the highest level English proficiency
test for non-English majors, but no other test bands except CET 4 and CET 6 are held in
the nation-wide country (for more information on CET 4 and CET 6, please see Section
3.3.1, Chapter 3). In addition, CET 4 is nearly equal to the “basic requirement” and CET
6 is nearly equal to the “high requirement”, but “higher requirement” has surpassed CET
6 a little bit more. However, the listening speed of CET 4 just reaches the minimum of
the basic requirement (130 wpm) and that of CET 6 just reaches its maximum (150
wpm) . Therefore, the listening requirement of CET 6 is less than its corresponding
requirement. In other words, if a university student passes CET 6, his or her listening
skill will have reached intermediate level (around 150 wpm). However, the normal
speech rate on average for British English in terms of radio programmes, conversation,
interviews and lectures was 175 wpm (Tauroza & Allison, 1990). It is therefore likely
that the student will struggle to use English effectively with a native speaker.

1.1.2 The Use of CALL in Higher Education in China

Firstly, CALL is used in language classroom teaching. At present, many universities
and colleges in China, especially leading universities, have installed modern technology
such as the computer and the Internet in the majority of classrooms. Teachers can use
Power-point to present their teaching content, or to show pictures related to that
content, on large screens in the front of classrooms. Similarly, video programs can be
shown on large screens. Also, there are some loudspeakers on the classroom walls, which
enable students to hear audio/video files more clearly.

Secondly, more modern technology for language learning is available for university
students in China. For students, almost everyone owns a laptop computer, mobile phone
and a digital media player such as MP3 and MP4. In addition, in college or university
dormitories, there is an internet connection so that they can get access to the internet
conveniently. Also, the majority of present college English textbooks in China are
accompanied with CDs or DVDs or video/audio files so that students can watch or listen to
them out of class by using computers. Furthermore, there are some English language
learning websites which suit Chinese college students as they make their preparations for
the CET (College English Test) Bands 4 and 6. An example is the Hujiang English
website.

Thirdly, virtual course learning tools are established in most of Chinese colleges and
universities. These include the Blackboard Academic Suite (also called a Blackboard
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learning system or Blackboard Platform) . The key functions of Blackboard Platform are as
follows (Southworth, Cakici, Vovides & Zvacek, 2006) : (D Students online are allowed to
chat in their target language in real time with their peers or teachers in order to practise
their spoken language or improve communication with others. @ Both students and
teachers are permitted to create a discussion thread and reply to ones already created.
Some students get rapid feedback about the difficult points that they encountered from
their teachers or their peers. @ Teachers can upload articles, e-books, assignments,
video/audio files, etc. in relation to the course contents for students to browse/download.
Students can obtain more supplementary materials from the Blackboard Platform in order
to support their language learning out of class and promote their autonomous learning
abilities. @Online testing is available. Posted quizzes and exams allow students to access
them online very conveniently. Also, students’ assignments or homework are permitted
to be submitted online. Their teachers can assess their written work and give them their
marks or feedback on their assignments.

Besides the above technology and CALL environments, there are some autonomous
language learning centres available for students in most colleges and universities in China.
They own many computers which are connected to the Internet, in order that students
can learn English autonomously out of class. On the whole, in present China, college and
university students can get access to the good CALL environments in English language
learning. However, one of the most important issues is how to make full and effective use
of the above technology and the CALL environments in order to improve their English
study.

1.2 The Reasons for the Importance of the Use of CALL
in China

1.2.1 The Problems of Learning English in China

China not only has the largest population in the world—1.3 billion, but also the
largest number of the EFL (English as a foreign language) learners in the non-native
English-speaking world. It has recently been estimated by some experts of language
teaching that approximately 300 million learners in China are learning English, including
nearly 23 million college students who are studying compulsory courses (Liu & Yu,
2006) .

It is interesting to consider why there is this astonishing number of English learners
in Modern China. I argue that there are three primary reasons. One is that China lags far
behind Western countries such as the UK and the USA in areas such as advanced science
and technology, economics, and education. Therefore, China needs a large number of
highly talented people in those fields. In order to learn advanced scientific technology and
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gain management experience from the Western countries, Chinese people must master
the English language as a first step so that they can get access to the professional and
research literature in those fields.

The second reason is that jobs in China have always been highly competitive because
of its large population. In China, there are three kinds of foreign-invested enterprises:
Sino-foreign joint ventures, cooperative businesses and exclusively foreign-owned
enterprises. In these enterprises, the working language is English, not Chinese, so the
English proficiency of Chinese staff should be at a very high level to communicate with the
foreigners easily. As a result, if a job seeker’s English proficiency is better than that of
the others, he/she can have more opportunities to get better jobs and salaries.

The third reason is that many students would like to go abroad for further study in
the developed English-speaking countries such as the UK and the USA so that they can
return to China to find better jobs when they complete their studies in these countries.
These factors offer a strong motivation for learners to learn English. Therefore, it has
been seen that English study is more important than any other foreign language learning
in China.

Despite the prominence and importance of English language learning in China,
today’s learners still meet a number of learning and teaching problems, in particular the
so-called “time-consuming, low efficiency” and “deaf and dumb English” problems, which
have not been solved completely (Ruan & Jacob, 2009). The “time-consuming, low
efficiency” approach (also called “inefficient learning strategies”) means a learner has
spent a lot of time learning English but he/she has made a little progress. “Deaf and dumb
English”, also called “limited listening and oral ability”, means a learner can only read
and write; however, he/she can neither understand nor speak English. The existing
language learning problems have prevented not only the learners’ improvement of oral
communicative abilities but also the promotion of their comprehensive language abilities.
In other words, these two problems for Chinese students’ English language learning have

led to lower learning efficiency and weaker communicative abilities.

1.2.2 The Cause of the Learning Problems in Teaching English in China

From my teaching experience, I have identified four possible primary reasons for the
learning problems in teaching English in China.

First of all, the majority of English teachers in China still use traditional teaching
methods, such as grammar-translation teaching method, which focuses on translating
texts and teaching grammar in class. This teaching method is especially common in some
middle schools in rural areas. In their classes, they still teach students grammatical
knowledge, other language knowledge, and techniques/tips to take English examinations
so that they can ensure their students to achieve higher scores in the entrance
examinations to Chinese higher education institutions. This has been confirmed by recent



