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English Language Teaching and Learning in
Mainland China

A Comparison of the Intentions of the English Lan-
guage Reform and the Real Life Teaching and Learn-
ing Situations in the English Classrooms

DrRita Berry

Introduction

Many teachers of English in Hong Kong felt that
teaching NAS English is an extremely difficult business.
Most of the NAS know very little English when they first
came to Hong Kong. Many of them felt distressed,
confused, unmotivated to English learning. Some even gave
up totally. As their teachers, they feel equally confused.
To help them improve their English, teachers have tried
different methods. These included giving the students tu-
torials after schools, adjusting the difficulty levels of teach-
ing content for the class, adapting the teaching materials,
arranging group learning, giving free audio tapes to them
for self studies, encouraging them to do more leisure
reading, or even placing them one or two years lower than
their age groups. According to the teachers involved in the
English component of the QEF funded NAS project en-
titled 'School-based Management and Development
Programme for the Newly Arrived Students from Mainland
China (NAS)', these methods were not perfect solutions to
the problems of the NAS. The English results of most NAS
were still unsatisfactory. The efforts put into helping the
NAS did not seem to have produced positive effects. What
have been missing there? What gave rise to the missing
parts? Perhaps, an understanding of the English language
teaching situations in China will give Hong Kong teachers
some grip when treading into the terrain of NAS teaching.
This article aims to provide some information about how
English is taught in Mainland China, based on the informa-
tion collected from various sources: literature, class

observations, and interviews with Hong Kong teachers who
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engaged in an exchange programme in China.

English Teaching and Learning in Mainland China
Background

In Mainland China, English language training usu-
ally starts at upper primary school levels (Kwan 2000; Li
2000; Yuen 2002) and students follow a comparatively less
tight curriculum than their Hong Kong counterparts (Berry
2002a). They have fewer English lessons per week and learn-
ing content is less packed. In some poor rural regions, En-
glish learning is even more delayed. Unquestionably, there
are occasions, where, especially in the more affluent areas
of China, some students had an earlier start than others;
however, they only represent a small portion of the learn-
ing population. Having reported the above mentioned, it is
worth noting that recently China has been fast reforming
its English curriculum. From last year onwards, many
schools in China have already lowered the English learning
starting point to primary three. In individual schools, En-
glish learning commences as early as primary one.

New Developments of Language Education in-Mainland China

In recent years, there has been some new develop-
ment of English language teaching in Mainland China. In
July 2001, the Education Department in China issued a Pilot
Paper of The National English Language Curriculum Stan-
dards (The Standards). It is not a revised version of the old
English Language Teaching Guidelines. Tremendous
changes have been made and innovative ideas have been
added to the Standards regarding educational concepts,
curriculum aims and objectives, teaching content,
implementation, and evaluation. In Autumn 2001, the Stan-
dards was piloted by 38 experimental districts in 27
provinces, marking the beginning of China's English Lan-
guage Curriculum Reform for Basic education.

When compared to the old curriculum (Teaching
Guidelines), which strongly emphasised language performance
of the students, the new curriculum (The Standards) places
more emphasis on the process of learning. The five points
below, which were extracted from Chang's article (2002) 'A
Comparison between The Standards and Teaching Guidelines',
should be able to give a brief account of the aspirations of the
Chinese government on the Language Curriculum Reform.

1. The focus of language teaching will aim at providing
students with 'whole-person education'. The new curriculum
stresses the development of students, not merely looking at
the performance of the students. In other words, it gives equal
emphasis on learning process and product.

2. Itemphasises application of knowledge. This entails know-
ing how to apply the knowledge in real life situations. It pro-
motes exploration, application, participation, communication
and cooperation. '
3. .The Task-based Approach is promoted in the new
curriculum. Students will learn the language through complet-
ing tasks.

4. The aim of assessment is to stimulate learning. The new
curriculum encourages self, peer, and parents' assessment in
addition to teachers'.

5. The new curriculum requires teachers to make use of the
resources available to them for teaching. They were also asked
to make suggestions to help enrich the new curriculum.

- According to the new curriculum, teachers' roles will
be very much different from the past. Teachers are no longer
merely informants of knowledge. In add1t10n to empowering
students with the subject knowledge, they are curriculum
adaptors. Teachers should decide on the teaching content,
design tasks, as well as select and develop materials which
they think appropriate for their students. They are planners,
scheduling the teaching content and materials.

The above mentioned are very good intentions of the
New Curriculum. However, the good intentions may not re-
flect the real life teaching and leaming situations in Mainland
Chipa. A more detailed account of the current teaching and
learning situations will be given in the next section.

Teaching and Learning in Real Life Situations in China

Up till now, not many schools and teachers can man-
age to meet the 'intentions' or targets set by the new curriculum.
In most classrooms, teaching methods are still very traditional
and rely heavily on rote-memorisation method. Teaching is
mostly behaviourism-driven. Students are normally asked to
repeat many times to consolidate the newly taught items.
Learning is mostly passive and there is no genuine purpose
for the language use. They are more rule abiding and are often
stick to teachers' instructions (Kwan 2000; Yuen et al 2000
Berry 2002b; Song n.d.).

Usually, an English class begin with vocabulary
learning, followed by pattern drills. Teaching is highly
emphasised on grammar and learning is mainly done by re-
peating the language in dialogues or doing some exercises.
The class observations conducted by Berry in January 2002
in Pangyu China support this. In the English classes she
observed, a large proportion of the classroom teaching was
devoted to language drills. English lessons usually began with
students singing together an English song which they had
known so well by heart. To accentuate the song, they all used
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one particular set of gestures they learnt from their teacher.
The singing was quite a spectacular scene, comparable to
military drills. Just imagine forty odd students stamping their
feet on the floor together or clapping their hands loudly in
perfect unity when stressing the different notes at various
points of the song. After the singing, the teacher started
teaching. In one lesson observed, the teacher taught some
language for greetings. Basically, there were a few exchanges
in a conversation. Then the teacher made the students learn
them by heart by asking them to repeat many times in chorus.
To make sure they remembered every word of the conversation,
students were asked to repeat the exchanges of the conversa-
tion to different partners in pairs. Students chanted the spo-
ken texts very quickly with one partner and moved on to the
next one and the next one to chant again. The 'interaction' was
basically a memory enhancing drill.

In the lesson, as observed, students followed the in-
structions very closely and actively involved in the 'interac-
tive' activity. The 'interactive' activity, however, is by no means
interactive because there was no genuine purpose for it. It
was in fact an activity created especially for language drills.
During the 'interactive' moments in the lesson, all the students
did was continuously repeated something they were taught
to try to remember it by heart. It was rather doubtful whether
the students could apply the newly learnt language in real
situations. It was even more doubtful whether the language
could be transferred to new situations. Kwan (2000) criticised
that students educated in Mainland China 'tend to rely on rote
learning - remembering words by heart or repeating words
through copying and reading aloud - but it remains unclear
whether the students can manage to turn input into intake
through memorization.'

In October 2002, an interview with two educators from
Hong Kong was conducted to find out whether the new cur-
riculum has any impacts on teaching and learning in China.
The two educators were involved in an Exchange Programme
organised by the NAS project. During their time in China, they
taught a few lessons, observed some classes, and had some
sharing with the local language teachers there. The following
is a summary of the educators' comments on the general phe-
nomena of teaching and learning in China. According to the
two educators, most teachers in China still follow traditional
teaching methods. Teachers dominate the lessons. Many
teachers still use 'drills' as the main teaching method. They
like students to sit quietly in the lessons and learn the knowl-
edge from the teacher. They do not like interactive activities
because they are far too noisy. However, the new curriculum
strongly recommends real purpose of language use. It urges

teachers to make use of different resources for teaching.
Therefore, they have tried to use teaching aids. One of the
educators commented that all they used were a few flash cards
or an audio tape for students to imitate the sounds. In a lesson
she observed, the teacher first asked the students to open the
book. The teacher then turned on an audio tape for students
to repeat aloud sentence by sentence. Students then prac-
tised the sentences in groups. After that, some students were
invited to read in front of the class. In other lessons she
observed, teaching was basically done by explaining the mean-
ing of the text. After the sentence to sentence explanation,
students were asked to memorise the text they learnt by heart
because they would have to recite it in the next lesson.

Conclusion & Implications

The information gathered shows that the new curricu-
Ium has yet to exert a strong impact on the teaching and learn-
ing in Mainland China. There are many good intentions em-
bedded in the curriculum. However, there are many gaps be-
tween what is stipulated in the curriculum and the real life
teaching and teaching situations in the classrooms. In general,
teachers in China still strongly believe in rote-memorisation
methods and their teaching methods are rather traditional. The
information gathered so far reveals that teachers of English in
China do not seem to be actively following the guidelines of
the curriculum. This indicates that they may not be aware of
the inadequacies of the teaching methods they are currently
using and therefore do not see the need for a change. Their
students, who are so used to listening to the instructions of
the teachers without much thinking, would need to be made
aware that they have a role to play in the learning events. At
the moment, they do not seem to be able to take the initiative
to learn, not to mention take responsibility for their own
learning, one of the key elements to learning success widely
approved in the current literature. If the Education Depart-
ment in Mainland China wants to have a successful reform of
the English Language Curriculum for Basic education, teach-
ers should be convinced of the benefits of the new concepts
encompassed by the new curriculum. Students should also be
given the opportunity to know their place for learning. For the
NAS teachers in Hong Kong, it would be useful to under-
stand the learning behaviours of the students in and from
China and the factors which contribute to these behaviours
while deciding on the teaching strategies for the NAS at their
schools.
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