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Abstract

This study investigated the learning and teaching experiences of English students
and teachers in China. The participants were forty-two students of English in second,
third and fourth year at the university level, and thirteen teachers teaching diverse
English courses. Two open-ended questionnaire surveys followed by in-depth discussion
questions were given to ascertain the participants’ attitudes toward the English
in speaking and writing skills, especially speaking. Their sense of incompetence in

skills brought i Students preferred to have more
participation in foreign language learning, and to use the target language as a medium
for knowledge enrichment rather than an end. The study also showed that the English
instruction prevailing in practice tended to make the students passive in learning and
ignorant of learning strategies and learing autonomy. Teachers were frustrated with the
evaluation devices, limited resources, and inaccessibility of up-to-date pedagogical
research information and guidance. The study suggests that teachers’ professional
development and a pedagogy that meets natural ways of learning are two key issues in
further improvement of English education in China.
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Chapter One

Introduction

The English language curriculum in China has changed a great deal in the past few
decades in terms of content, pedagogy and assessment implemented, and learning
outcomes achieved (Ting, 1987; Yang, 1991; Shih, 1996; Adamson and Morris, 1997).
However, among the observed progressive changes of the curriculum, I, as a teacher of
English, notice an unbalanced development of language skills of the students and see a
need for an increase in the amount and quality of interaction in instructional practice.
This thesis investigates the learning and teaching experiences of three sample groups of
students and one sample group of teachers to see if their personal experience
corresponds with my observation. The purpose of this study is to arrive at more
definitive judgements as to where the weak areas in the development of language skills
are and how we can modify them.

The thesis comprises six chapters. Chapter one gives a brief introduction to the
English curriculum currently practiced in China, and the motive, purpose and
significance of the study. Chapter two is devoted to a review of the related literature on
psychological development, second language acquisition, research findings on English
language teaching in China, and curriculum inquiry. These areas all inform the

proposed study and will guide its process from conception to completion. In chapter
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three, an introduction to the methodology and design of the study is presented. The
fourth chapter analyses the data gathered and presents survey findings. Chapter five
focuses on the discussion of several key issues synthesized from the data analysis in

chapter four. The discussion is within the

in the literature review. The final chapter of the thesis draws conclusions from the study
and presents several ions for future ifications in English teaching in
China.

In this chapter, a brief introduction to some major components of the English
curriculum in current China is given. The chapter also describes how the idea of the
study was formed, and states the purpose, research questions, significance, and
limitations of the study.

English. ing and I ing in C China

English language teaching is big business in China. It is included in curricula as a
compulsory subject starting from junior high to post graduate education. Moreover, in
recent years, some elementary schools, mostly in metropolitan areas, have
experimented with providing English programs. They did this even though English is
not a required subject in the syllabus issued by the State Education Commission, the
agency of the national government that exercises broad administrative and legal power
in the conduct of education. In addition to the formal educational system, social

or private i i operate long- and short-

term English training classes for the young and adults to meet various needs. In fact,
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are Americans. Estimates range as high as 250 million Chinese students of English
(McBee, 1985). Itis safe to say that, with the further implementation of the open-door
policy advocated by the Chinese government, the number of Chinese people learning
English in the 90s must have increased. ~Since English language teaching and learning
is conducted on such a large scale in China, it is obviously an important matter to study.

Nevertheless, English teaching and learning in China is t0o big a topic for a
master’s thesis. The focus here, therefore, will concentrate on methods of classroom
instruction in the formal educational system at the secondary and tertiary levels as seen
by the selected groups of students and instructors. The time span is the last ten years. A
brief review of some major elements that are related to the curriculum and pedagogy in

practice is presented in the following section to situate the study in context.

Plicy Maki
In China, the State ion C ission (SEdC) ini i policy

decisions, conducts research and planning, sets curricula, prepares standard textbooks
and teaching guidelines, and draws up national examinations. English language
teaching follows the syllabus issued by the Foreign Languages Teaching Division
(FLTD), a subordinate division of SEdC responsible for the routine administration of
foreign language teaching in the educational system. Textbooks are compiled by
Chinese and overseas educational experts under the organization and supervision of
FLTD, and published by the People’s Education Press (PEP) and a few prestigious



I

houses. ly speaking, ion in China is centralized. However,
policy decision making is significantly influenced by the views of experts in linguistics
and language pedagogy, and also by feedback from grassroots teachers on existing
curriculum and pilot experiments.

Objectives

English learners in the formal educational system of China are classified roughly
into three groups: secondary school students, English majors, and non-English majors.
English majors refer to students of English in colleges and universities. Non-English
majors refer to college students of disciplines other than English. English courses are
taken by these students as a i for the ion of their Each of

these groups has its special syllabus. The syllabi currently implemented in schools and
colleges are Yingyu jiaoxue dagang (English syllabus for secondary schools) published
by People’s Education Press in 1993, Daxue Yingyu jiaoxue dagang (English syllabus
for non-English major college students) published by Beijing Higher Education Press in
1988, Gaodeng xuexiao Yingyu zhuanye jichu jieduan Yingyu jiaoxue dagang (English
syllabus for English majors at the basic stage) published by Shanghai Foreign
Languages Education Publishing House in 1989, and Gaodeng xuexiao Yingyu
zhuanye gaonianji Yingyu jiaoxue dagang (English syllabus for English majors at the
advanced stage) published by Foreign Languages Teaching and Research Publishing
House, Beijing, in 1990.

English syllabuses are constantly revised and issued for secondary schools, English



majors, and non-English majors respectively to better satisfy varying social
requirements and to meet learners' changing needs. Different from any predecessors,
the most recently revised syllabuses promote multi-fold objectives for ELT (English
language teaching). In addition to a continuous focus on an overall strict training of
essential linguistic skills like pronunciation, intonation, sentence structure, word
formation and grammar, there is an emphasis on turning the language skills acquired
into the capacity of using the language for the purpose of communication. The learning
of English is also expanded to include aspects of foreign cultures so as to strengthen

and i i the program is required to foster
the development of students’ logical thought and independent working ability, to arouse
their interest in study, to foster good learning habits and correct learning methods, to

enrich the students’ social and cultural knowledge, to increase their sensitivity to
cultural differences, and to lay a solid foundation for further study and future work

(Shan, 1993; Adamson and Morris, 1997).

Texthooks

At present, the most widely used textbooks are Junior English for China (JEFC)
(textbook series for secondary schools) written collaboratively by Chinese and British
textbook writers and published by PEP in 1990-1992, College English, revised edition
(for English majors at the basic stage) compiled by Hu Wenzhong, Zhu Yu, Ma Yuanxi,
Li He and published by Foreign Languages Teaching and Research Publishing House in
1992, Advanced English (for English majors at the advanced stage) compiled by Zhang
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Hanxi, Wang Lili, Mei Renyi, Wu Bin, Chen Lin, Zhang Guanlin and published by
Commerce Press, Beijing, in 1981, and College English (textbook series for non-

English majors) iled by a joint if ing Fudan University, Beijing

University, East China Normal University, People’s University of China, Wuhan

University and Nanjing University, and published by i Foreign L
Education Press in 1990.

Compared with the earlier standard textbooks, some changes in orientation and
contents are observed. Many features of earlier such as i Y.
grammar, syntax, pattem drills, translation, detailed reading, a large amount of rote
memory work, and plenty of written exercises are still retained throughout the series or

volumes. Some new elements, however, like role play, group discussion, activities and
so on, which are i with y icati to language
teaching, are incorporated with an intention of shifting from an exclusive focus on

linguistic used in the gr ion ap; h in earlier toa
ble‘uded approach that helps students achieve the beginnings of communicative
competence in speciﬁc social and cultural contexts. Another important change is seen
in the choice of texts. Instead of favoring the classical literature and translated works
from the mother tongue language as texts used to, more original materials written by
contemporary writers of English-speaking countries about their cultures, societies, and
peoples are used in the textbooks. This reflects a desire to foster international
understanding and providing students with the knowledge that they can use in their
future practical work.
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Teaching Methodology

Although methodologies used in English language classrooms vary from one
teacher to another, on the whole the classroom is teacher-centered, textbook-centered,
and examination-oriented. Teachers play a dominant role in the classroom. They
analyze the text, sum up and interpret language points for students to memorize.
Classroom instruction is largely limited to the content of the textbook. Classroom
activities are mainly interpretation of and drilling on linguistic knowledge. Students
are more prepared for examinations than for language application. Teaching resources
other than textbooks are rarely used. Lewin and Wang (1990) observe:

Teaching and learning in schools is by

techniques which depend heavily on chalk and talk . . . Much teaching takes

place following national textbooks page by page and teachers repeat the

material in the books. The principal activities of students in the classroom

are listening, taking down notes and reading the textbook. Active

mvolvel'nelm designing, exploring, problem-solving, collecting evidence
and experimentation are rare events (p. 171).

Evaluation
National unified inations are used as the domis criterion for the evaluation

of curric ffecti . Three nationwide official inations are

annually. The Matriculation English Test (MET) is the college entrance examination for
selecting college students. The College English Test (CET), which is divided into band
four and band six, is designed to assess the English proficiency of non-English major
students at college level and postgraduate level. The Test for English Majors (TEM),
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divided into level four (a basic stage) and level eight (an advanced stage), is used to
assess the English knowledge and ability of college students majoring in English
language.

Since the examinations are officially administered, they receive great attention and
have considerable impact on English teaching in schools and colleges. The examination
results and passing rates are used as statistics representing the quality of English
teaching of any particular school, college or even geographical district. They, therefore,
become a major concem of teaching staff, school administration, and provincial
administration. Teachers feel pressured by the annual verdict from outside authorities,
and exhaust students with a large amount of testing materials. Some college
administrations set up rules that students must pass the relevant national examinations
before they are eligible for graduation. The immediate benefit of doing so is presumed
to be twofold: to stimulate learning motivation, and to upgrade the colleges’ spots in the
ranking list of the national inati Ce the inations become the
critical determinant of pedagogical approach in English language classrooms.

Statement of the Problem

English language teaching in China has been progressively changing and
improving (Ting, 1987; Yang, 1991; Shih, 1996; Adamson and Morris, 1997).
However, after teaching English in a secondary school and two universities -for many
years, [ still notice some weak areas in our classroom instruction. For example, teachers

tend to regard the detailed explanation of and repeated drills on language points as the



core tasks of language class. Teachers often place much more emphasis on linguistic

such as ical accuracy, and syntactic analysis at the
expense of communicative skills like listening, speaking, reading and writing of the
target language in classroom instruction Students tend to be seen but not heard in

classrooms. Rote learning, mechanical imitation and grammatical analysis mainly
dominate language study. inati are officially inis as the main

measurement device of learning and teaching i The concern of

this thesis is that students of English trained with the current pedagogy demonstrate an
unbalanced ability of language knowledge and language skills. Usually their speaking
and writing abilities fall behind, in some cases far behind, their knowledge of grammar
and vocabulary. Based on my experience and observation as a language teacher, I find
that more often than not their performance in real situation communication does not
match the competence they demonstrate in a language test. Consequently, many are
found not readily prepared as proficient communicators with native speakers upon
graduation.

However, are my observations nothing but personal bias? Are they shared by other
teachers? What do students feel about the instruction they receive? Intrigued by these
Qquestions, [ decided to do a qualitative study to investigate what a sampling of students
and teachers think of the current English teaching they have experienced.

Purpose of the Study and Research Questions
The purpose of the study is to examine the learning and teaching experiences of



several groups of students and one group of teachers in order to identify possible areas

for i in English ing; to ibute to research on ELT in China with
the intention of promoting further innovation of English teaching and learning practice;
to propose some practical and tentative suggestions elicited from the study for
classroom practitioners and policy makers who wish to make changes in this field. Thus,
the study is designed to answer three key questions:

1) How do the teachers and students feel about the English teaching?

2) Do they feel that English teaching needs improvement?

3) In their view, how can the English instruction be made more effective?

Signifs £ the Stud
The thesis has practical significance in several ways. First of all, the study is
conducted in the context of increasing concern in China with the quality of education.

Since the late 70s, the Chinese g and i leaders have a
commitment to the reform of Chinese education at all levels in order to make it more

adaptable to the new market economy and more effective in the realization of the four

(the ization of industry, agrit science and and
nztionﬂdefem).;\mongmzsxepsdxudynkmhsbemminausdunphﬁsm
educational research in each discipline so as to better understand the current status of
education and pinpoint existing problems. In this context, the results of my study will
be useful to stimulate di: ion of the i and to add i ion about
English teaching in particular by indicating areas of satisfaction and dissati ion as




perceived by various groups of students and teachers.

Second, while there is much literature dealing with different aspects of the English
language curriculum in modern China, little literature has been found reporting
students’ perceptions of the English teaching with which they spend so many years.
The present study is meant to explore this area with the specific purpose of finding out
whether or not our students are satisfied with the English education they have received,
and where and how they think improvements should be made for future practice. My
hope is that the voices of the students may help us clarify the areas that deserve more
attention, and add something to whatever has been achieved so far in ELT research in
China.

Third, in addition to the investigation of learners reflections on English teaching, a
group of teachers’ attitudes and opinions about the instruction are also investigated. The
data collected from one more source allows comparison and contrast between teachers”
and students’ experiences, and enhances the accuracy and reliability of the study.

. Fourth, this study examines English teaching by looking at how it fits ways of

learning as by in* ical and second

language acquisition. It provides one more different way of looking at the issues that
have been discussed by some researchers on English teaching in China.

Fifth, the study is based on surveys comprising open-ended questions and in-depth
discussions through letter exchange. This methodology is believed to produce

qualitative data enabling authentic reconstruction of the students and teachers’

of English i ion. M this is i ive and has
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not been seen in the research literature on English teaching in China.
Last, but not least in terms of importance, the thesis has practical value. It draws up
suggestions that may help improve our status quo of classroom practice and students”

learning outcomes.

Limitations of the Stud
This study may have some foreseeable limitations. First of all, my interpretation of
the data is a reconstruction and might not be 100 percent accurate.
Secondly, the surveys are conducted in one department. Thus, the findings only
illuminate a small part of the whole picture of ELT in China. Further research on a
wider and larger scale is suggested.

Thirdly, the study is done from overseas which restricts direct contact between the

and The ity of doing the study from a distance makes it
infeasible to conduct other forms of surveys that might be compensatory. Thus, the
inl;mmzﬁon is exclusively based on textual analysis of the data collected from the
open-ended questions and the follow-up discussions via letters. Concerns beyond those
listed in the questionnaires are not identified.
In the following chapter, the research literature regarding psychological
development, second language acquisition, English teaching in China and curriculum

inquiry is visited so that a i can be i to guide the

proposed study.



Chapter Two

Selected Review of the Literature

Seen as a potential way of increasing cognitive growth and knowledge construction,
classroom interaction has been a primary focus in educational literature for more than
two decades (Hertz-Lazarowitz, Kirkus and Miller, 1992). In fact, few people involved
in education would claim unfamiliarity with the idea. However, a review of the
related literature is necessary for offering a theoretical perspective from which

interaction is seen to be the very essence of educational activity. The literature review

first looks at the histori i findings of p: ical research in the 20s and
30s, which Hertz-Lazarowitz, Kirkus and Miller (1992) believe lay the theoretical
basis for the social constructivist view of learning. Following this, recent research
results related to second language acquisition (SLA) in particular are discussed. Next,
views of Chinese scholars and foreign researchers about the English teaching currently
practiced in China are presented. Finally, some theory of curriculum inquiry is
examined to explain why I decided to focus on the investigation of students’ and
teachers’ personal perspectives of English as a foreign language teaching in China.

Psychological Development
Before the 1920s, psychology was confronting a crisis (Claparéde, 1959).



Psychoanalysts were in extreme confusion in their attempts to analyze psychological
development. They endeavored to explain children’s progress as either an increase of
new knowledge or the correction of certain errors. Regarding the child’s mental
development as a problem of quantity brought great frustration to the study of mind
development (Claparéde, 1959). Piaget’s theory of constructive development offered
the world a completely new interpretation of the child’s mind and is viewed as a
revolution (Vygotsky, 1986) that has “kindled a light which will help to disperse much
of the obscurity which formerly baffled the student of child logic” (Claparéde, 1959, p.

xi).

Fundamental Structure of the Child’s Intelligence

According to Piaget, children have an innate capacity to adapt to external stimuli.
Even an infant is not a black box or empty vessel, but, in fact, has certain capacities to
employ cognitive and behavioral strategies which are simple at first and later become
more differentiated (Sturm and Jorg, 1981). Ginsburg and Opper (1969) pull together
the several definitions of intelligence offered by Piaget and enable us to see that
intelligence is a continuous process that involves biological adaptation, equilibrium
between the individual and the environment, gradual evolution and mental activity.

This process consists of two imilation and

Assimilation describes the process of absorbing environmental stimuli into existing

A ion describes the individual’s adj to the

external envis For Piaget, assimilation and ion were i




He described intelligence as representing a balance between assimilation and

accommodation. Piaget believed that i i isa i instance of bi

adaptation that allows the indivi to interact i with the envi ata
psychological level. Thus, knowledge is not given to a passive observer; rather,
knowledge of reality must be discovered and constructed by the activity of the child.
Based on experiments with children at different ages, Piaget (1959) recognized that
children of various ages have different ways of thinking, in other words, different
He was i that i is an
evolution through qualitatively different stages of thought, and that development is age-
specific. Another way of saying this is that as the individual progresses through the life

span, the psychological structure will change from one age level to another. For
example, the thought processes of a seven-year-old child differ from those of an adult
reflecting on the same kind of situation. The reason is that the particular way in which a
person adapts and organizes these processes depends also on learning history.
Hertz-Lazarowitz, Kirkus and Miller (1992) explain Piaget’s theory of
development as incorporating two types of factors that are necessary for the formation
and attainment of increasingly complex stages of cognitive ability. One type is
internal factors, which refer to the child’s maturational level and intrinsic needs for
equilibrium. The other type is external factors that are the social transmission of

ige and i i The internal factors interact and work in
concert with the external factors to influence intelligence development. Claparéde
(1959) analogized Piaget’s description of the child’s mind as “woven on two different



looms, which are as if one were placed above the other” (p. xii). The lower plane,
during the first years of the child’s life, is the work crystallized by him/herself around
his or her desires and wants. The upper plane is built up little by little by the social
environment, which presses more and more upon the child as time goes on. The
element overloaded on the upper plane falls to the lower plane and mixes with what is

already there (Claparéde, 1959).
Piaget’s new vision of child development is discussed in diverse disciplines
including education (Inhelder, 1969). Ginsburg and Opper (1969) sum up several
for ion, thus for [ ion, deriving from Piaget’s theory.

The most important one of all is that children have the innate tendency to learn things
actively, and i ion is a isite for higher should

know that the child is more apt to modify his or her cognitive structure through

collaborative action than through direct instruction. Children learn best from

concrete activities while verbal i ion to impart p only
superficial learning results. By promoting activities that are qnﬁ@iMy and
quantitatively appropriate for the children in the classroom, the teacher can exploit the
child’s potential for learning, and permit him or her to evolve. Therefore, the
teacher’s major task should be to provide the child with a wide variety of potentially
interesting materials on which she or he may act. What the student needs is an
opportunity to learn. The student needs to be given a rich environment. The student
needs a teacher who is sensitive to his or her needs, who can help when there is a need,
and who has faith in his or her capacity to learn.



[of the Russian ist Lev Vygotsky (1978, 1981, 1986)
proposed his alternative insights into the development of thought processes. Like
Piaget, Vygotsky agreed that a child’s development is a series of qualitative changes
that cannot be viewed as merely an expanding repertoire of skills and ideas. Both Piaget

and Vygotsky believed that children are active in their acquisition of knowledge.
Instead of seeing the child as a passive participant, a vessel waiting to be filled with
children make in order to learn (Bodrova and Leong, 1996). Unlike Piaget, however,
‘Vygotsky emphasized the role of the cultural context in child development and viewed
social interaction as an integral part of the learning process. While Piaget believed that
teaching should be adjusted to the existing cognitive abilities of a child that cannot be
changed by the learning itself, Vygotsky, in contrast, believed that the relationship
between learning and development is more complex, and learning can lead to
development. He also stressed that teaching should always be aimed at the child’s
e";ﬁsinziﬁu&mnumnsm. Moreover, in Vygotsky's theory, language
plays a major role in cognitive development and forms the very core of the child’s
mental functions rather than a by-product of intellectual development as Piaget
perceived (Bodrova and Leong, 1996). Vygotsky’s emphasis on the social and
cultural nature of knowledge construction has added a further important dimension to
cognitive theory that is now beginning to have an influence on classroom practice
(Wells, 1995).



The Zone of ZPD)

Vygotsky (1978) identified a distance between a child’s independent performance

and assisted refers to the child’s actual
developmental level as determined by independent problem solving. Assisted
means the d of potential that the child can reach

through problem solving under adult guidance or in collaboration with more capable or
experienced people. This distance is described in his words as the zone of proximal
development (ZPD). Bodrova and Leong (1996) explain that Vygotsky used the word
“zone” because he did not conceive of development as a point on a scale, but a
continuum of behaviors or degrees of maturation that occurs in a zone bounded by
independent performance (or lower) level and assisted performance (or higher) level.

Between il assisted and i lie varying

degrees of partially assisted performances. By describing the zone as “proximal,”
Vygotsky meant that the zone is limited to those behaviours that are closest to
eﬁeme at any given time.

The zone of proximal development is not static, but dynamic and constantly
changing (Bodrova and Leong, 1996). What a child does with assistance today may
become what the child does independently tomorrow. Thus, as the child’s thinking
shifts to a higher level and deals with more difficult tasks, a new level of assisted
performance emerges. The ZPD not only varies at different times in a child’s
development process, but also varies for different children. Some children need all

possible assistance while others need much less for a big leap forward in development.



Meanwhile, the size of ZPD in one area may be different from that in another even for

the same child. For example, a child may have trouble telling apart music notes, but

cperience great in ical formulas.
Assisted performance is the maximum level at which a child can perform today and
should fall within the child’s ZPD. When it exceeds the child’s ZPD, the child ignores
it or learns it incorrectly. Thus, desirable learning cannot be achieved. It is within the
ZPD that teaching should occur. “Instruction is good,” Vygotsky (1934) wrote, “only
when it proceeds ahead of development; [then it] awakens and rouses to life an entire
set of functions which are in the stage of maturing, which lie in the zone of proximal

development” (p. 222).

Psychological Tools and Mediati
Vygotsky insisted on the itati istinction of higher mental such as

voluntary verbal thought, logical memory and selective attention from the lower or
natural processes of memory, attention and intelligence (Kozulin, 1990). Instead of

ding higher mental pi as a simple extension of a natural process
originating in human biology, the higher mental process is described by Vygotsky (1978)
as a function of socially meaningful activity through the use of language. He
elaborated:

The specifically human capacity for language enables children to provide

for auxiliary tools in the solution of difficult tasks, to overcome impulsive

action, to plan a solution to a problem prior to its execution, and to master

their own behavior. Signs and words serve children first and foremost as a
means of social contact with other people. The cognitive and
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communicative functions of language then become the basis of a new and
superior form of activity in children, distinguishing them from animals
(pp.28-29).
Vygotsky emphasized the generative aspect of socially meaningful activity by means of
language. His position that higher mental functions are developed through this kind of
activity is i igni The traditic ionalist formula, from thought to
action, is thus reversed and becomes from action to thought. Development is no longer

regarded as the ing or ion of isting “ideas™; on the contrary, it is the

formation of such ideas— out of what originally was not an idea— in the course of
socially meaningful activity (Kozulin, 1990).

According to Vygotsky (1960), any higher mental function is processed twice
through mediation. It first appears on the social plane as an interpsychological category

(between individuals), and then on the ical plane as an is
(within the individual) category. The source of mediation is psychological tools.
Vygotsky (1981) defined the ical tool by ing it with the i

(or technical) tool. He said:
The most essential feature distinguishing the psychological tool from the
technical tool is that it directs the mind and behavior whereas the technical
tool, which is also inserted as an intermediate link between human activity
and the external object, is directed toward producing one or another set of
changes in the object itself (p. 140).
While instrumental tools are aimed at the control over processes in nature,
psychological tools master natural forms of individual behavior and cognition. In other

words, psychological tools refer to artificial, symbolic and cultural systems such as



language, braille for the blind, dactylology for the deaf and so on. With their operation,
Vygotsky (1978) believed, humans go “beyond the limits of the psychological functions
given to them by nature” and proceed to “a new culturally-elaborated organization of
their behavior™ (p. 39).

Vygotsky’s concept that the higher mental functions rely on the mediation of
behavior by psychological tools as means of social interaction and communication
denies the possibility of total control through external or internal forces (Daniels, 1996).
In other words, the individual and society are mutually interdependent. Each creates
and is created by the other (Wells and Chang-Wells, 1992).

The significance of Piagetian and Vygotskian theories is the suggestion that
learning is an active and constructive process. Learning occurs most effectively with
high degrees of learner involvement. Furthermore, learning is social and is negotiated,
practiced, integrated and refined with the assistance of external factors by using
psychological tools. Their theories provide a framework for understanding learning
and teaching. They give educators a new perspective and helpful insight about
children’s growth and development. The theories change the way psychologists think
about and the way work with young children (Leong, 1996).

The views that children are born active learners and that it is the natural tendency of
children to grow and learn through social interaction are widely acknowiedged among
modern researchers. After Vygotsky, countless research works confirm that social
construction plays an important role in knowledge development and cognitive growth.

Wells (1995) states
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The most effective lummg takes place when the learner, faced with a

medmbwomg-unﬁgepuwmlmﬂmisundﬁxﬁmm
and often creative, problem solving, both alone and in collaboration with
others (p. 233)

He continues

The preeminent “tool” Mmmkwﬁhpﬁdmm-ﬂ
mﬂm“mmw in planning.
u-enng. reflecting on the goals of joint activity, merd:vnp-nnsofmal

are gradually internalized and transformed to become the medium for the
mudumatwnnﬂ.wumnmrahmrmm«
extended spoken and written communication (p.233).

Many such as Hertz-L itz, Kirkus and Miller (1992), McCarthey

and McMahon (1992), Bershon (1992), Gall (1992), and Wells (1995) share the belief

that i ive il ion within i contexts will not only

help children achieve educational goals but also create more long-term benefits for
humankind. Learning as a process of cognitive activities is seen by Long (1990) as a
global nature among most human beings. He assumes that children and adults’ learning

processes should be generally similar. (19%0) social di
in learning as the adult i method “par " for it active
and participatory learning.

on Second Language Acquisition (SLA)

The theory of mind development as a dynamic and social constructive process is

clearly consistent with SLA research findings and emphasis on interaction as a central



3.

of students” i (Cummins, 1994). Taylor (1983) notes

that successful language learning occurs in student-centered environments in which

learners are o i through i task-oriented activities.
Fathman and Kessler (1993) state that there is substantial evidence that the more
“comprehensible input” (Krashen, 1982) language learners receive and the more
opportunities they have for “comprehensible output™ (Swain, 1985), the faster they

learn.

Comprehensible Input and the Affective Filter

“Comprehensible input” is a term coined and popularized by Krashen (Allwright
and Bailey, 1991). By comprehensible input he means that the language to which
second language leamers are exposed should be slightly more advanced than the

learner’s current level of ing yet still il He

formulates this type of input as “i + 1", where “i” stands for the current language level
of.the learner, and the “+1" means the input is challenging but manageable with effort
(Krashen, 1982, 1985). According to him, comprehensible input makes sense to the
learner and promotes second language acquisition. Like the ZPD of Vygotsky,
Krashen’s formulation of the i+1 concept also emphasizes the distance between actual
language development (represented by i) and potential language development
(represented by i+1). Krashen suggests that the input must be comprehensible and near
the student’s actual level of development (i), but at the same time it must stretch to

concepts and structures that the student has not yet acquired (i+1).



According to Krashen (1981, 1982, 1985), comprehensible input doesn’t
necessarily guarantee acquisition unless the acquirer’s “affective filter” is “low”” and
ready to fully utilize the comprehensible input for language acquisition. In other words,
successful language acquisition is also strongly related to attitudinal factors like
‘motivation, self-confidence, anxiety and so on. People vary with respect to the strength
or level of their affective variables. Krashen (1982) comments:

Those whose attitudes are not optimal for language acquisition will not only

tend to seek less input, but they will also have a high or strong Affective

Filter-even if they understand the message, the input will not reach that part

of the brain for language or the language
acquisition device. Those with attitudes more conducive to second language
acquisition will not only seek and obtain more input, they will also have a
lower or weaker filter. They will be more open to the input, and it will strike
‘deeper’ (p31).

Hence, the affective filter can prevent active process. When the acquirer is

lacking  self- or anxious, the affective filter is up. In contrast,
when the acquirer is and i the filter is i down. Krashen

(1985) argues:

People acquire second language only if they obtain comprehelmble input
and if their affective filters are low enough to allow the input ‘in’. When the
filter is “down’ and 2 input is (and
ition is It is, in fact, unavoidable and
unno:hep:wmed—thehngugp “‘mental organ’ will function just as
automatically as any other organ (p. 4).

‘Within Krashen’s framework, learning effectiveness occurs when the focus of
instruction is on meaning rather than form, when the language input from the instructor

is pitched slightly higher than the learner’s language level and corresponds with the



learner’s i ions and ing, and when the i is ively anxiety-

ion in Second Language

While Krashen focuses on comprehensible input, Ferguson (1975), Long (1981,
1983), and Hatch (1983), in contrast, emphasize the primacy of interaction and its role
in producing comprehensible input.

Both Ferguson (1975) and Hatch (1983) found that in the interest of

communication, speakers are likely to make i ification and adj in
both form and content of what they say for the sake of learners. They use strategies like

gesture and so on to

help learmers’ understanding. Long (1981) suggests that “while input to NNS

is modified on occasion in various ways, it is

modifications in interaction that are observed more consistently” (p. 275). By their
attempts to understand and to be understood, learners and speakers ‘“negotiate” the
content and form of the messages with the learners indicating to the speakers when °
adjustments are needed. Long (1983) draws up three most important processes of input
interaction: comprehension checks (the query to see if the interlocutors understand what
was said, e.g., “Do you understand?”), confirmation checks (the query to see if he or
she has the correct understanding of the interlocutor’s meaning, e.g., “Do you
mean . . . ?”), and clarification checks (a request for further information about

that is not und i eg, “I don’t exactly”). Itis



often through gestures, the context itself and interactive negotiations that the new
concepts become i ized. According to Long, i ion between the informer and

the informed is needed and, in fact, functions as a prerequisite for comprehensible input
and, ultimately, language acquisition. Thus, Long’s idea of the sequence of events

involved in language isiti input and

differs from Krashen's ion that “C input is for
progress in language acquisition” (1982, p.61). The important implication of Long’s
finding is that it is the interactive work required to negotiate meaning that spurs

language isition, rather than ible input alone as Krashen states.

Long’s perspective that learners need more than mere acceptance of

mp input is and made explicit by Swain (1985) with her
findings from French i i in Canada that ible output is
needed to gain ? (. ight and Bailey, 1991). Based on the
data collected from French i i and ison with native speakers

at the same age, Swain (1985) found that after seven years of comprehensible input,
immersion students are still not equivalent to native speakers in terms of grammatical

performance although doing quite well in other respects. Her research concludes that

like does not i happen just because considerable
comprehensible input is provided. She argues that in addition to input that makes sense
to the learner, comprehensible output is also a necessary mechanism of second language
acquisition.

Swain suggests that in the process of negotiating comprehensible input, learners’
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attention be on the content rather than the form, in other words, on the semantic
meaning rather than the syntactic structure. Only after the meaning is negotiated to a
communicative consensus, is the learner free to pay attention to the means of

expression, or the form of the message being conveyed  Thus, if we say

input is y for semantic ing, then
output is i ive for syntactic ing and mastery. What the immersion
students miss is the ity to practice s that encode their own

communicative intentions in the language.

Contrary to Krashen’s viewpoint that output is only the sign of language
acquisition and that the role of output is to generate more comprehensible input (1981),
Swain argues that the roles of output in second language acquisition are independent of
comprehensible input. She (1985, 1993, and 1995) insists that producing language
serves second language acquisition in two ways: to enhance language fluency, and to
promote language accuracy. Swain names three functions of output as potential ways of
enhancing accuracy. First, the activity of producing output may prompt second
language learners to i ize some of their linguistic problems, generate

new dge and idate their existing edge. It requires leamers to notice
the gap between what they want to say and what they can say. The second function of
output activity is hypothesis testing. That is, through producing language, the learners
can test their hypotheses about how the language works. Third, when the learners
reflect upon their own target language use, their output serves a metalinguistic function

that enables them to control and internalize linguistic knowledge.  Like



s

input, output is reached through negotiation between

the speaker and the learner.
Kumaravadivelu (1994) states that Swain’s finding that production, as opposed to
comprehension, forces learners to pay attention to language form, to the relationship

between form and meaning, and to the overall means of communication strengthens the
conceptions of researchers like Long (1981 and 1983). Swain’s work further
illustrates “what enbles learners to move beyond their current receptive and expressive
capacities are opportunities to modify and restructure their interaction with their

until mutual ion is reached” (Ki i 1994, p. 34).

Allwright and Bailey (1991) contend that Swain explicitly spells out Long’s conception
as “language acquisition can perhaps best be seen, not as the outcome of an encounter
with comprehensible input per se, but as the direct outcome of the work involved in the
negotiation process itself” (p. 122).

The theory that second language acquisition is attained through dialogue and

requires much practice to perfect is by many i ing Rogoff
(1990), Wells and Chang-Wells (1992), Chamot and O’Malley (1993), Lantolf (1993),
Rivers (1994), Pica, Young and Doughty (1994), to name only a few. The rich research

literature brings signif implications to language cl that teachers must

provide as many opportunities as possible for meaningful interaction in both
comprehension and production. Only when teachers do this can students learn the

language most effectively.



A for Group Work in SLA

Similarly, small-group work that i ion has been in
the second language classroom by methodologists for some years (Long and Porter,
1985; Fathman and Kessler, 1993). The sound pedagogical arguments for the

negotiation work possible in group activity make it an attractive alternative to the
teacher-led instructional mode.  Long and Porter (1985) offer five pedagogical
arguments for the use of group work in second language learning and demonstrate that
all their arguments are richly supported by prior research findings. Their arguments are:
1) Group work increases the quantity of language practice opportunities; 2) Group work
improves the quality of student talk; 3) Group work facilitates individual instruction; 4)
Group work creates a positive affective climate in the classroom; and 5) Group work
increases learning motivation.

Long and Porter state that the lack of enough practice of the target language is one
of the main reasons for low achievement by language learners. In a teacher-centered
cl;swwm,duypoimmmmtmdosmofmenlhng.mms.oﬂme
contrary, have only an average of thirty seconds per student per period to speak in a
fifty-minute lesson (1985, p. 208). Group work, although it cannot solve this problem
entirely, can certainly help to increase the total individual practice time. For instance, if
the situation that one student talks while all the rest listen can be replaced by groups of
three working together, the time available for each student to produce comprehensible
output will be multiplied.

According to Long and Porter, group work can also improve the quality of student
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talk. In a her- d the ion is highly

Teachers ask questions that usually have only one correct answer. Students’ attention is
on how to produce correct answers rather than on communication. In contrast, when
working with groups, students focus on information exchange. They are engaged in real
communication that requires more thought and discourse skills like presenting,
disagreeing. All these will enrich students’ knowledge, and at the same time develop

Long and Porter point out the universal practice that students are placed in classes
solely on the basis of chronological age or scores on certain tests regardiess of the

which are inevitably present among the students. In fact, any
experienced teacher will find that students of the same class differ from one another in
many aspects such as linguistic competence, personality, attitude, aptitude, motivation,
interests, cognitive style, prior learning experience, and even learning needs. In an ideal

these di would all be add While this might pose too great a

in a teach d group work, once again, can help. Groups of
students can work simuitaneously on different materials in different ways that suit

idual needs. While i not all indivi i can be handled, a

degree of individualization of instruction becomes possible in group work.

In Long and Porter’s view, many students feel stressed when called upon to speak
in front of the whole class with the teacher expecting a prompt and accurate answer.
Small groups, in contrast, provide a relatively intimate setting and supportive



environment in which speakers often feel secure and willing to think aloud. Long and
Porter believe that group work motivates classroom learners since the learners are more
actively engaged in a learning process which is conducted in a positive affective
climate and a way that meets indivi needs. ,, all learners i more
opportunities of practice which facilitate both language fluency and accuracy.
Research results consistently demonstrate the benefits of cooperative learning

through inquiry and interaction with peers in small groups ( Johnson and Johnson, 1989;
Brandt, 1991; Slavin, 1991; Heath, 1992; Kessler, 1992; Freeman, 1992; and Nunan,
1992). However, some researchers (Olsen and Kagan, 1992; Davidson and Worsham,
1992) also point out that not all group work is necessarily effective. Several key
attributes to successful group work are observed as the following: skilful group
formation, careful structuring of the tasks or learning activities suitable for group work,
a positive i and ive i ion among team members, social skills

among members necessary for the group to work effectively, and individual learners”

responsibility and accountability to the group. Fathman and Kessler (1993) conclude

that when the major princi of group ion are observed,
“Cooperative learning can be an effective classroom management approach for helping
students develop social skills, gain a better knowledge of concepts, improve problem
solving abilities, and become more ient in language and ication” (p.134).

C ication in English Teaching of Chi
In terms of policy making, objecti content, and ped:
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Chinese scholars and foreign researchers identify several historical periods since 1949
in the English curriculum practised in the formal educational system (Ford, 1988; Zhao,
1990; Sun, 1991; Sui, 1992; Adamson and Morris, 1997). It seems clear from the
research literature that since the 70s the curriculum has been demonstrating a decline in

reliance on traditi 8r i and a shift to combine it with

C some ing trends are observed. For

example, the English levels of students entering universities are improving (Agelasto,
1992), and more practical courses (for example, newspaper reading, advanced listening
could give usable skills for after graduation) have become available in the curriculum at
the tertiary level However, many researchers perceive areas requiring further
improvement (Price, 1979; Ford, 1988; Zhao, 1990; Yang, 1991; Sun, 1991; Campbell
and Zhao, 1993; Shih, 1996; and Zheng, 1996). The problem areas identified include
low learning motivation (Ford, 1988), lack of communicative activities in classrooms

and i i icati of students (Ford, 1988; Zhao, 1990;

Campbell and Zhao, 1993; Zheng, 1996), lack of qualified teachers for communicative
pedagogy (Ford, 1988; Yang, 1991; Campbell and Zhao, 1993; Zheng, 1996),
insufficient decision making by teachers as a result of the centralized educational
system (Campbell and Zhao, 1993), the existence of a gap between research and
practice (Campbell and Zhao, 1993), and the mismatch between effort exerted and
learning outcomes obtained (Price, 1979; Campbell and Zhao, 1993).

Some researchers (Campbell and Zhao, 1993) are particularly critical of the



teaching methodology prevailing in foreign language classrooms and worry about the
students’ communicative skills. Campbell, a visiting professor at Sichuan International
Studies University in China, and Zhao (1993), an English teacher at the same university,
comment that

English language classrooms in China continue to be dominated by a blend

of the audio-lingual method of instruction with its endless and mind-

numbmgrepennvednllsmddxemmonﬂmha-omaedymmr

translation method. During their 6-10 years of English language instruction,
students spmdlhxgepomonofﬂmrnmhnmnstoeq)llmmsufme

structure of the language and in dull pattern
drills. English language becomes a tedious course to pass, not a tool for
communication (p.4).

Therefore, “Even the most diligent students with the most responsible teachers often

cannot i it with the target ion after ten years of studying of
English” (p. 4).

A similar observation was made by another researcher, Ford, during his stay in a
teachers’ college in Beijing from the year 1984 to 1985. Ford (1988) recalled,

. I was struck most by the inefficiency I saw. Teachers and students spent
an enormous amount of time on materials and activities that did not seem to
be well organized or thoughtfully presented with a clear objective in mind.
Certain basic skills in reading and grammar got an inordinate amount of
attention while speaking, writing and more advanced analytical skills were
virtually ignored. And all of this took place in an environment which was
about as far removed from real communication as one could get. Despite
these problems, students were learning English. There were clear
differences in the proficiency of first and fourth year students which can be
attributed to the instruction they received. Yet, I kept thinking about how
much more students might have learned if they had had better trained
teachers and a more effective curriculum (pp. 172-173).

The weaknesses of the foreign language teaching become more evident as China’s
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contact with the outside world increases. Nevertheless, researchers (Ting, 1987;
Ford, 1988; Campbell and Zhao, 1993) realize that changes in this context are not easy
and cannot be expected to take place overnight because of the deeply ingrained
traditional philosophy.
Ting (1987) sums up the problem with ELT in China as three centerednesses:
her- textbook: and grammar-centeredness.

Confucianism, according to Ting, is the root of the three centerednesses (p.53).
Confucian doctrine advocates ke ji fu li which means “restraining one’s ego and
observing the supreme order of rituals” (Ting, 1987, p. 50). In other words, people
should be aware of their own place in society and behave properly. Authorities and
masters are revered and obeyed. Classics are believed to embody the highest values and
laws of the universe. The respect of classics and authorities in Confucianism is

transferred to foreign language as textbook: and teacher-

centeredness. Both teachers and students tend to regard the textbook as the embodiment
of that can be i and put inside the students’ heads. Since

they are supposed to be ever-correct, teachers hesitate to try anything in class that is
beyond the textbook and prefer to use what is printed in the text and approved by
authority. Students should not question and challenge teachers, but accept and
remember what is taught. The third centeredness is caused by the notion that language
is governed by grammatical rules just as the universe is governed by sacred laws as
described in the classics. Hence every phenomenon in language must come to grammar
for its final judgment. Consequently, foreign language learning becomes an extending



of vocabulary and mastery of grammar instead of learning how to use the language.
C ianism has i China for of years and its values still

persist. Ting (1987) believes that “With all the legacies of traditional thinking, foreign
language teaching in China will not change overnight; difficulties and obstacles should
never be underestimated. But change is inevitable. The Confucian tradition dies hard,
yet it is dying” (p. 60).

1 found, while searching the literature on English teaching in China, that many
articles are anecdotal accounts of personal opinions based on individual teaching
experiences such as Zhao (1990), Sun (1991), Yang (1991), Agelasto (1992), Campbell
and Zhao (1993), and Zheng (1996) as reviewed in this study. There has been a paucity

of systematic research into this field.

Curriculum Ingui

Curriculum inquiry is defined by Goodlad (1979) as the study of curriculum
practice in all its aspects. He maintains that i inquiry emb five domains:
the i i the formal, the perceived, the i and the iential. The

ideological domain refers to the scholarly work that defines the best way for education
based on founded knowledge. Inquiry in this domain examines textbooks, workbooks,
teachers’ guides and the like. The formal domain refers to the expectations, values and
interest of society and of those concerned people outside the classroom, such as
government leaders and education officials. Inquiry in this domain analyzes the social-
political issues embedded in the curriculum and looks at goals, content and so on. The
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perceived domain refers to the beliefs, attitudes, and values of persons like teachers and
parents. Their perceptions about schooling may differ widely from the officially
approved one and may generate changes and curriculum revision. The operational
refers to what actually happens in the classroom. What is going on in the classroom and
what the teacher perceives the curriculum to be may be quite different. The experiential
domain refers to the learning experience of students.

Goodlad points out that, while it is possible to concentrate on the study of any one

i PR
all five. Curriculum planning needs the involvement of decision making from diverse

levels—societal i agencies), instituti ical-p i staff),
and ienti Hence differing data sources must

be brought into play in the search for tenable answers and solutions. The position that
each of the curriculum facets has to be given due attention if we are to assess its
effectiveness within the context of the particular institutions involved and to make

Is is by other such as Barrow

(1985) and Brown (1995).

In reality, however, Goodlad observed that “we know little about what any given
group of students has been exposed to over twelve to thirteen years of schooling, let
alone how they feel about it” and that “the most neglected data source in making
curriculum decision is the experience of the students who are at the viewing and
receiving end of all these complex processes” (p. 37). Tyler and Goodlad (1979) state
that “the study of curriculum practice is markedly deficient if it stops short of analysis
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