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ABSTRACT

The ‘National English Teaching Reform’ at university level, also known as the
Reform of College English, was initiated in China in 2003. The new mode of English
teaching was a combination of classroom teaching and student self-access learning via
CWISs (Campus-Wide Information System). The emphasis of the Reform was on
developing the students’ all-round ability, especially the ability of listening and speaking.
The purpose of this study was to research the implementation of this curriculum
innovation in a specific university. The research applied both quantitative and qualitative
methods, namely, questionnaires, interviews, listening comprehension classroom
observations, and document review. According to the data collected, multi-media facilities
were more widely used than before but individual self-access facilities were insufficient
for every student to get access when needed. At the same time, full advantage of the
facilities was not being taken of. With regard to English Listening Comprehension,
students spent more time in practising, but rather than being motivated by a wish to
improve their all-round ability, many of them regarded it as necessary primarily for the
purpose of passing the nationwide College English Test (CET), a qualification highly
regarded by employers. A general finding was that autonomous study had not yet been
realised in the university. Various reasons for this are explored, among them the fact that
teachers did not provide é bridge between classroom instruction and self-access learning.
Teachers’ own difficulties in coping with the technology are also considered. Four series
of English Listening Comprehension textbooks were designed for the Reform and were
recommended by the Ministry of Education. However, the researched University used

another textbook package because it was evaluated to be more suitable for students.
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CHAPTER 1 INTRODUCTION

1.1 Introduction

The National English Teaching Reform in China was initiated in 2003 for the purpose
of enhancing university students’ all-round ability, especially in listening and speaking. In
effect, this reform represented a recognition of changed economic needs and an attempt to
reshape English teaching within universities to satisfy these needs.

This chapter establishes the background to the Reform and the thesis as a whole. It
first introduces the status of English teaching and learning within China’s education
system. Secondly, there is brief discussion of the Chinese College English curriculum and
curriculum innovation in relation to this. Thirdly, the focus of the research and its

significance are stated, and finally, the structure of the entire thesis is presented.

1.1.1 English in China

In China, English is not an official second language; it is not even a publicly used
language. However, teaching and learmning English does enable people to be connected
with the whole world. Henry and Pritchard (1999) acknowledge that for Chinese, there
has been a strong link between the ability to use English, and ‘their ability to develop
economically and create closer contacts with the outside world’ (p.47). English offers
access to information. It 1s used to communicate for the purpose of doing business or
establishing political relationships. It also enables students to be admitted to higher
education overseas.

However, 40 years ago, English was not regarded as important. Dai (2003) recalls
that not much importance was attached to English before the 1970s, and only from the
late 1970s and early 1980s did English start to be accepted as the major foreign language
in most parts of China. One factor in this was the increased weight attached to English 1n
the College Entrance Examinations between 1977 and 1983. In 1977, English scores

counted for only 10% in the Entrance Examination, which meant that if a student got 90



points as his / her English score, only 9 points would be calculated in the total score along
with other subjects such as Chinese (counted for 100%) and Maths (counted for 100%).
Gradually the proportion rose to 100% in 1983 (Data from the Summary of National
English Teaching Reform meeting, the Ministry of Education of the People’s Republic of
China - MOE, 2003). This change reflected the Government’s recognition that English is
important; 1t also had an effect on students’ instrumental motivation to learn English.

Kennedy (1999a) argues that English Language Teaching (ELT) ‘is not isolated from
the social, economic and political developments. ELT is part of them and influenced by
them’ (p.2). Social, economic and political forces have been important factors in the
massive expansion of English teaching in China, as elsewhere. The level of all-round
English proficiency required for some careers, such as English teaching and high level
interpreting, is high. For other areas, though, such as customer service roles in restaurants
or airports, it is oral English communication ability that matters the most. Cortazzi (1996)
claims that to have significant numbers of competent users of English in a whole range of
professions, businesses, workplaces and enterprises has been seen by the Chinese
authorities as a key element in China’s broader connection with the outside world. From
this perspective, English competence depends, at least partially, on economic demands.
With the opening up of China to the outside world, there has been increasing demand to
communicate and do business with foreign countries. Fu, Pang and Zhou (2001)
investigated the need for English in Z province, one of the developed provinces in China.
In their investigation, most employers and experts drew the conclusion that the weakest
aspects of employee proficiency were listening and speaking, suggesting that the skills
had not been sufficiently emphasised in China’s language education.

If we see course design in university as being even partly related to the needs of
society, it is worthwhile looking at university language teaching and the language

curriculum.

1.1.2 Teaching and learning English

Some of the problems 1n English language learning in Chinese universities have thetr
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roots 1n earlier levels of the education system.
One of these problems is a lack of continuity in the early years of English learning. In
China, most children go to a kindergarten, where they may be taught English using songs,

games, pictures and toys until they are 6 or 7. At primary school, however, not all pupils

start learning English from grade 1. Although some schools start to teach English from
grade 1, most pupils 1n urban areas start to learn English from grade 3. In some remote
areas, English 1s not taught in primary schools due to lack of teachers or funds. However,
some private boarding schools employ native English speakers to speak simple English
and pupils in these schools are immersed in English from grade 1.

Figure 1.1, below, presents a general framework of the educational system in China.
Considering the vast land and the fact that students / teachers come from hugely difterent
social backgrounds, as indicated above the framework differs to some extent over the

country as a whole.

Kindergarten (ages 2-6)

Primary school (ages 6-12)

Junior middle school
(ages 12-15)

Senior middle school Vocational school
(ages 15-18) (ages 15-19)

Vocational college (3 years) College (3-4 years) University (4-5 years)

Figure 1.1: Basic educational system in China

The formal, systematic teaching of English begins from junior middle school.



Students learn basic vocabulary and grammar at this stage. Teachers not only make
decisions on what students should learn, they also give full instructions on what students
should do after class. That is to say, the second problem is-that students learn to be
dependant on their teachers. A third problem can be seen when they proceed to senior
middle school. At this stage, their English study focuses on preparation for the University
Entrance Examination, which mainly requires ability in reading and writing. Su (2004)
argues that teachers and students treat English scores as just another requirement for
university entry rather than seeing it as a language to be used for communication. Thus,
teaching and learning English focuses on how to pass examinations and achieve high
scores. That is why students have exams every day when they start Senior Three, which 1s
the final year of middle school, and as a consequence have to burn the midnight oil.
Classroom teaching is, in short, ‘test-orientated’ (see e.g., Zou, 2005; and Cai, 2007). This
test-orientated teaching and learning model has its own place in history, but in the sense
of keeping pace with social development and world change, it has already lagged behind
(Zou, 2005; and Cai, 2007).

At university level, every student must study a foreign language for at least two years.
In most parts of China, English is the compulsory (or default) language. There are two
systems, one for the majority of students who are non-English majors, the other for
English majors, and the Ministry of Education has set up two committees which deal
exclusively with these two systems. Students’ English proficiency is assessed by a
national College English Test (CET) which places students in six progressive bands /
levels. CET 4 (College English Test Band 4) started in 1987, and was based on the
College English Curriculum of 1985. CET 6 (College English Test Band 6) commenced in
1989. In 1987, 100,000 took CET 4 (Feng, 1995a). By 2004, the figure for both exams
had risen to 11,000,000. The CET certificate has been treated as a ‘golden pass’ in
students’ academic life and their job-hunting (Liu and Dai, 2004:7). This
overgeneralisation of the significance of CET (MOE, 2003) may be seen as a fourth
problem of the system.

During their university level study, some students continue to work hard on English
learning, but others are more relaxed (Zuo, 2005; and Chen & Chen, 2007). They feel
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under much less or even no pressure at all compared with their time in senior middle
school. There 1s not so much homework and there are fewer exams. The students must
balance their study of their major subjects and of English; moreover, teachers do not give
instructions, as teachers in middle school, on what to do after class. Therefore students
must get used to learning independently. Many researchers have studied university
English learners and their English learning (see e.g. Feng, 1995b, 1998; Wen, 1995; Lan
and Zeng, 2004; and Qin and Wang, 2007). Some of this research focuses on English
learners’ motivation (Yin, 2004; Lei, 2005; Hao, 2006; and Wang, 2007).

1.1.3 The need for a radical reform of College English

In spite of the fact that learners are encouraged, or even pushed, to improve their
all-round English proficiency, and particularly their competence in listening and speaking,
the established teaching and learning model still affects the introduction of any new
strategy of learning. In relation to the teaching of listening, more than ten years ago,
Courchene (1994) argued that few teachers used a framework of pre-listening,
while-listening and post-listening activities. Almost ten years later, to judge by a
description in Ren (2003), this was still not the case. Students walked into the classroom,
sat down, put on the headphones (or just sat in classrooms without any audio or video
facilities), and opened the textbook. Teachers introduced the new words and expressions.
Students listened to the listening material (using tape recorders or audio facilities), and did
the exercises. Teachers evaluated the exercises. Students listened again and teachers
explained sentence by sentence. Students listened for the third time. The same procedure
was followed for the next passage. The class ended. To judge from this description,
teaching still focused on the text only without any incentive for interaction or any
encouragement of autonomous learning. Students did the exercises passively and there
was no opportunity for them to put the language they had heard to practical use.

Su (2004) argues that the distance between the invested and the gained is too great.
After three years in primary school, six years in middle school and two years in college /

university, with an average of five class hours for eighteen weeks each term, every student
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has spent about 2000 class hours learning English. In recent years, moreover, more
facilities have been provided under the most recent reforms to enhance students’ ability.
For example, computers and the Internet are not only making possible new strategies of
teaching and learning, but also allow the latest real life English to become learning
materials. However it 1s still questionable whether 50%, or even less, of students are able
to communicate in English or read English articles (p.4). Su (2004) ascribes the failure to

SIX reasons:.

1. There has been insufficient research into the most appropriate English teaching and
learning strategies in Chinese circumstances.

2. There has been a lack of competent teachers; hence, the quality of teaching cannot be
guaranteed.

3. English teaching and learning is test-orientated.

4. English teaching and learning models have been unchanged for so many years
without any innovation.

5. Learners are not learning actively.

6. There exist gaps between English teaching and learning in primary school, middle
school and university.

(Su, 2004: 4-9, original in Chinese)

These six reasons can be understood and explained as follows:

1. Xia (2002) argues that many College English teachers do little or no research on
education or English learning. Hence, teachers’ insufficient theoretical understanding
might have caused the slow development of teaching and leamning strategies. Her
statement does not highlight the real problems: teachers are either unaware of learners’
difficulties or not exploring and evaluating possible teaching alternatives.

2. Hu (2002) suggests that the key to enhance the level of English teaching 1s to
improve the teachers’ proficiency level, but his recommendation is not easy to put into
effect immediately because many teachers were themselves originally educated 1n the
traditional style, which means that their own oral proficiency may be inadequate. In
addition, their knowledge of the culture of the English speaking world might also be
limited due to their limited real-life experience in native English environments. The
summary of the National English Teaching Reform Meeting (MOE, 2003) concludes that
the serious problem of the lack of teachers has not yet been solved. The ratio of English
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teachers to students in Chinese universities in 2001 was 1:130. More seriously, many
university teachers are not equipped for the task. Around the country, 73% of university
English teachers have no higher degree than BA. Furthermore, opportunities are very rare
for teachers to get in-service training, let alone the chance to go to English-speaking
countries to improve their proficiency and relevant knowledge (MOE, 2003).

3. As regards the approach to teach and learn English, this has been criticised by
researchers as ‘test-orientated’ (see e.g., Zou, 2005; and Cai, 2007). Wang & Wang (2003)
investigated students in Xi’an University of Finance and Economics and found that most
students admitted to test-orientated learning. 59% of the students surveyed thought the
main purpose of their College English learning was to pass the test. At the same time,
however, 64% thought universities and society unduly emphasise the CET examinations
but ignore the development of listening and speaking skills. Researchers such as You
(2005), Gong (2006), and Pan (2006) offer some reasons for teaching without practising
listening and speaking: poor level of students’ English proficiency, weak language ability
of the teachers, limited classroom time, the large number of students, and the pressure
from tests.

4. Besides the test-orientated emphasis, teaching and learning models have been
unchanged for a long period. Su (2004) expressed his surprise when he randomly
investigated 40 English teachers aged around 30 who were then taking a Master’s training
course, because 70% of the teachers ‘admitted they employed grammar-translation
teaching strategy’ (p.6). Su (2004) describes their teaching as typically teacher-centred:
the teachers talked throughout class hours, the students listened carefully and wrote down
notes very carefully, the more notes the better.

5. Su’s fifth point is that learners are not active. Teaching and learning models are,
actually, influenced not only by teachers but also the social background, and even the
available facilities. As far as learners are concerned, inefficient learning outcomes might
be due to their inactive attitudes, vague learning aims, and inappropriate learning
strategies. In relation to university students’ lack of autonomy, Su (2004) suggests that
learners are not motivated or enthusiastic to learn and they do not learn properly. Besides,
some learners have already formed the habit of learning what teachers teach and doing
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only what teachers require, and are therefore not making self-directed use of new
technology and available English materials. Furthermore, the classroom teaching contents
might be dull and students are given no guidance on how to be autonomous at university.
Xia (2002), who carried out a questionnaire study of in-service College English teachers
from 600 universities and colleges across China, reports that 90% of the teachers involved
regarded their role as to explain the language.

6. Moreover, as indicated earlier, there exist gaps between English teaching and
learning in primary school, middle school and university. The curriculum designers at
university level, as stated by Dai and Wang (2006), focus on their research in universities
and offices without paying much attention to the nature of middle school English
education and the requirements of society. At the same time, teachers in middle school
focus on tests and examinations without awareness of language teaching theories or
strategies. That is to say, the curriculum for primary / secondary schools should
deliberately provide for continuity. With this in mind, the school education curriculum
was redesigned in 2005 to provide a better link to university level study. There also exist
gaps between students. As noted earlier, many pupils in cities start learning English from
grade three in primary school, whilst those in remote areas do not begin until they go to
junior middle school; yet, they have to follow the same curriculum when they proceed to
middle school or university. All these factors influence their starting points at universities.

To sum up, as acknowledged at the ‘National English Teaching Reform Meeting’ in
2003, China is a vast territory, therefore development is extremely unbalanced; there 1S nO
English immersion at all, or an environment which encourages the use of English as a
second language; outside the classroom teaching resources are limited and the available
teachers are far from adequate in either quality or quantity to meet the demands of the
society. Very few teachers are allowed chances to enhance their language skills and
understanding of culture by studying overseas. These conclusions paved the way for a

radical reform of College English.



1.2 The National Reform of College English Teaching

1.2.1 The nature of the Reform

At the end of 2002, Chinese educators made the decision to undertake a thorough
revision of the English curriculum as a framework for teaching and learning. The result
was the ‘National English Teaching Reform’. As a first step, the Ministry of Education set
up a curriculum revision working group and issued a number of guidelines. The

guidelines state:

® Guideline 1: While laying a good foundation for students, teachers should go all out to
develop the students’ general ability to use English;

® Guideline 2: The curriculum should be flexible and open: we need to set difierent
requirements for different universities;

® QGuideline 3: We should ensure a smooth transition from the middle school, avoiding
repetition; |

® Guideline 4: Colleges and universities are expected to make full use of the web and
multi-media technology;

® Guideline 5: We must promote individualised teaching and autonomous learning.

(Liu and Dai, 2004: 4)

According to these guidelines, the emphasis of the Reform would be on developing
the students’ all-round ability so that they could put English to practical use. The Reform
abandoned the previous ‘reading only’ teaching-learning model, but it did not seek to
encourage a ‘listening-and-speaking only’ model; otherwise, there would be ‘blind
English’, which means one can only listen-and-speak without reading-and-writing. The
new model of English teaching in the universities was a combination of classroom
teaching and student self-access learning via CWISs (Campus-Wide Information Systems,

a form of the intranet). Given the lack of an environment in which learners were naturally



exposed to the foreign language outside the classroom, it recognised the need to ofter

supportive learning and practice materials in various forms. The revised learning materials

would be available not only in print form, but also in multi-dimensional forms such as

DVD, software and the Internet. All these resources were introduced to stimulate learners’

autonomous learning and retain their interest in learning. Furthermore, the CET

examinations were also revised to ensure a better relationship between teaching and

testing. A more detatled introduction to the Reform can be found in Chapter 3.

1.2.2 The process of the Reform

To judge from the documentary evidence available (see e.g. MOE, 2003; Xia, 2005;

and Jia, 2006), the Reform progressed in a series of logical stages:

1)

2)

3)

4)

S)

6)

7)

At the end of 2002, a project team for the ‘National English Teaching Reform’ was
formed.

In October 2003, the ‘College English Curriculum Requirements (for trial
implementation)’ were presented at the ‘National English Teaching Reform Forum’.
These gave advice and suggestions on teaching aims, teaching modes and the process
of the Reform.

Four textbook packages based on the new curriculum were produced in early 2004
and universities were free to choose which to use: all of these were innovative in
making use of multi-media facilities, the Internet and the intranet;

The final version of the ‘College English Curriculum Requirements’ was published in
2004 replacing the 1999 ‘College English Curriculum’.

In March 2004, teachers recommended by universities which had been selected to trial
the new Requirements received special training. They were introduced to the new
teaching mode, and the use of multi-media facilities, the Internet and the intranet.

180 universities all over the country started to implement the Reform on a trial basis
from 2004 using the new textbook packages.

One year later, the trial stage was completed and detailed implementation reports (see

Zhuang, 2005) were submitted by those universities involved. These reports
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subsequently served as a reference for other universities.
8) Revised versions of the College English Test (CET) became available (CET 4, 2005;
and CET 6, 20006).

9) There 1s no generally available record showing exactly when other universities started

to implement the Reform; however, it seems likely that this coincided with the

introduction of the new version of CET 4 (i.e. in the academic year 2005-2006).

1.2.3 Major features of the Reform

The nature of teaching and learning English in China, as well as issues in
teaching-learning at tertiary level, have been discussed. The primary emphasis of the
Reform, as mentioned previously, is on developing students’ all-round ability, 1.e. to be
able to comprehend the spoken as well as the written language, and to speak as well as
write. This has led, therefore, to greater importance being attached to the teaching and
learning of listening than was previously the case. This re-valuing of listening is reflected
in the design of the textbook packages and the increased weighting given to listening
within the revised CET; it 1s also manifested in the provision of electronic resources for
student use and the new emphasis on learner autonomy. This section offers a brief

introduction to each of these major features of the Reform; more detailed discussion can

be found in Chapter 3.

English Listening Comprehension Curriculum

English Listening Comprehension is an integral part of English learning and learners’
competence in English listening comprehension has been expected to develop as a result
of the Reform. The 1999 English Curriculum emphasised English reading ability and also
referred to communicative ability; yet, it still implied a teacher-centred strategy (National
English Teaching Curriculum, 1999). The 2004 Requirements of the Reform suggest a

learner-centred strategy and emphasise learner’s all-round ability, especially the ability of
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listening and speaking, and acknowledge the fact that learners in different parts of the
country may have very different social and educational background by encouraging
universities to adjust the teaching requirements accordingly. Further discussion on the

Requirements can be found in 3.1.2.
Learner Autonomy

In China, learners have long been treated as passive receivers, and their capacity to
learn independently has been ignored (Su, 2004). Autonomous learning does not come
easily to Chinese university students because they have not been used to independently
setting their own goals, instead, they are supported to plan their studies according to some
‘set goals’ (Hao, 2005); a further problem has been that limited multi-media facilities
hinder learners’ self-access to on-line materials (Chen, 2006). During an experimental
programme in a university in Shanghai, the Autonomous Learning Model failed compared
to the Teacher Talk & Practice Model, and even compared to the Teacher Talk Model (Su,

2004, see detailed review in 3.3.5).
Multi-Media Facilities and the Internet

The Internet and multi-media technology have opened up opportunities to reorient
teaching models. As Meskill (1999) acknowledges, technology is not in itself able to help
learning, and the key is to combine the technology into everyday teaching-learning.
However, problems arise when the investment does not meet the requirements of facilities;
or when the available facilities are not made full use of, Further discussion on Computers

/ the Internet can be found in Chapters 2, 3 and 5.

Textbooks

The textbook is considered as one of the most important teaching-learning resources.

Su (2004) argues that textbooks are irreplaceable because they not only provide learning
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objects; they also systematically provide English knowledge in order that learners are able
to master the language in the shortest period of time.
Textbooks and associated multi-media resources are a central element of the National

English Teaching Reform. Four series of textbooks were designed for the Reform.

Compared with previous textbooks, the new series focus more on developing listening

and speaking abilities. These and other textbooks judged to be suitable are described and

discussed in Chapters 3 and S.

Testing

An effective evaluation system is of utmost importance to ensure an effective
innovation. Hence, it is essential to change the testing system when the curriculum 1s
reformed. Hughes (1989) argues that testing can positively influence teaching and
learning, but it can also be harmful if teaching and learning only prepare for testing. That
is to say, examinations and testing might encourage teachers to ‘teach to the tests’ and
students to ‘learn for the tests’.

With the changing English curriculum in China, CET (see 1.1.2) has also been
changed. CET is not the focus of this research, yet it has an important influence on

English teaching and learning, therefore, it is discussed in more detail in Chapters 3 and 5.

1.3 Focus of the research

1.3.1 Motivation for the research

The study described in this thesis was designed in 2006, two years after the beginning
of trial implementation of the National English Teaching Reform in China. The
motivation for this research is rooted in both my own experience of living and studying in
this English-speaking country and my experience as an English teacher in a Chinese

university. I studied in the UK for one year before I started PhD study, thus, my own
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experience of studying and living here with the language that I have been taught in China,
as well as my observation of other Chinese students studying and living in this country
made me feel that it is necessary for a change in College English teaching and learning in
China. I might have already known English better than non-English majors, yet, I still
found there was so much that I did not know. For example, I did not know the difference
between ‘oven’ and ‘gnill’ when I first arrived in the UK. Some students are not competent
to communicate with native English speakers, and others have been in the UK for many
years, yet still find 1t difficult to handle everything in English. Furthermore in recent years,
[ have observed many of the problems discussed earlier.

The Reform has been a costly and time-consuming process. The investment can be
considered worthwhile 1f the Reform has been implemented fully or almost fully, and if

the outcomes are as anticipated. If this proves not to be the case, weaknesses will at least

have been identified and steps can then be taken to remedy these.

1.3.2 Focus of the research

The thesis reports research into a specific aspect of a major curriculum innovation. In
particular, it evaluates the implementation of the Reform of National English Teaching
with particular reference to teaching-learning of Listening Comprehension. Key elements
of the Reform explored are the new Listening Comprehension curriculum, methods of
teaching and learning Listening Comprehension, learner autonomy, the use of
multi-media facilities and the Internet in English for teaching and learning Listening
Comprehension, and the textbook.

English Listening Comprehension was selected as the focus of this research for three
reasons. Firstly, the development of listening as a skill and as a channel for language input
is seen as vitally important, because listening is ‘so prevalent in language use and it is the
primary means of L2 acquisition for most people’ (Rost, 2002:103). The Reform has laid
particular emphasis on listening and speaking; therefore, the development of the listening
skills can be treated as one of the central objectives of the Reform. Secondly, this changed

emphasis was reflected in the increased weighting for listening within the revised CET;
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logically, this would therefore have a positive effect on student motivation. Thirdly, the
Reform also aimed to develop learners’ capacity for autonomous learning and one of the

means through which this is to be accomplished is through self-directed listening practice

using self-access resources.

1.3.3 Research questions

As noted in 1.2.1, the Guidelines issued by the Ministry of Education called for
individualised teaching and autonomous learning using the web and multi-media
technology. The central aim of this research was to examine the extent to which the
Guidelines have been implemented. Specific questions to be investigated were as follows

and a detailed introduction can be found in Chapter 4.

Q1. What have the University authorities done to ensure implementation of the Reform?

Q2. To what extent have the changes in teaching-learning of English intended by the
Reform been implemented with particular reference to teaching-learning of
Listening Comprehension?

Q3. What use is made of the multi-media facilities by students and teachers to improve
students’ Listening Comprehension?

Q4. What obstacles to the implementation of the Reform, if any, have emerged? To what

extent could these have been anticipated?

1.4 Significance of the Research

It is hoped that this study will provide a baseline to allow other local researchers to
continue investigations into the conceptions and beliefs about successful implementation
of a curriculum innovation at unmiversity level in China. It can provide, for example,
educational policy makers for English language, textbook editors, English language

teaching software designers, and English teachers with useful information which can
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determine what further changes are required, what problems need to be anticipated, and
what measures can be taken to solve the problems.

The Reform was first introduced in 2003. Since then, there have been many research
studies on the implementation, but none of these has focused on the same constellation of

features as those investigated here. Of particular significance, therefore, is the fact that the
research focused on a series of central and related aspects of the Reform: the use of
multi-media facilities to teach English, the expectation that students would make
autonomous use of the facilities to study English, and that their all-round abilities,
especially listening and speaking, would benefit as a result. The significance of my
research also lies partly in its timing. My pilot study was conducted in April 2007 and the
main phase of field work lasted for three months from October to December 2007. At that
stage, the Reform had been implemented nationwide for about two years. This seemed a
reasonable point at which to assess which core features of the Reform had become

established, with what effect, and what obstacles to full implementation of the Reform

had emerged.

1.5 Structure of the Thesis

This research aimed to explore the curriculum innovation represented by the National
English Teaching Reform in China with a particular focus on teaching-learning of English
listening skills. Chapter 1 has provided a general introduction to the research background.
Chapter 2 brings together reviews of a number of relevant areas of the literature. Chapter
3 provides further details of China’s English Teaching curriculum and the National
English Teaching Reform and reviews previous research related to the Reform. Chapters 4
and 5 focus on the research methodology and data analysis respectively. Conclusions are

drawn in the last chapter.
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CHAPTER 2 LITERATURE REVIEW

Part I Curriculum Innovation: an Introduction

Chapter 1 provided background information on College English teaching in China,
outlined the research focus and presented the research questions. This chapter reviews the
literature on a number of topics relevant to the research. Part I introduces the notion of
curriculum and distinguishes curriculum from syllabus; Part II deals with curriculum
innovation; and Part III presents a selective review of the literature on
designing/implementing a Listening Comprehension curriculum considered to be of direct

relevance to the research. This is complemented by further discussion, in Chapter 3, of the

research literature related to the College English Teaching Reform.

2.1 Introduction

Education can be regarded as a project that helps students to develop certain abilities.
Through language education, learners are expected to learn how to read, how to write,
how to listen and how to speak. They are also supposed to understand the culture of the
target language. Language learners may also be shown how to study.

In developing goals for educational programmes, curriculum planners draw on their
understanding both of the present and long-term needs of learners and of society, as well
as their own beliefs. However, there 1s always a gap between intention and reality, or what
is planned and what is implemented. Causal factors in the gap can be social, economic,
political, learning environment, or learner differences. For example, Seliger (1983) argues
that one reason for insufficient implementation is the context for the formal teaching of
language that takes place inside the classroom. The language classroom is an artificial
context for the use of language as a tool for communication in spite of the fact that efforts
have been made to make it less artificial. Therefore, teaching is ‘designed’ or ‘planned’ by
a curriculum to practise language. Whether this is effective or not partly depends on how

the previously ‘planned’ curriculum is implemented. The other major reason for the gap
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between the planned and implemented curriculum is that learners have their own
interpretation of the ‘planned’ curriculum and their ‘hidden agendas’ (Nunan, 1988:141),
which run counter to the official curriculum. When learners are put in a circumstance of a
changing curriculum, their understanding of those changes and the instruction relevant to
those changes varies because of the learners’ different social background, family
background, education background, and also the study environment in different areas.
Candlin (1983) comments on the importance of collective agreement about objectives,

implementation and evaluation:

‘The objectives of curriculum innovation in public educational systems can only be attained
where there is a realisation by all key parties that these objectives are as far as possible to be
pursued in a climate of participation and collective responsibility. In practice, this requires
agreement to be achieved on the objectives, their manner of attainment and the procedures for
evaluating the achievement by all parties who are involved in the curriculum process.’

(Candlin, 1983: 153)

From the above description, it is very important that all relevant parties';:need to be
actively participating when the curriculum innovation is introduced. Furthermore,
cooperation from all parties is vital to guarantee the successful implementation and
innovation.

Nunan (1988) argues that in general curriculum development, ‘the central focus
should be on implementation rather than planning’ (p.14). Moreover, he attaches
particular importance on the role of teachers, and argues that curriculum changes will only
find their way into the classroom if teachers themselves become the principal agents of
curriculum changes through critical analysis and reflection on their current performance
(Nunan, 1988). That is to say, the implementation of educational innovations requires
alterations in behaviour expected of teachers.

The next section takes a detailed look at the stages involved from planning a

curriculum to the evaluation of the implementation of an innovated curriculum.
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2.1.1 Understanding a curriculum

‘Curriculum’ is a term that is used with several meanings. The viewpoints of teachers,
students, parents, and government are all different and it is hardly surprising that
educators themselves have defined it in different ways.

Some researchers take a curriculum to be a programme or a course of educational
activities (see e.g. Gwynn & Chase, 1969; Hirst, 1973). Rudd (1973) prefers to focus on
the outcomes, stating that ‘a curriculum prescribes or anticipates teaching results; but does
not prescribe the means, i.e. the activities, materials or teaching content to be used 1n

achieving these results’ (p.54).

Walker (1973) offers a more inclusive definition:

‘The phenomena of curriculum include all those activities and enterprises in which curricula are
planned, created, adopted, presented, experienced, criticised, attacked, defended, and evaluated, as
well as the objects which may be part of a curriculum, such as textbooks, apparatus and equipment,
schedules, teachers’ guides, and so on. In addition to these actual objects, events and processes,
the phenomena of curriculum can be, and in my judgment should be, interpreted to include the
plans, intentions, hopes, fears, dreams and the like of agents, such as teachers, students and

curriculum developers or policy-makers.’
(Walker, 1973: 59)

This definition describes a curriculum in more detail than Rudd (1973) to include
curriculum plans and objects. Kerr (1971) uses the simple model presented in Figure 2.1

to represent the four components of a curriculum model:
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Curriculum
objectives

Knowledge

Learning
experiences

Figure 2.1: A simple model of a curriculum (Kerr, 1971: 182)

Figure 2.1 indicates how a curriculum is framed by objectives, knowledge, learning
experiences, and evaluation. At the apex of the pyramid, Curriculum objectives dominate
the framework, and each part is related to the other three, but this model does not
illustrate the interaction among the components.

White’s (1988) and Morris’ (1996) understanding of the components is different from
that of Kerr. White (1988) argues that the main éompdnents of a curriculum are purpose,
content, methodology and evaluation; and the processes whereby a curriculum 1s

developed, implemented and evaluated. Morris (19h96) offers a different framework from

Kerr (1971):
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Aims/Goals

Teaching
method

Figure 2.2: The components of a curriculum (Morris, 1996: 4)

This looks similar to Kerr’s model, but there are important differences. Both figures
are pyramidal yet there are only three factors at the bottom of Kerr’s model, whereas there
are four at the bottom of Morris’. This framework puts ‘Aims/Goals’ at the centre, that 1s
to say, the aims/goals component of a curriculum determines the other four components,
and the other four are on the same plane. ‘Aims/Goals’ are thus considered as more
general and more influential than ‘Objectives’. ‘Aims’ are ‘idealistic, long term and focus
more on a planned intention’ (Morris, 1996:11); ‘goals’ are similar as they focus on a
desired result but are more specific. ‘Objective’ is different in the sense that it emphasises
the outcomes resulting from effort. Morris (1996) argues that objectives are ‘specific and
short term’ (ibid). In Figure 2.2, the fact that ‘Aims/Goals’ of a curriculum is in a central
position might be due to the broader educational aims of these terms, i.e., how the
individual will benefit as a human being / citizen. As for the achievement of the
‘Aims/Goals,” four terms (Objectives, Content, Teaching method and Assessment) are
suggested in a curriculum. The other factors in Morris’s model are also referred to in
different ways from Kerr’s. They both include the ‘assessment’ but Kerr’s focus more on

learners whilst Morris’s have more emphasis on teachers.
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There can also be another view of a curriculum. Tyler (1949) suggests the model for

systematic development of a curriculum:

‘The development of any curriculum for any subject whatsoever must be based on a
consideration of four fundamental questions. These are as follows: (1) What educational purposes
should the school seek to attain? (2) What educational experiences can be provided that are likely
to attain these purposes? (3) How can these educational experiences be effectively organised? And
(4) How can we determine whether these purposes are being attained?’

(Tyler, 1949:1)

These four questions constitute a process as to how the educational purposes can be
reached: a curriculum sets up a series of teaching-learning purposes, measures for
successfully achieving those purposes and methods of achieving those goals. Furthermore,
to establish whether the curriculum is effective or not, criteria are also set to determine

whether the purposes have been achieved or not.

2.1.2 Curriculum and syllabus

White (1988) makes it clear that the terms ‘Curriculum’ and ‘Syllabus’ are used

differently on either side of the Atlantic.

‘In a distinction that is commonly drawn in Britain, “syllabus” refers to the content or subject
matter of an individual subject, whereas “curriculum’ refers to the totality of content to be taught
and aims to be realised within one school or educational system. In the USA, ‘curriculum’ tends to
be synonymous with “syllabus” in the British sense.’

(White, 1988: 4)

This thesis follows the British definition, which places syllabus in a subordinate
position to curriculum. As clarified by Richards (2001), a syllabus 1s ‘a specification of
the content of a course of instruction and lists what will be taught and tested’ (p.2). A

curriculum, on the other hand, is a more comprehensive design than a syllabus.
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‘It includes: making decisions on the learning requirements of a group of learners; making
decisions on appropriate syllabus, course structure, teaching methods and materials; and making
decisions on the proper evaluation to testify whether the learning outcomes are in accordance with
the preset aims.’

(Richards, 2001: 2)

White (1988) also argues that a curriculum should not simply be seen as a kind of
super syllabus. He offers the analysis of building a house. Firstly, a curriculum could be
like a plan of a house yet to be constructed. In this sense, the curriculum is future-directed

towards an object yet to be realised and it is, in essence, synonymous with syllabus.

Objectives

I

Secondly, a curriculum could be seen to be like a plan of how to build the house. In this

Content

case, methods have been added to the model. The methods are the means by which the

ends (the objectives) are to be achieved and this forms the basis of a process view of the

/bj ectives

Thirdly, a curriculum could be seen to be like the view of the house after it has been

curriculum.

Content

completed and is a dwelling for its inhabitants. The persons inhabiting it would decide
whether it suits their requirements. This perspective adds a fourth and final element:

evaluation. In other words, do outcomes match objectives?

/ bj ectives \
Content

Evaluation

\ Metho ds /

(White, 19838: 4-3)
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This is the view of curriculum that will be adopted henceforth, and Listening
Comprehension within the Reform of College English will be treated as an example of a
curriculum innovation. In the following chapters, the term ‘Listening Comprehension
Curriculum’ will be used for the purpose of consistency and as an example of a
curriculum innovation. However, ‘Listening Comprehension Syllabus’ is used on
occasions (see e.g. 2.8.4) when there is a need to highlight the specification of the content
of the course and how this will be taught.

Sections 2.3 and 2.4, which follow, focus on the objectives and content of a
curriculum. The implementation of a curriculum is discussed in Section 2.5. The final
stage of an innovation (as well as the initial stage of the next innovation) is the evaluation
of the curriculum, and therefore, section 2.6 focuses on the evaluation of a curriculum.
Sections 2.7 to 2.9 in Part III concentrate on the objectives, content and implementation of
an English Listening Comprehension Curriculum. Figure 2.3 illustrates the framework of
the chapter as a whole. Since consideration of how such a curriculum might be evaluated

forms part of the research focus of this work, this is dealt with in Chapters 4 and J.
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Part II Curriculum Innovation: a General Review

2.2 Curriculum Innovation

Change is universal. If business has to retool its operative machinery every two to
five years, how often should we revise a curriculum to keep up with this? How can we
make maximum effective use of newer methods, newer media, and newer departures in
teaching? How can we train teachers more effectively for a new curriculum and rapid
changes, and how can we retrain them from year to year and retain more of them in the
profession? Innovation, as stated by Nisbet (1975), has become something of a
‘bandwagon’ (p.1). Many teachers and administrators in education would like to have a
reputation for being planners. To be a planner is to have the image of being up-to-date,
efficient, responsive, professional and definitely superior to the mass of common
conventional people.

Nicholls (1983:4) defines an innovation as ‘an idea, object or practice perceived as
new by an individual or individuals, which is intended to bring about improvement in
relation to desired objectives, which is fundamental in nature and which is planned and
deliberate’. Specifically as regards curriculum innovation, White (1988) claims that
‘curriculum development or renewal and the decision to design and implement a new
language syllabﬁs are aspects of innovation’ (p.136). Whereas White (1988) describes an
innovation as a process, Markee (1997) describes an innovation from the viewpoint of its
products: it is ‘a managed process of development whose principal products are teaching
(and/or testing) materials, methodological skills, and pedagogical values that are
perceived as new by potential adopters’ (Markee, 1997:47).

Innovations do not occur in isolation, they take place in a context, or a given social
system. It i1s necessary to consider, when planning an innovation, that curriculum
innovation always takes place ‘within a matrix of cultural, political, economic,
institutional, and administrative variables that directly influence the ability of project

participants to innovate in meaningful ways’ (Markee, 1997:172). Kennedy (19992) also
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states that

‘operating within a panicular' socio-political framework, government decisions are made at
macro level about educational and language policy in international, national and organisational
spheres, which in turn have effects on language learning and teaching.’

(Kennedy, 1999a: 2)

It explicitly clarifies the influence of social, economic and political factors on
language learning and teaching. Morris (1996), writing about curriculum in Hong Kong,
makes a similar point and further suggests that there could be other social factors such as
the existence of a set of social values — for example those described as the ‘Confucian
ethic’ in Hong Kong. Morris quotes Rozman’s (1991) argument on the key image
associated with Confucianism. The East Asian concern for family and community, which
may require them to submerge their individual yearnings in the interest of harmony and
the pursuit of collective goals. Hence, the concerns and needs of individual pupils have
been given a relatively low priority in a curriculum and the organisation of schools has
promoted communal values such as cohesion and consensus.

Innovation means change, and change can occur through various processes. As

regards the different approaches to curriculum change, Markee (1997) surveys five

models:

1. The Social interaction model claims that diffusion is a form of communication;
languages spread through the establishment of communication (Markee, 1997; Rogers,
1983: and Cooper, 1989).

2. The Centre-periphery model is ‘a system in which the power to promote educational
change rests with a small number of senior ministry of education officials who are at
the centre of the decision-making process. Teachers, on the contrary, are on the
periphery of this decision-making process; they merely implement the decisions that
are handed down to them’ (Markee, 1997:63). This model pushes teachers to
implement the changes but discourages any development; therefore, it might not be

effective in the long term.
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3. The Research, development, and diffusion model assumes that developing good
innovations depends on research efforts and the provision of high quality products to
rational users in order to ensure adoption (Chin & Benne, 1976). This approach is
dependent on ‘long-term planning and involves a division of labour among teams of
specialists who work on separate phases of a project to develop a final product’
(Markee, 1997:65). This model is still expert-driven; hence, teachers still have little
control over their success.

4, The Problem-solving model ‘enables the eventual users of an innovation to identify the
need for changes’ (Markee, 1997:67). Teachers gather all necessary information to
formulate and select appropriate solutions; this is followed by processes of adaptation,

trial and evaluation.

5. The Linkage model adopts a ‘contingent’ strategy to solve the problems. In some
situations, innovators simulate solutions for end users, whilst in other situations the

end users have to adopt the appropriate resources (Markee 1997).

The above models show different causes of changes and processes of change;

therefore, they can be used as references for a successful innovation in the sense that the

particular changes properly serve the aims of an innovation. These models may be treated

as guidance for curriculum planners as regards what to consider while innovating, what

problems the innovation aims to solve, or how to implement the innovation.
After the innovation is initiated, White (1988) suggests several stages in the

dissemination and adoption of the innovation as follows:

‘At an early stage, a very small percentage of planners decide to introduce new ideas;
At the second stage, the early adopters, who have noted that the innovation produces no harmful
effects, take on the innovation;
During the middle stage, the majority adopt quickly, mainly influenced by the innovators;
At the late stage, the laggards or late adopters finally give in. There is also a minority who never
adopt.’
(White, 1988: 139-140)

These four stages describe the process of a non-problematic, or a successful
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innovation. However, problems can be encountered in any of these four stages. At the
early stage, innovators themselves may encounter difficulties during their planning and
designing. At the second stage, the early adopters may encounter problems carrying out
the innovation. At the middle stage, it is still possible that some problems will occur when
there are more adopters. Finally, at the late stage, though most adopters have already
acknowledged the innovation, those few who adopt late or never adopt may be strongly
against the innovation or have a serious reaction. Therefore, those who have adopted may
also be affected and problems may emerge accordingly. Problems or hindrances compel
amendments or changes, that is to say, innovation can be an outcome of changes and can
also be the cause of another innovation. Hargreaves (1989) introduces a cyclical,

integrated view of three aspects of an innovation:

Figure 2.4 Three aspects of an innovation (Hargreaves, 1989: 35)

This diagram illustrates a self-improving, closed cycle of innovation process. Each
aspect is indispensable to the others. Two-way arrows indicate the mutual influence
between these factors. A design is put into use and then evaluated to see whether or not 1t

is completely and successfully implemented. The evaluation induces reflection and

amendments to design and/or implementation.

2.3 Objectives of a Curriculum

The objectives of a curriculum can be analysed as regards the supposed role of a
curriculum. Richards (2001) sums up five curriculum perspectives: Academic rationalism;
Social and economic efficiency; Social reconstructionism; Cultural pluralism; and
Learner-centredness (pp.114-120). Each of these emphasises a different role of a

curriculum. Academic rationalism justifies the aims of a curriculum as the intrinsic value

29



of the subject matter, such as learners’ intellect, humanistic values and rationality, Social
and economic efficiency focuses on the practical needs of learners and society. Social,
economic, and other needs of society can be identified and planned for ‘by task analysis,
by forming objectives for each task, and by teaching skills as discrete units’ (Uhrmacher,
1993:4). Social reconstructionism emphasises the roles both schools and learners can and
should play when addressing social injustices and inequality. Cultural pluralism asserts
that students should be prepared to participate in several different cultures and not merely
the culture of the dominant social and economic group. Learner-centredness stresses the
individual needs of learners, the role of individual experience, and the need to develop
awareness, self-reflection, critical thinking, learner strategies, and other qualities and
skills believed to be important for learners to develop.

A curriculum can be leamer-ceﬁued in the sense that it is a collaborative effort
between teachers and learners, as learners are ‘closely involved in the decision-making
process regarding the content of a curriculum and how it is taught’ (Nunan, 1988:2).

According to Brindley (1984),

‘Education should develop the individuals’ capacity to control their own destiny and the learner
should therefore be seen as being at the centre of the educational process. For the teaching
institution and the teacher, this means that instructional programmes should be centred around
learners’ needs and that learners themselves should exercise their own responsibility in the choice
of learning objectives, content and methods as well as in determining the means used to assess

their performance.’
(Brindley, 1984: 15)

That is to say, education does not simply mean teachers teaching and students learning
some particular skills or kno{wledgé:; it also means that opportunities are available for
learners to make decisions. It 1s up to the learners, instead of teachers, to decide what they
wish to learn, to achieve, and even how to be assessed. What this implFies is that teachers
and educators will design programmes full of options so that learners may select whatever
they need for individual learning. |

It has been noted previousl){ rthiat a curriculum is affectéd by factors other than the
subject, such as the political and economic environment. The objectives of a language
curriculum are not only inclusive of achieving linguistic competence; a language
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curriculum also ‘typically includes outcomes other than language-related objectives’

(Richards, 2001:133). Non-language outcomes might be:

Confidence

Motivation

Cultural understanding

Learning about learning

Clarification of goals

Access and entry into employment, and further study

(Richards, 2001)

That is to say, objectives in these domains could be related to personal, social, cultural

outcomes. Jackson (1993) comments:

‘Non-language outcomes represent more than desirable or optional by-products of the language
learning process. They are essential prerequisites for on-going and meaningful involvement with
the process of language learning and. learning in general. Non-language outcomes are thus
teaching-learning issues strongly related to issues of access and equity for non-English-speaking
background learners and workers. It is important that the development of knowledge and learning
skills represent a significant component of the adult ESL curriculum.’

(Jackson, 1993: 8)

To sum up, the objectives of a curriculum cover learning purposes that are directly
relevant to that subject, and also cover outcomes other than mere subject-related skills or
knowledge. Therefore, a language curriculum should aim to develop learners’ linguistic
knowledge, but at the same time it should also encourage non-languagé outcomes such as

cultural understanding, self confidence and learning strategies.

2.4 Content of a Curriculum

The content of a curriculum is the means by which the above-mentioned objectives
are to be achieved. In planning a curriculum, decisions are made about the content, and
the skills and attitudes students are expected to acquire. However, learning outcomes are
not the only content of a curriculum. Stenhouse (1975) suggests that a curriculum consist
of three major parts relating to planning, empirical study and justification. That is to say, 2

curriculum is expected to explicitly include contents not only to guide teaching and
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learning, but also to set guidance for empirical study and to justify the curriculum itself.

The following table displays the major elements in a generalised curriculum model

suggested by Stenhouse (1975):

Table 2.1 Major elements 1n a generalised curriculum model (Stenhouse, 1975: 5)

A. In planning:

1. principles for the selection of content — what is to be learned and taught

2. principles for the development of a teaching strategy — how it is to be learned and
taught

3. principles for the making of decisions about sequence

4. principles on which to diagnose the strengths and weakness of individual students
and differentiate the general principles 1, 2 and 3 above to meet individual cases

B.In empirical study:

1. principles on which to study and evaluate the progress of students

2. principles on which to study and evaluate the progress of teachers

3. guidance as to the feasibility of implementing the curriculum in varying school
contexts, pupil contexts, environments and peer group situations

4. information about the variability of effects in differing contexts and on diflerent
pupils and an understanding of the causes of the variation

C. In relation to justification:

A formulation of the aim or intention of the curriculum which is accessible to critical
scrutiny.

Nunan (1988) acknowledges the value of this model in the sense that it firstly accords
the central place of analysing what is actually happening in the curriculum process; it also
realises the central role of teachers. However Nunan makes further demands of a
curriculum. He suggests that a curriculmn should be inclusive of ‘a task statement, a
conditions statement and a standards statement’ (Nunan, 1988:61): the task statement
specifies what the learner is required to do, the conditions statement specifies the
conditions under which the task will be performed and the standards statement specifies
the standard to be achieved. Nunan’s view of a curriculum seems to overlap with that of
Stenhouse’s in the sense that his curriculum exclusively involves the learners: what they
are expected to learn; how they are expected to learn; and what they are expected to
achieve. It might be acceptable that ‘justification’ in Stenhouse’s be categorised other
than the content of a curriculum. However, it might be more suitable to include the

content for the purpose of empirical study.
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As far as language teaching-learning is concerned, it is of utmost importance that
appropriate decisions are made as to ‘what should be selected from the total corpus of the
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