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Abstract

In 2004, the Ministry of Education (MOE) of China disseminated a new English 
curriculum (NEC) for high schools. The NEC promotes communicative language 
teaching (CLT), particularly task based language teaching (TBLT). This thesis 
reports an ethnographic study exploring the experience of five Chinese teachers of 
English in their implementation of the NEC. The researcher worked as a temporary 
English teacher in a high school in Southeast China between September 2007 and 
July 2008 gathering data through participant observation. Research data include 
interviews, classroom observations, documentations and fieldnotes. Grounded 
theory was used for data analysis.

The study highlights the complexity of teachers’ work. Four main ‘push’ factors are 
identified as pushing the teachers to implement the NEC and five factors are 
considered to be the main obstacles for NEC implementation. Some forces act both 
as constraint and possibility for all teachers, and some forces may act as constraint 
for one teacher, but may serve as possibility for another teacher. Many issues 
discussed by earlier studies of TBLT implementation in China and other Asian 
countries are also referenced in this study, although some issues are experienced in 
different ways by the research participants. The role of teacher agency is confirmed 
by the findings and the influence of social and institutional context is recognised. 
The importance of teacher cognition in their implementation of the NEC is also 
supported by findings. A construct of teacher beliefs is proposed and an interwoven 
relationship between teacher cognition, social context and practices is identified.

Practical recommendations are suggested for curriculum developers, teacher 
educators and researchers. The study has extended knowledge in some important 
areas that are identified as being needed for further research: situated policy 
enactment and teacher agency; provided empirical data for policy planning and 
teacher education; extended understanding of teacher cognition in a global context 
and offered insights for applying multiple methods and theories in research projects.
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION

This chapter gives a general outline of this thesis, including a summary of the 

research, the rationale for this research, the research basis, intended stakeholders 

for this research, the organisation of the thesis, and a glossary to assist reading. 

The presentation structure of this chapter is outlined in Table 1.1:

Table 1.1: Scope of chapter 1

1.1 General outline of the research

1.2 Development of the research interest

1.3 Research basis for this thesis

1.4 Stakeholders

1.5 Organisation of the thesis

1.6 Glossary

1. 1 General outline of the research

This thesis reports an ethnographic study exploring the experience of five English 

teachers in a Chinese high school (pre-university stage) in their implementation of a 

national new English curriculum (NEC). The purpose is to reveal the ways in which 

the NEC is experienced by teachers in their contexts, for example, the possibilities 

and constraints of implementing the NEC, and the role of agency in teachers’ 

practices. This study draws on what Holliday (1994: 14) calls a

sociology-anthropology methodology for investigation in an effort to "connect an 

understanding of the wider social picture with a deep exploration of what happens 

between people". In addition to the recognition of teacher cognition in their 

curriculum implementation, this study also explores the institutional and social 

context in which the teachers’ work takes place and investigates possible 

connections with teachers’ curriculum implementation. Grounded theory is used in 

analysing the rich data collected from 10-month ethnographic fieldwork. The 

purpose is to generate theories grounded in the data produced by listening to the 

voices of teachers and observing their everyday practices. The analysis also draws 

on the work of Pierre Bourdieu in order to provide a critical thinking tool in
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understanding and explaining teacher cognition and practices in the teachers’ 

implementation of the NEC.

1. 2 Development of the research interest

A personal interest in the Chinese educational reform of English teaching led me to 

engage in this research. In 2004, the Ministry of Education (MOE) of China 

disseminated the new English curriculum (NEC), as a part of the 8th educational 

reform in China. At the core of the NEC is the promotion of communicative language 

teaching (CLT), and particularly a method linked with the CLT approach called task 

based language teaching (TBLT). The NEC is believed to be very different from the 

previous teaching styles in China and from the Chinese culture of learning (Cortazzi 

and Jin, 1999; Hu, 2002; Rao, 1996). It is also promoted by the official discourse as 

a “radical” change, and the NEC principles were advertised as being “advanced” 

and “modern” in comparison with the previous curriculum.

I was both excited and concerned about the change: in the literature (Cortazzi and 

Jin, 1996:65), stories are told about the “four-centredness” of English language 

teaching (ELT) in China with a focus on the teacher, the textbook, grammar and 

vocabulary. This teaching is claimed to limit students’ learning. In terms of my own 

experience, I remembered how frustrated I was in my first spoken English class at 

university when the American teacher tried to get students to talk: I had almost 

never talked in English prior to that class. I was excited to see this government 

initiative in curriculum innovation and I was eager to see how the NEC might bring 

changes to the classroom, to teachers and to students. On the other hand, I was 

also concerned about teachers. Given the large classes, examination-oriented 

education system and the existing teaching and learning styles, would there be 

difficulties and challenges for teachers’ implementation of the NEC? How would 

they perceive the change? How would they experience it? Because of my interest 

and curiosity, I decided to choose to investigate NEC implementation in China at 

PhD level after I graduated from my MA Education programme. The reason why I 

chose to study teachers was simple: for my MA thesis, I investigated teachers’ 

support of children’s language development and I was interested in doing research 

with teachers. Also, I have taught English in a college in China, and I was interested 

to see how other teachers teach English, and how their strategies might be similar to 

or different from mine.
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With this in mind, the investigation began by examining areas in relation to ELT and 

curriculum implementation. I was drawn to the ‘post-method’ discussion and I 

became particularly interested in two areas of research: teacher cognition (e.g. Borg, 

2006; Elbaz, 1983; Woods, 1996) and social context (e.g. Bax, 2003; Bruce and 

Rubin, 1992; Holliday, 1994). I was also influenced by Ball’s (1994) conceptual 

model for the analysis of policy implementation, for example, the dichotomy of 

agency/structure, policy as text/policy as discourse and macro/micro context. Thus, 

the research sets out to investigate teachers’ situated experiences of teaching the 

NEC while addressing the wider institutional and social context. Three research 

questions are addressed:

■ What are teachers’ experiences of teaching the NEC?

■ What is the role of teacher cognition in teachers’ practices?

■ What is the role of social context in teachers’ practices?

It is suggested in the literature that the research on situated policy implementation 

and practitioner agency is scarce (Clarke et al., 2007; Ramanthan and Morgan, 

2007; Canagarajah, 2005) and the understanding of teacher cognition lacks data 

about state education, prescribed curriculum and non-native teachers (Borg, 2006; 

Woods, 1996). My interest corresponded to a perceived need in the field for in-depth 

situated studies of this type.

1. 3 Research basis for this thesis

The aim of the research is to explore and uncover the meanings behind teachers’ 

decisions in their implementation of the NEC and understand how they make sense 

of the world in their practical situations. The enquiry is constructive and 

interpretative, using different theories and data collection techniques in order to 

construct an understanding of teachers that is most truthful to their work.

The research draws on an ethnographic study carried out between September 2007 

and July 2008. During this period of time, I worked as a temporary English teacher 

in a high school in Southeast China gathering data through participant observation. 

My multiple identities, for example, as a Chinese national having been educated in 

China to first degree level and having taught in China, and as a postgraduate 

student at a UK university have developed my intercultural competence which has 

enabled me to see from within and to understand from without, and enriched my



research. The prolonged engagement in the setting and the participant observer 

role enabled me to develop a good rapport with teachers, offered in-depth 

understanding and an insider perspective of teachers' experiences of teaching the 

NEC: I was able to observe teachers performing in a wide range of settings (e.g. 

teaching in classrooms, teaching for demonstration, preparing lessons and 

discussing with each other in the office). The main research participants are five 

English teachers of the grade 2 age group, who differ from each other with regard to 

their gender, teaching experience and types of class taught. Additionally, I also 

interviewed 15 other English teachers in the school and observed 38 demonstration 

lessons of teachers inside and outside the school. In total, data include 69 

semi-structured and focused interviews, 107 classroom observations, 

documentation and about 250,000 words’ fieldnotes.

1. 4 Stakeholders

This research is potentially interesting to a wide range of stakeholders. Examples 

are:

■ Curriculum developers: through participant observation and detailed description, 

this thesis provides an in-depth understanding of the NEC experience from 

teachers’ perspectives. It investigates how teachers make their decisions about 

the use of the NEC and examines the possibilities and constraints associated 

with teaching the NEC. The thesis also suggests some practical 

recommendations for curriculum developers.

■ Teacher educators: this thesis also discusses the developmental history of 

teachers and areas in relation to the evolvement of teacher cognition and 

practices, and suggests an alternative framework for teacher education 

programmes.

■ Ethnographers in training: this thesis gives a detailed account of my experience 

of doing ethnographic fieldwork, highlights the complexity of the research 

process, and discusses my strategies and dilemmas in the field. Training 

ethnographers may find it interesting to read my experience to enhance their 

awareness about fieldwork.

■ Researchers who are interested in teacher cognition, culture of teaching and 

policy implementation, particularly those who have an interest in the Chinese 

context.

4



1. 5 Organisation of the thesis

This thesis consists of 9 chapters. After a general outline of the thesis in chapter 1, 

chapter 2 reviews the literature in relation to the enquiry, for example, TBLT, 

curriculum implementation and current debates and perspectives in ELT. It also 

discusses my perspectives with regard to ELT, my interest in teacher cognition and 

social context. Chapter 2 also explains the framework for this investigation, and the 

rationale for my framework.

Chapter 3 introduces the methodological issues I considered and the procedures 

that I followed in this study. It discusses my theoretical stance and its implications 

for this enquiry and illustrates the process of my research: negotiation of access, my 

consideration of self presentation and the detailed procedures that I followed for 

data collection and analysis. This chapter also includes my reflection on the 

research design and research process.

Bearing in mind the influence of context in teachers’ practices, chapters 4 and 5 

discuss the institutional and social context in which teachers’ work is embedded. 

Chapter 4 examines the NEC and the wider social context in which the curriculum is 

initiated, developed and implemented. Some salient features of the Chinese 

education system and their implications for teachers’ implementation of the NEC are 

discussed. In chapter 5, the emphasis is on the institutional context of teachers’ 

work. Apart from a detailed introduction of the school for this ethnographic study, the 

capital that may be at stake in the field is also discussed, along with the five 

research participants’ positions in relation to their possession of capital.

Chapter 6 and chapter 7 focus on the five research participants. Chapter 6 explores 

the experience of the NEC implementation from teachers’ perspectives. It discusses 

teachers’ orientation towards the NEC, their engagement with the NEC, their 

emotions associated with teaching the NEC, the goal conflicts they voiced in relation 

to teaching the NEC and the positions they take in response to the goal conflicts. It 

also explores teachers’ cultural orientations and their development of teacher 

cognition and practices. In an attempt to demonstrate the complex nature of 

teachers’ work, the writing is deliberately descriptive and relies on the teachers’ 

voices to illuminate their thinking and situation. Chapter 7 focuses on the 

observational data gained from teachers’ classroom practices and out-of-classroom
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practices. It analyses the patterns and differences in teachers’ practices. The 

observational data is also compared with the interview data discussed in the 

previous chapter.

Chapter 8 concludes the discussion of chapters 4-7 by answering the three research 

questions addressed in chapter 1: it summarises teachers’ experiences of teaching 

the NEC and discusses the role of teacher cognition and social context in teachers’ 

practices. In Chapter 9, a reflection on the research is made. It also discusses how 

this research may have contributed to knowledge and suggests some practical 

recommendations for researchers, curriculum developers and teacher educators.

1. 6 Glossary

Since this study is carried out in China, some terms may be China-specific and 

some terms used in China may be used differently in other countries. Therefore, this 

section gives a list of terms that may be needed in reading.

Academic Affairs Division t] : The Academic Affairs division is the authority 

for academic management in the school. Its responsibilities include developing 

academic policies and coordinating lesson planning and evaluation.

Arts class [3tf4$E]: In Chinese high schools, classes are divided into arts classes 

and science classes. In addition to the common areas (Chinese language, 

mathematics and foreign language), students in arts classes also study history, 

geography and politics.

City[flJ]: In the context of Chinese government, a city is the second level of 

administrative division in China, the first being province. There are 11 cities in JZ 

province and the population for LQ city, where the school for this ethnographic study 

locates, is about 6 million.

Class teacher[itt±{T]: In Chinese schools and universities, it is common to have a 

class teacher, who takes the main responsibility for monitoring and supporting 

students' social development and disciplinary management in class and out of class. 

For example, class teachers write developmental records for their students and

discuss learning progress with them and their parents.
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County [Hr]: In the context of Chinese government, a county is the third level of 

administrative division in China, the first being province and the second being city. 

There are 9 counties in LQ City.

Department of Discipline An administrative department in the school

responsible for students’ disciplinary management, for example, to ensure students 

comply with school regulations.

Demonstration le s so n s [^ T f^ ]: Demonstration lessons are lessons in which 

teachers demonstrate their teaching to other teachers. There are two types: 

experienced teachers demonstrating teaching to less experienced teachers from the 

same school or other schools; peers in the teachers’ team within a school for mutual 

exchange and development.

English corner This is a weekly occasion in CHS organized by the

American teachers for students to talk with each other in English.

Experienced teachers [S iSH£l!ftJ^F]: I have used the term experienced teachers 

to describe teachers who have taught for longer times. It does not denote the 

meaning of expertise.

Expert teachers It is the highest professional title for secondary school

teachers. Teachers in Chinese high schools are graded into four professional levels 

(expert, senior, level 1 and level 2) according to their teaching experience, their 

publications, their (students’) achievements and, for expert and senior teachers, an 

anonymous vote in the school and in the city. It does not denote my evaluation of 

one teacher being more "expert" than the other.

G rade[^|$]: Grade refers to age group. There are three grades in high schools in 

China.

High school[i^43]: High school is a pre-university stage in China, providing 

education for students aged 15-18.
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Key school[ I I S c h o o l s  in China are graded into at least two levels: key 

schools and non-key schools. The criteria for grading include teaching facilities, 

previous students' academic performances, and staff members' qualifications and 

achievements. Key school is higher on the hierarchy than non-key school. For 

admission into key schools, students need to have higher scores in the entrance 

examination. In LQ, the city where the school for this ethnographic study is located, 

the 82 high schools are graded into four levels: grade 1 key schools, grade 2 key 

schools, grade 3 key schools and non-key schools. CHS, the school for this 

ethnographic study, is a grade 1 key school.

NUEE[ilj%]: The National University Entrance Examination, which selects high 

school students for university entrance.

Non-key school Schools in China are graded into at least two levels:

key schools and non-key schools (see glossary ‘key schools’ for criteria for 

classification). Non-key school is lower in the hierarchy than key school. Students 

with lower scores in the entrance examination will be accepted to study in non-key 

schools.

Normal University It refers to university for training teachers, chiefly for

training secondary school teachers.

‘Ordinary class’ In many Chinese high schools, students are allocated to

‘top classes’ and ‘ordinary classes’ on the basis of their scores in the high school 

entrance examination. ‘Ordinary classes’ are for students without the highest 

performance in the examination.

Province^']: In the context of Chinese government, a province is the first level of 

administrative division in China. There are 22 provinces in China. The population for 

JZ province, the province where the school for this ethnographic study locates, is 

about 50 million.

Quality education [jRffiifcW]: It is promoted in the policy Decisions on Deepening 

Education Reform and Fully Promoting Quality Education [ 4 ^  4 ^  0  ̂  ^  {T

by the Central Government of China in 1999.



The term is used in China to denote all-round development of students (e.g. 

physical development, creativity, imagination, thinking and independent study skills) 

rather than the evaluation of quality provision of education institutions.

Round[jS]: In Chinese high schools, teachers of a subject usually teach the same 

group of students for three years, from students' admission in grade one to their 

graduation in grade three. This is called a 'round'.

Science class [JlS-SE]: In Chinese high schools, classes are divided into arts 

classes and science classes. In addition to the common areas (Chinese language, 

mathematics and foreign language), students in science classes also study 

chemistry, physics and biology.

Senior t e a c h e r [ j | j It is the second highest professional title for secondary 

school teachers. Teachers in Chinese high schools are graded into four professional 

levels (expert, senior, level 1 and level 2) according to their teaching experience, 

their publications, their (students’) achievements and, for expert and senior teachers, 

an anonymous vote in the school and in the city.

Teaching competition K]: This is an event, normally organised by

the local education authority, for teachers to demonstrate their teaching skills in a 

competition in front of an audience of other teachers and judges. On these 

occasions, teachers give a lesson to a group of students (often randomly assigned 

by the local education authority) and judges (normally prestigious teachers and 

managers of the local education authority) give scores according to teachers’ 

performance in the lesson.

Teaching plan competition This is an event organised by LQ

Education Bureau for teachers to demonstrate the ‘quality’ of their lesson plans. On 

these occasions, teachers from each school work in a team to produce Powerpoint 

presentations illustrating their plans for teaching and judges (normally prestigious 

teachers and managers of the local education authority) give scores according to 

their presentations. The powerpoint presentations are also made public via the 

website of LQ Education Bureau.
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Top class’ In many Chinese high schools, students are allocated to ‘top

classes’ and ‘ordinary classes’ on the basis of their scores in the high school 

entrance examination. Top classes’ are for students with the highest performance 

in the examination.

10



CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW

As introduced in chapter 1, a nationwide new English curriculum (NEC) for high 

schools was disseminated in China in 2004. At the core of the NEC is the promotion 

of communicative language teaching (CLT), particularly a method linked with the 

CLT approach called task based language teaching (TBLT). In this chapter, my 

purpose is to present to readers some key concepts in relation to the investigation 

(e.g. TBLT and curriculum), explore the current debates and perspectives in ELT 

and discuss my perspectives with regard to ELT. My purpose is also to explain the 

framework for this investigation, along with the rationale for my framework. The 

presentation structure of this chapter is outlined in Table 2.1:

Table 2.1: Scope of chapter 2

2.1. TBLT and current debates in ELT

2.1.1 TBLT

2.1.2 The implementation of TBLT

2.1.3 Is TBLT a 'good' method?

2.1.4 Is there any 'best' method?

2.2 Studies which have stimulated my research

2.2.1 Social context and language teaching

2.2.2 Teacher cognition and language teaching

2.3 Seeking a framework for the investigation of curriculum implementation

2.3.1 Possible models for the investigation of curriculum implementation

2.3.2 Models which have influenced my investigation of curriculum 

implementation

2.4 Implementing the NEC or teaching the NEC?

2.5 Conclusion
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2. 1 TBLT and current debates in ELT

2.1.1 TBLT

This section investigates the concept of TBLT in order to enable readers to better 

understand the analysis in later chapters in which teachers' use of TBLT is 

investigated.

Richards and Rogers (2001:223) define TBLT as “an approach based on the use of 

tasks as the core unit of planning and instruction in language teaching”. In the 

literature, there is some debate on the classification of TBLT, for example, whether it 

is an approach or a method (Nunan, 2004) and whether it is linked to any particular 

method at all (Kumaravivelu, 1993). However, most writers tend to perceive TBLT 

as a method linked to the CLT approach, with the labels 'modification' (Klapper,

2003), 'latest realization' (Nunan, 2004) or 'offshoot' (Kumaravadivelu, 2006).

TBLT is a relatively new term in ELT literature, first appearing in 1979 in Southern 

Indian’s Bangalore Project (Prabhu, 1987). This experimental language programme 

emerged because the approach used in India at the time, the 

structural-oral-situational approach, was not particularly well received by 

practitioners. First of all, Structural-Oral-Situational approach was considered less 

effective in bringing about grammatically correct spoken English as it promised. 

Secondly, some activities encouraged by the structural-oral-situational approach 

were less successful in encouraging learner involvement, for example, some 

learners were reluctant to participate in affective activities encouraged by the 

structural-oral-situational approach (Howatt and Widdowson, 2004). The Bangalore 

project team believed that intellectually biased activities were more applicable in the 

Indian ELT context and meaning focused tasks would be more effective in 

promoting successful language acquisition. The assumption was that 

comprehension sharpened by the possibility of having to respond later is more 

effective in engaging learners than comprehension for its own sake. Therefore, 

task-based activities engendered by the need to respond and communicate were 

seen as more successful in promoting language acquisition by activating learners’ 

cognitive processes (Prabhu, 1987). A series of graded reasoning tasks (e.g. 

puzzles detection and mental arithmetic) were therefore designed and implemented 

in the Bangalore project. This approach was later known as task based learning

(Fotos and Ellis, 1991; Willis, 1996), task based instruction (Skehan, 1998, 2003),
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task based learning and pedagogy (Foster, 1999), task based approach (Littlewood,

2004) and task based language teaching (Nunan, 2004). To ensure consistency, 

task based language teaching (TBLT) is used throughout this thesis.

Along with the various labels attached to it, TBLT is also defined and emphasized 

differently by different writers (Ellis, 2003; Littlewood, 2004; Nunan, 2004; Prabhu, 

1987; Skehan, 1998; Willis, 1996). However, most writers seem to agree that the 

key feature of TBLT is its focus on the communication of meaning through related 

activities or procedures. There is also a general consensus with regard to the 

following characteristics:

■ The target language should be used by the learners for a communicative 

purpose in order to achieve an outcome. Therefore, the emphasis is on 

meaning rather than on form and task completion is prioritized (e.g. Bygate et 

al., 2001; Ellis, 2003; Lee, 2001; Nunan, 1989; Skehan, 1998; Willis, 1996). 

However, learners are able to notice linguistic features through 

meaning-focused activities (e.g. Nunan, 2004; Willis, 1996).

■ The instruction should be learner-centred rather than teacher controlled (e.g. 

Bygate et al., 2001; Nunan, 2004; Skehan, 1998). However, appropriate teacher 

intervention is necessary in smoothing the activity and facilitating the acquisition 

of formal linguistic elements (e.g. Willis, 1996).

■ The task objective should be attainable and clearly specified (e.g. Nunan, 2004). 

The instructional sequence should be carefully graded to maximize 

comprehension and learning (e.g. Nunan, 2004; Prabhu, 1987; Willis, 1996), for 

example, pre-task language study may contribute to the ‘noticing’ of formal 

features during communication in the task cycle (e.g. Willis, 1996).

■ The task activities should be designed in a way that resembles real world 

activities and promotes natural language use (e.g. Ellis, 2003; Skehan, 1998).

■ A range of task work should be arranged in order to provide maximum exposure 

to comprehensible input and improve various skills (e.g. Ellis, 2003; Long, 1983; 

Nunan, 1991).

As summarized in the reviews of Ellis (2000) and Skehan (2003), recent research 

on TBLT has been motivated by two main second language (L2) acquisition theories: 

the psycholinguistic approach and the sociocultural approach. Researchers with the 

psycholinguistic perspective have explored how task characteristics and conditions 

affect learners' allocation of attentional resources during task performance 

(Robinson, 2001; Skehan and Foster, 2001) and claim that TBLT facilitates L2
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development by bringing together input features, learner-internal capacities, and 

language production (Long, 1996; Gass, 2003). Whereas researchers in the 

psycholinguistic tradition have emphasised the role of the inherent task properties 

on performance and acquisition, socio-cultural researchers have focused on how 

tasks are accomplished by learners and teachers and how the process of 

accomplishing them might contribute to language acquisition. They tend to believe 

that learning arises in, rather than through, interaction. The interest in a task is to 

allow participants to shape it to their own ends and to build meanings collaboratively 

that are unpredictable and personal (Lantolf, 2000), for example, improvement may 

be achieved through the scaffolding between learners.

Now thirty years since TBLT was initialized, tasks have become a familiar resource 

in language classrooms. The concept, though originating in India, has been 

developed and promoted by quite a number of Western writers. In fact, Ellis 

(2003:331) claims that ELT is an "Anglo-American creation". A review of literature 

suggests that TBLT has increasingly appeared in ELT publications. Let us take the 

British based ELT journal as an example, there were only 2 articles titled 'task' in the 

1980s, the number rose to 8 in the 1990s, and becomes 19 in the 2000s. 

Advocators of TBLT include such authority figures as Ellis (2000, 2003); Littlewood 

(2004, 2007); Long (1985, 2005) and Nunan (1989, 2004). Proponents of TBLT 

often promote it as a most effective teaching approach, superior to ‘traditional’ 

methods, and soundly based in theory and research. Willis (1996) advocates TBLT 

as a perfect middle path of focus on form and focus on meaning. Ellis (2003:28) 

argues that "tasks are both necessary and sufficient for learning". Nunan (2004) and 

Long (2005) claim that TBLT is a learner-centred approach and is therefore able to 

address the growing need for relevance and accountability in L2 teaching, 

particularly for learners with specific academic, occupational or vocational purposes. 

Howatt and Widdowson (2004:366) conclude that TBLT “has become a new 

orthodoxy”. For Nunan (2004:13) also, TBLT is “the new orthodoxy” with major 

publications and government policies.

2.1.2 The implementation of TBLT

Currently, the impact of TBLT largely resides in the field of ELT (Klapper, 2003). 

Although it is considered mainly an Anglo-American creation (Ellis, 2003), TBLT 

seems most influential in the Asia-Pacific region. In his survey of the educational
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policies and practices in the Asia-Pacific region, Nunan (2003) finds that TBLT is 

claimed to be one of the central principles of ELT curricula in all the countries he 

studies: Japan, Vietnam, China, Hong Kong, Korea and Malaysia. However, despite 

the enthusiasm for introducing TBLT in ELT, resistance to and challenges for 

implementing a TBLT framework are reported in most of the countries Nunan (2003) 

has studied (e.g. Butler & Lino 2005;Carless 2004; Lee, 2005; Littlewood, 2007).

The first stated problem resides in the design of TBLT. Some authors argue that 

certain procedures and outcomes of TBLT seem too idealized to be achieved. 

According to Willis (1996) and Nunan (2004), the idealized outcome of TBLT is the 

'noticing' of linguistic elements during task completion and between learners. 

However, it is argued that learners may become too pre-occupied with completing 

tasks to notice linguistic elements (Carless, 2004) and learners with a higher level of 

linguistic and cognitive proficiency may dominate the interaction (Lee, 2005) and 

even question the value of peer interaction (McDonough, 2004). Another 

procedure promoted by Willis (1996) is that teachers may 'notice' the linguistic 

elements arising out of the task cycle and explain these elements during the 

post-task cycle. However, Li (2003) argues that with the demand of class 

management, it seems too difficult for teachers to attend to all the interaction in 

different groups.

The second stated problem is the contextual constraints within the educational 

system. First of all, most of the South East Asian countries have large class sizes 

and implementing a TBLT method makes disciplinary management a challenge. 

Students may engage in off-task activities (Li, 2003). They may communicate in 

their first languages rather than the target language (Carless, 2004). They may also 

become noisy while carrying out tasks and this may annoy administrators and 

teachers from other classes (Li, 1998). Secondly, researchers from nearly all the 

countries Nunan (2003) studies report that an examination-oriented evaluation 

system is a major obstacle to the implementation of TBLT (Chow & Mok-Cheung 

2004; Li, 1998; Shim & Baik, 2004). Thirdly, the limitation of resources may also 

affect TBLT implementation (Hu, 2005). Additionally, most of the teachers do not 

have experience of living and studying in an English-speaking country, and they 

report a lack of confidence in using English to carry out communicative activities 

(Butler, 2004; Carless, 2003, 2004; Li, 2003).
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The third stated problem is the influence of the social and cultural environment. Hu 

(2002) claims that TBLT may not fit in with China’s 'culture of learning'. He argues 

that education is conceived in China more as a process of knowledge accumulation 

than as a process of using knowledge for immediate purposes. Therefore, teachers 

and students may doubt the value of doing task-based activities in which teachers 

do not 'transmit' knowledge. Similar findings of cultural mismatches are also 

reported in Hong Kong (Chow and Mok-Cheung, 2004), Japan (Samimy and 

Kobayashi, 2004) and South Korea (Shim and Baik, 2004).

2.1.3 Is TBLT a ’good’ method?

As seen from the above discussion, context is the main obstacle for TBLT to be well 

received in Asia-Pacific regions. The stated problems include large classes, 

examination-oriented education systems and different learning and teaching culture. 

Given Ellis’ claim (2003) that TBLT is mainly an Anglo-American creation, these 

problems may seem less obvious. Actually, some researchers (e.g. Carless, 2007) 

have anticipated resistance to the implementation of a TBLT method in 

Confucian-heritage countries where the teaching conditions and educational ethos 

in these countries are very different from the west.

In addition to the potential influence of educational and social context, the diverse 

perspectives among TBLT writers themselves may have also created tension and 

confusion for the successful implementation of TBLT. In fact, the definition of task is 

itself a debate. According to Long (1985), task may not involve educational purpose 

and language use at all. A piece of work such as painting a fence is also a task. On 

the other hand, Nunan (2004) classifies tasks into pedagogic task and target task, 

and claims that pedagogic task should involve language use and reflect real world 

experience. However, debate still persists as to whether tasks should reflect native 

speaker’s experience (authenticity) or foresee the learners’ experience 

(genuineness) in the real world context (Guariento and Morley, 2001). Additionally, 

there is also debate as to whether form-focused activity constitutes a task. Estaire 

and Zanon (1994) consider it an enabling task while Ellis (2000) argues it is just an 

exercise. In addition to the diverse perspectives on task definitions, there are still 

debates in terms of task procedures. According to Wells (1985), tasks should be the 

core of language teaching. However, Bruton (2002) argues that tasks should be 

used only as adjuncts to facilitate structure-based teaching. Furthermore, there are
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also various opinions with regard to the selection and sequence of tasks (Skehan,

2003). Since TBLT writing is far from showing a consensus, teachers may rely on 

their intuitions to make decisions about which tasks to include in a syllabus and the 

order in which the tasks should be presented. This may also lead to the perceived 

failure of TBLT if different criteria are used forjudging implementation.

The challenge of TBLT implementation leads some writers to argue that TBLT is not 

a ‘good’ method. Sheen (1994) argues that the theoretical base of TBLT is not 

critically analyzed. In Swan’s opinion (2005:376), TBLT lacks theoretical foundation, 

as well as empirical evidence. He even asserts that TBLT innovations are just 

“legislation by hypothesis”.

However, reviewing ELT history suggests that the ‘failure’ of TBLT implementation 

is not a single scenario. The ELT profession has a long history of seeking the ‘best’ 

way of teaching. There has been no lack of teaching approaches and methods in 

ELT literature, from what we called “panaceas” (e.g. the Direct Method), “new 

wonder cures” (e.g. Suggestopedia) to some major and lasting paradigm shifts (e.g. 

from audiolingualism to communicative language teaching) (Klapper, 2003:33). All 

these approaches and methods have generated a variety of innovations in ELT, 

either on a large scale or in a relatively smaller context, usually as a result of the 

dissatisfaction with the previous approach (Richards and Rogers, 2001). For 

example, the rise of CLT is a response to the perceived failure of the structural 

approach and the advent of TBLT is an evolution of CLT. It is in this context that 

some researchers start to question whether there is an alternative to method, rather 

than an alternative method (Kumaravadivelu, 2006).

2.1.4 Is there any ‘best method'?

Earlier debates in ELT were perhaps based on the conviction that it was possible to 

find a ‘best method’. Once it was found, it was thought that it could lead to 

widespread acceptance and success in the profession. This stance, which is 

ultimately based on a positivist view, may see the ELT professional endeavour as a 

form of progress towards finding idealized universal teaching methods (Howatt and 

Widdowson, 2004). However, the frequent ‘failures’ of new approaches along with 

the influence of the postmodernist climate in mainstream research make some 

researchers question: is there any ‘best method’?
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Kumaravadivelu (2006) sees Pennycook (1989) and Prabhu (1990) as early 

advocates of the advent of the ‘post method era’ (Richards and Rogers, 2001) or 

‘post method condition’ (Kumaravadivelu, 1994). Pennycook’s (1989) paper leads 

ELT professionals to question the neutrality of method because he claims that the 

concept of method “reflects a particular view of the world and is articulated in the 

interests of unequal power relationships” (p. 589-590) and that it “has diminished 

rather than enhanced our understanding of language teaching” (p. 597). Prabhu 

(1990) also seeks to put an end to the obsession with the search for the 'best 

method'. He argues that no method can be objectified and simplified to be good or 

bad. The validity lies in its power to influence teachers’ subjective understanding of 

teaching. The debates between different methods are important, only in the sense 

that they help teachers better understand the method and modify the method for 

their own use. Prabhu (ibid) also argues that the challenge facing the ELT 

profession is not how to design a new method but how to devise a new way to help 

activate and develop teachers' varied senses of plausibility to “operate with some 

personal conceptualization of how their teaching leads to desired learning” (p. 172). 

This perception is echoed by Kumaravadivelu (1992) who argues that the duty of 

the ELT profession is only to help teachers to develop a capacity to generate varied 

and situation-specific ideas within a general framework that makes sense in terms of 

current pedagogical and theoretical knowledge. Widdowson (2003) also expresses 

the view that ELT professionals and curriculum designers should not prescribe the 

way teachers should follow, but suggest directions for teachers to explore. Similar 

concerns are also expressed by a number of other prominent ELT figures, for 

example, Brown (2002), Howatt and Widdowson (2004) and Richards (1990).

In addition to the postmethod discussion, another change in the ELT profession is 

the shift from systemic discovery to critical discourse, which is described by 

Kumaravadivelu (2006:70) as “connecting the word with the world”. In this climate, 

much thought has been given to the complexity of language teaching and learning. 

For example, language learning is believed to be related to wider social, cultural and 

political domains. Locality and the lived experiences of teachers and students are 

very much highlighted. The critical turn has given rise to a range of discussions and 

new horizons of exploration. Examples are language and identity (Parmenter, 1997), 

discourse analysis (Fairclough, 1995), classroom interaction (Kumaravadivelu, 

1999), pedagogical cultures and local realities (Canagarajah, 2005), and teacher 

cognition (Borg, 1998; Woods, 1996). My thinking is very much influenced by the
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postmethod discussion and critical discourse investigation. Therefore, in this 

investigation of teachers’ curriculum implementation, I do not aim to evaluate 

teachers’ practices or to look for a ‘best’ method that would work for all. Rather, I am 

more interested in understanding the practices from their perspectives, for example, 

the thinking behind their classroom practices, and the contextual influences on their 

decision making. The focus has been influenced by two areas of research: social 

context and teacher cognition. These two areas are discussed in the following 

section.

2.2 Studies which have stimulated my research

Although ethnography is exploratory in nature and ethnographers should guard 

against preconceived assumptions which may prejudice the data collection and 

analysis, it is the case that foreshadowed problems, informed by previous 

experience or literature, may serve as a useful starting point for research and make 

the researcher better equipped for the work (Hammersley and Atkinson, 1995). For 

example, such considerations allow areas of investigation to be identified more 

precisely, efficiently and systematically. This section introduces two areas of studies 

that have stimulated my research: social context and teacher cognition.

2.2.1 Social context and language teaching

Learning and teaching do not take place in a vacuum but are the products of the 

society and culture in which they belong (Bruce and Rubin, 1992). In response to 

the methodological debate, Bax (2003:281) argues that "methodology is not the 

magic solution" and "the context is a crucial determiner of the success or failure of 

learners". In his paper, he criticizes questioning by a young inexperienced teacher 

of a relatively experienced teacher who does not use CLT. In her study of 

Vietnamese teachers, Ha (2004) argues that qualities of teaching and learning may 

vary from culture to culture. Even if the same view is shared between cultures, the 

practice may still be diverse. Similar concerns are also expressed by many other 

researchers, for example, Breen (1986), Holliday (1994), Howatt and Widdowson 

(2004) and Javis and Atsilarat (2004). The discussion in 2.1.2 also supports such a 

view with empirical evidence of TBLT implementation.
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In addition to ELT, the importance of context for curriculum implementation is also 

supported by mainstream literature in education, for example, Fullan (2007) and 

Hargreaves (1994). In his research investigating schools involved in the Improve 

Quality of Education for All (IQEA) programme in the UK, Hopkins (2001:67) 

concludes that, "Without a clear focus on internal conditions of schools, the 

improvement effort will quickly become marginalized".

Social context has attracted much interest in ELT research and in literature, but the 

term context is used in rather diverse ways (Holliday, 1994). In this thesis, Boyd's 

definition of school context will be used. As defined by Boyd (1992), school context 

is comprised of two fundamental components: school ecology and school culture 

(see Table 2.2). School ecology factors include: (1) the availability of resources; (2) 

physical aspects of the school; (3) student and teacher demographics; and (4) local, 

state, and federal policies. School culture includes the system of relationships and 

shared norms, attitudes, and beliefs within the school. Such a definition seems to be 

accepted by many other researchers, for example, Hall and Hord (2001) and 

Holliday (1994).

Table 2.2: Components of school context (Boyd, 1992)

School Context

School Ecology: School culture:

■ Resources ■ Relationship

■ Physical conditions ■ Interactions

■ Demographics ■ Communication characteristics

■ Politics ■ Norms of practices

■ Hierarchical structures ■ Shared values and beliefs

Within context, Holliday (1994) distinguishes between two kinds of context: macro 

context and micro context. The macro context includes the wider societal and 

institutional influences on what happens in the classroom and the micro context 

consists of the socio-psychological aspects of group dynamics within the classroom. 

Citing Bowers (1987:8-9, in Holliday, 1994:15), Holliday argues that, "the classroom 

is a microcosm which, for all its universal magisterial conventions, reflects in 

fundamental social terms the world that lies outside the window". Therefore, much 

of the classroom interaction is very likely to be derived from influences from outside
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the classroom, for example, relationships of status, resources and market forces. 

Classroom interactions can not be fully understood without knowledge of the wider 

macro picture. In this investigation, I will adopt what Holliday (1994:14) calls a 

sociology-anthropology methodology for investigation in an effort to "connect an 

understanding of the wider social picture with a deep exploration of what happens 

between people". I will try to explore the macro context in which teachers live and 

investigate possible connections with teachers’ curriculum implementation.

An important element of context is culture. As defined earlier, culture is seen as a 

system of relationships, shared norms, attitudes and beliefs (Boyd, 1992). Breen 

(1986) argues that it is only through looking at the classroom as culture that we can 

begin to understand what is going on in the classroom. Culture of teaching has 

generated much discussion in ELT literature, a popular area of which is national 

culture, for example, Shamim (1996) and Khuwaileh and Shoumali’s (2000) study of 

Arab culture. Chinese culture is also frequently studied (Cortazzi and Jin, 1996; Ho, 

1991; Watkins and Biggs, 1996). As shown in 2.1.2, some researchers attribute the 

failure of TBLT implementation to the culture of learning (e.g. Samimy and 

Kobayashi, 2004). Hu (2002) claims in his study that the CLT approach is in conflict 

with the Chinese culture of learning in at least the following ways: philosophical 

assumptions about the nature of teaching and learning; perceptions of the 

respective roles and responsibilities of teachers and students, learning strategies 

encouraged and qualities valued in teachers and students. Such a view is contested 

by Littlewood’s (2000) report. His comparative study of 2,307 students from eight 

Asian countries and three European countries shows that the view of Asian students 

as ‘obedient listeners’ does not reflect the roles they would like to adopt in class, 

and there is less difference in attitudes to learning between Asian and European 

countries than between individuals within each country. Such a finding leads him to 

argue that while there may be cultural implications, the nature and extent of such 

influences on learning needs to be questioned and explored in greater depth. Such 

a view is also shared by Canagarajah (1999) and Kumaravadivelu (2003). Using 

Ballard's (1994, in Holliday, 1994:49) theory, Holliday tries to explain why there exist 

diverse interpretations of the same culture. He argues that "all societies incorporate 

a full spectrum of ways of doing things, and that what some people over-generalise 

as cultural differences are in fact dominant tendencies in one direction or another 

within individual societies". Therefore, "an anthropology is important because it can
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determine how these influences are different within specific societies - social 

features of specific classroom situations" (p. 14).

Holliday (1999) goes on to suggest that there are two notions of culture: ‘large 

culture’ and ‘small culture’. ‘Large culture’ is the prescribed ethic, national and 

international culture and ‘small culture’ refers to small social groupings or activities 

wherever there is cohesive behaviour. He argues that globalisation and imperialism 

diminish the ‘large culture’ concept and therefore, ‘small culture’ is most appropriate 

for avoiding stereotypes and illuminating full inter-cultural complexity in any world.

In Holliday’s (1994, 1999) view, ‘small cultures’ run between as well as within 

related ‘large cultures’. This is exemplified in his model of classroom culture, which 

is regarded as part of a complex of interrelated and overlapping cultures of different 

dimensions (e.g. professional culture, national culture and host institution culture) 

within the host educational environment (see Figure 2.1). Holliday (1994) argues 

that these cultures can be of different sizes and types; they can be related 

hierarchically or in other ways, sometimes overlapping. These cultures are fluid, 

dynamic and evolving. He believes it is the interplay of these cultures that have 

shaped classroom interactions. These different dimensions of culture will be 

explored in this thesis, for example, national culture (see 6.7) and classroom culture 

(see 7.4.2). Their relationships with each other will also be investigated (see 8.3).

International
education
related
culture

Professional 
academic culture

National culture

Host institution 
culture

Classroom
culture

Figure 2.1.: Host culture complex (Holliday, 1994:29)
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2.2.2 Teacher cognition and language teaching

Another area of research that has stimulated my investigation is teacher cognition 

and language teaching.

The last thirty years have witnessed a change of perspectives in the study of 

teaching. In the 1970s, the dominant perspective was to regard teaching as 

behaviours performed by teachers in class and research was largely centred on 

finding strategies that can make teachers do better (Borg, 2006). Since the mid 

1970s, teachers have been viewed as "active, thinking decision makers who make 

instructional choices by drawing on complex, practically-oriented, personalized, and 

context-sensitive networks of knowledge, thoughts and beliefs" (Borg, 2003:81). It is 

in this context that research on teacher cognition started and developed.

The importance of teacher cognition in their classroom practices is well documented 

in the literature. Borg (2005) argues that although a wide range of interacting and 

often conflicting factors may come into play in teachers' classroom practices, 

teacher cognition is a powerful and consistent influence on their practices. Such a 

view is also supported by a number of other researchers, for example, Bailey (1996), 

Breen (1991), Foss and Kleinsasser (1996), Richards (1996) and Woods (1996). 

Richards (2001) claims that teachers are the centre of any innovation in classroom 

practice and the opportunity for teachers to reflect upon the evolving relationship 

between their own beliefs and their practices lies at the heart of the curriculum 

change. Therefore, teacher cognition is considered an important area of 

investigation in their curriculum implementation.

Woods (1996:298) states that there is a need to investigate teacher cognition of 

non-native teachers, who “may have very different planning and interpretation of the 

classroom decisions”. Borg (2006:273) also points out that despite the volume of 

work available, research on language teacher cognition is still "vastly 

unrepresentative" and he sees a need to expand research in the global context and 

areas such as secondary schools in state sector education. My study is carried out 

in a Chinese secondary school and it may extend existing understandings of teacher 

cognition.
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Teacher cognition research espouses a wide range of dimensions and the 

terminologies used to define these dimensions are far from consensus. Examples 

are teacher beliefs (Pajares, 1992), knowledge-in-action (Schon, 1983), practical 

knowledge (Elbaz, 1983), images (Johnston, 1994), maxims (Richards, 1996), BAK 

(beliefs, assumptions and knowledge) (Woods, 1996) and teacher orientation 

(Brousseau et al., 1988). These different dimensions are termed by Borg (2003:81) 

as teacher cognition to mean "what teachers know, believe and think". In this thesis, 

a number of terms (e.g. teacher knowledge, teacher assumptions, teacher beliefs 

and teacher orientation) are used to refer to different dimensions of teacher 

cognition. As previously argued, there is a lack of consensus with regard to the 

definitions of these terms in the literature. Therefore, I will explain how these terms 

are defined and used in this thesis. Woods (1996) proposes that knowledge, 

assumptions and belief are different points on a spectrum of meaning ranging from 

knowledge to belief. Knowledge refers to things we ‘know’ and facts that are 

conventionally accepted. Assumption refers to the temporary acceptance of a fact 

which we cannot say we know, but which we are taking as true for the time being. 

Beliefs refer to an acceptance of a proposition for which there may be no 

conventional knowledge, but it is felt to be true (Woods, ibid). It is argued that belief 

is more influential than knowledge in driving a teacher’s actions and support 

decisions and judgments (Nespor, 1987; Pajares, 1992). Further to the discussion, 

Brousseau et al. (1988) propose the concept of teacher orientation, which is used to 

mean a teacher’s opinions and beliefs about teaching and it is argued that teacher 

orientation influences teacher decisions and actions in the classroom. The 

definitions outlined above are used to guide the use of these terms in this thesis.

Borg (2005) identifies two distinctive perspectives in the research of teacher 

cognition. The first one derives from education literature on decision making and 

focuses on identifying the antecedents for teachers’ interactive decisions and 

describing effective decision-making procedures (e.g. Shavelson and Stern, 1981). 

The second one originates from studies on teacher’s personal practical knowledge 

and examines teaching in a more holistic way. For example, the role of affective, 

moral and emotional factors in shaping teachers’ classroom practices is taken into 

account (e.g. Elbaz, 1983). My position is largely influenced by the second 

perspective. Rather than perceiving knowledge as standardized or firmly bounded 

(Polanyi, 1966, in Tsui, 2003:44), it is regarded as personal (Clandinin and Connelly, 

1995), practical (Elbaz, 1983), situational (Leinhardt, 1988), intuitive, tacit and
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embedded in practice (Schon, 1983). Therefore, I would like to investigate teachers 

in their context, explore how their cognition is related to the situation around them, 

and further my understanding of their cognition from seeing teachers performing in 

actions. Additionally, Borg's (2003) review seems to suggest that most of the studies 

in teacher cognition are largely psychological in nature and sufficient theorisation of 

the social contexts in which teachers learn is lacking. Therefore, investigating the 

sociological aspects of teachers' work and its role in teachers' cognition and 

practices may also contribute to the knowledge in this field.

Borg's (2006) framework of teacher cognition (see Figure 2.2.) suggests that 

teachers have cognitions about all aspects of their work and there is an interwoven 

relationship between teacher cognition, classroom practices, contextual factors and 

the education they received. In acknowledging the mutually informing relationship 

between teacher cognition and their class practices, Borg (2006) also suggests that 

there may be a certain lack of congruence between teacher cognition and their 

practices, for example, teachers' beliefs about instruction are not always fully 

realized in their work because there are external forces (e.g. social factors and 

environment factors) beyond teachers' control. Another area of debate being raised 

is the role of teacher education on teachers’ cognition development (ibid). These 

areas are addressed in this thesis (e.g. 6.7.3 and 8.2).
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Extensive experience of 
classrooms which defines early 
cognitions and shapes teaching 
perceptions of initial training.

May affect existing cognitions 
although especially when 
unacknowledged, these may limit 
its impact.

Schooling
"s r

Professional coursework
\

V )

Beliefs, knowledge, 
theories, attitudes, 
images, assumptions, 
metaphors, conceptions, 
perspectives.

Teacher
Cognition

About teaching, teachers, 
learning, students, subject 
matter, curricula, materials, 
instructional activities, self.

Classroom practice 
including practice teaching

Contextual Factors

Influence practice either by 
modifying cognitions or else 
directly, in which case 
incongruence between cognition 
and practice may result.

Defined by the interaction of 
cognitions and contextual factors. In 
turn, classroom experience influences 
cognitions unconsciously and/or 
through conscious reflection.

Figure 2.2: teacher coqnition, schooling, professional education, and classroom practice 
(Borg, 2006:41)

This section has discussed my interest in teacher cognition and social context. 

However, my purpose was not to test hypotheses (e.g. causal relationships between 

teacher cognition and practices), but to describe and explain the relationship 

between social context, teacher cognition and new curriculum implementation. My 

investigation was also not confined to these areas, but to allow a much broader 

range of issues to emerge from the data (Glaser and Strauss, 1967; Charmaz, 2005, 

also see 3.7.1). Most importantly, each stage of the research is operated as a 

reflexive constant shuttling back and forth process (Hammersley and Atkinson, 

1995): theory is continuously revised according to data collected in the field.
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2.3 Seeking a framework for the investigation of curriculum 
implementation

The previous section has explained that my research interest is in teacher cognition 

and in the context in which teachers work. In this section, I will firstly explore some 

possible models for the investigation of curriculum implementation and then discuss 

models that have influenced my research framework, notably Ball's (1994) concept 

of policy.

2.3.1 Possible models for the investigation of curriculum implementation

The term curriculum was traditionally used to describe a combination of syllabus 

(goals and objectives), methodology (listening, organizing and grading learning 

experience), and assessment (means for determining whether the goals and 

objectives have been achieved). It may be embodied in a course of study, a 

textbook series, a guide, a set of teacher plans or an innovative programme. It is 

something fixed, which teachers can implement and which can be evaluated to see 

whether goals are achieved (Snyder et al., 1992). However, the term curriculum has 

now taken on more meanings and the approaches to investigate curriculum 

implementation are rather diverse (Nunan, 2004; Snyder et al., 1992). For example, 

Stenhouse (1975) perceives curriculum more in action rather than in prescription.

The various perspectives used to define curriculum and investigate its 

implementation seem to represent a continuum of shifting meanings, ranging from 

the fidelity perspective, practical mutual adaptation, critical mutual adaptation to 

curriculum enactment (Snyder et al., 1992). On one side of the continuum are the 

fidelity perspective and practical mutual adaptation which are linked to the traditional 

definition for curriculum. Curriculum is regarded as ‘one and for all’ guidance. 

Curriculum knowledge is seen as primarily created outside the classroom by 

curriculum experts for teachers to implement in the way the experts have decided is 

the best. Therefore, the focus of investigation is often to measure the degree to 

which teachers have implemented the curriculum according to developers’ 

intentions or to investigate factors that have facilitated or hindered implementation 

as planned (Snyder et al., 1992).

The Concerns Based Adoption Model (CBAM) developed at the University of Texas 

(Hall and Hord, 1987) is considered a popularly used approach of the fidelity
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perspective (Snyder et al., 1992). This approach used seven stages of concern 

(awareness, informational, personal, management, consequence, collaboration, 

and refocusing) and eight levels of use (non-use, orientation, preparation, 

mechanical use, routine, refinement, integration and renewal) to measure teachers’ 

orientation towards and implementation of innovations (Hall and Hord, 1987). At an 

early stage of analysis, an attempt was made to use CBAM as a supporting method 

for analysis. However, this approach was considered inappropriate for my analysis. 

At the technical level, for example, Hall and Hord (1987, 1998) use seven categories 

(e.g. knowledge, acquiring information and sharing) to define teachers’ different 

levels of use. However, the ratings for these categories for each teacher do not 

always fall straight across a particular level. Although Hall and Hord (1987:93) argue 

that “for a given teacher, the categories typically line up fairly close to a particular 

level of use”, this was not the case in my analysis. For instance, one of the teachers 

had a very low level of 'knowledge', but a very high level of 'performance'. Another 

teacher had a fairly high level of 'knowledge', but a very low level of 'performance'. 

Additionally, teachers’ orientation and implementation of innovations may not be 

always as linear as classified in their framework. It is often difficult to classify the 

levels of use for teachers because their practices are more fluid than categorised in 

the framework.

The unsuccessful attempt in using the CBAM model, along with my reading in the 

ELT field (e.g. Borg, 2006; Holliday, 1994; Kumaravadivelu, 2006; Ramanathan & 

Morgan, 2007; Ricento & Hornberger, 1996; Woods, 1996) confirmed my view that 

implementation of a teaching approach is complex, dynamic and fluid. An alternative 

approach rather than the conventional linear or staged model is needed in order to 

understand and explain the complexity of the teachers' practices (Walford, 2003). 

This assumption pushed me towards the other side of the continuum for the study of 

curriculum, represented by critical mutual adaptation and curriculum enactment, in 

order to explore potential models for my investigation. These perspectives see 

curriculum as more in action rather than in prescription, as Ball (1994:15) put it, 

policies are "things", processes and outcomes. Curriculum knowledge is not viewed 

as a product but rather as an ongoing process that is jointly created and 

experienced by curriculum developers, teachers and students (Ball, 1994; Nunan,

2004). In this investigation, curriculum is seen on different levels. On one level, the 

externally designed curriculum (e.g. curriculum guidance developed by the Ministry

of Education is seen to serve as stimulation for teachers; on the other level,
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teachers and students are perceived as creating the enacted curriculum and giving 

meaning to it. In this sense, teachers are also curriculum makers (Snyder et al., 

1992; Walford, 2003). Therefore, in this investigation of teachers' NEC 

implementation, my purpose is not to evaluate or judge whether teachers have 

implemented the 'prescribed' NEC, but to understand the localized complexity and 

teachers' experiences of teaching the NEC. Representatives of these perspectives 

are Ball (1994), Stenhouse (1975) and Walford (2003). Among them, Ball's (1994) 

model has predominantly influenced my analysis for this thesis, along with a special 

issue of TESOL Quarterly published in September 2007 (Clarke et al., 2007; Moore, 

2007; Ramanathan and Morgan, 2007) which calls for situated policy enquiry and 

practitioner agency.

2.3.2 Models which have influenced my investigation of curriculum 
implementation

Among all the models for the investigation of curriculum implementation, Ball’s 

(1994) model has a particular influence on my enquiry. His model was developed 

from his work on the implementation of the 1988 Education Reform Act within 

schools in England. First of all, his model makes close links between macro-level 

analysis of education systems and education policies with micro-level investigation 

of "contexts of practice" and "distributional outcomes of policy". He calls for the need 

to investigate "localized complexity" and "people's perceptions and experiences" 

(Ball, 1994:14). His work is very much concerned with areas such as local 

management of schools, changes in teachers' work and competition between 

schools. Much of his emphasis is placed on understanding the concerns and 

decision making of school governors, head teachers, teachers, parents and 

students. Such a perception echoes my interest as discussed in 2.2.

Another notion that has inspired my investigation is the strong dichotomy of 

structure/agency identified in Ball’s (1994) model. Agency and structure are 

perceived as implicit in each other: agency acts in a constrained world with 

possibilities created by the structure. Therefore, teachers are seen as operating with 

constraints, but they find the space to make their decisions. Such a theme is also 

central to Bourdieu's (1992, 1998) sociology, and consistent with my thinking. As is 

shown in later discussion, I have extensively used Bourdieu's concepts in 

understanding teachers' practices.
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Ball (1994) has used two concepts to convey his model: 'policy as text' and 'policy 

as discourse'. He argues that policy is not one of them, but both, because they are 

"implicit in each other" (p. 15). The understanding of policy must include both 

concepts.

By 'policy as text', Ball (1994) sees policies as textual representations that are 

encoded and decoded in complex ways as a result of constraints, struggles, 

compromises and negotiations. He argues that policy texts contain divergent 

meanings, contradictions and intentional omissions. Therefore, "a plurality of 

readers must necessarily produce a plurality of readings" (Codd, 1988:239, in Ball, 

1994:16). Although Ball (1994) acknowledges that policy writers can try to maximize 

their control of the meaning, he argues that a complete control is difficult to achieve. 

This creates the opportunity for the policy text to be reinterpreted in different ways. 

Although only a limited range of readings may be possible, that range allows a 

diversity of forms of interpretations and implementations to be emerged (ibid). To 

illustrate the point, Ball (1994:19) has used Riseborough's (1992) example to show 

how teachers can use strategies such as 'secondary adjustments' (of policy to 

context) to relate to policy in different ways. Talking from another perspective, Ball 

(1994) claims that actors are often placed in situations where decisions have to be 

made, for example, the need to balance different policies that are at place. He thus 

argues that:

"Action may be constrained differently (even tightly) but it is not determined by 
policy. Solutions to the problems posed by policy texts will be localized and 
should be expected to display ad hocery and messiness. Responses must be 
'creative'..."

(Ball, 1994:18-19)
Viewing policy as text, Ball (1994) has highlighted the agency part of decision

making and allows us to consider how meanings of policy can emerge from different

levels of engagements with them. However, he goes on to argue that this misses

what Ozga (1990, in Ball, 1994:21) calls 'the bigger picture':

"Perhaps it concentrates too much on what those who inhabit policy think about 
and misses and fails to attend to what they do not think about" (Ball, 1994:21).

He then suggests the notion of 'policy as discourse' to refer to the limitations on 

what can be said and thought, and also who can speak, when, where and with what 

authority (Foucault, 1977). Since policy as discourse builds over time, some 

interpretations and some patterns are more apparent than others. Since actors are 

embedded in a range of discordant and contradictory discourses, it is possible that
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some discourses are more dominant than others. Therefore, policy as discourse

sets boundaries for what actors are allowed (able) to think and do.

"We do not speak a discourse, it speaks us. We are the subjectivities, the 
voices, the knowledge, the power relations that a discourse constructs and 
allows. We do not 'know' what we say, we 'are' what we say and do. In these 
terms we are spoken by policies, we take up the positions constructed for us 
within policies" (Ball, 1994:22).

Therefore, Ball (1994:15) suggests that policy analysis requires an understanding 

that is based on the changing relationships between constraint and agency and their 

inter-penetration, on "ad hocery of the macro with the ad hocery of the micro without 

losing sight of the systematic bases and effects of ad hoc social actions: to look for 

the iterations embedded within chaos".

Using Ball's (1994:16) concept of policy, my investigation will look at the 

relationships between policy texts at the government level and how these policy 

texts are read within schools, using Ball’s term, how policy texts are "encoded" and 

"decoded". I will firstly investigate the social context in which the NEC was initiated, 

developed and promoted in chapter 4 and examine the institutional context in 

chapter 5. Afterwards, I will move to the centre of my enquiry to examine how 

teachers experience the NEC, how they perceive the opportunities and constraints 

brought by the NEC and their context, how they make their decisions about 

engaging with the NEC out of possibilities, conflicts and constraints (chapter 6) and 

how their engagements with the NEC are reflected in practices (chapter 7).

Looking back at the literature, a number of other prominent researchers are found to 

share similar views with Ball (1994). As previously discussed, Ball's concept of 

structure/agency is central to Bourdieu's (1992, 1998) sociology. Additionally, Ball's 

framework is very much developed from Foucault (1977), who is interested in the 

relationship between power and knowledge and how discourse functions in practice. 

For example, much of Foucault's work is concerned about social locations or 

institutional sites (e.g. the asylum and the hospital) that specify the practical 

operation of discourses, relating the discourse of particular subjectivities with the 

construction of lived experiences. In another way, Ball's model also relates to 

"discursive practice" as suggested by ethnomethodology which perceives social 

worlds and their subjectivities as always embedded in their discursive conventions 

(Holstein and Gubrium, 2005). Similar views are also shared by the ELT profession, 

in which the call for the investigation of locality and agency is becoming more
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recurrent in the literature (Canagarajah, 2005; Holliday, 1994; Pennycook, 2006). 

TESOL Quarterly even published a special edition in September 2007 to call for 

studies on situated policy and practitioner agency in policy enactment (Clarke et al., 

2007; Moore, 2007; Ramanathan and Morgan, 2007). This direction was well 

summarized in the introductory article written by Ramanathan and Morgan 

(2007:459):

"Our focus on the local is deliberate, because single cases afford glimpse into 
complex interplays between policies, pedagogic practices, institutional 
constraints and migrations. As the various pieces show, our individual and 
collective existences do not occur in pristine spaces within which we place 
individuals, institutions, and policies, but inside a fluid set of social relations with 
emergent possibilities for change. In other words, locality is not just the end 
point of top-down directives but also the genesis of bottom-up initiatives, which 
cumulatively and over time transform traditional flows and frameworks of 
decision-making...Viewing policies this way, as texts that are wrought by their 
cultural codes and conventions and that are imbued with particular ideologies 
and perspectives, permits us to consider how meanings around them emerge 
from our engagements with them."

2.4 Implementing the NEC or teaching the NEC?

In searching for my research framework, I carefully considered my choice of 

terminology. In the literature, the term 'curriculum implementation' seems to be 

dominant in the investigation of curriculum. However, does 'implementing the NEC' 

tell the whole story? Longman Dictionary of Contemporary English (Rundell, 

2001:713) defines 'implement' as: "to take action or make changes that you have 

officially decided should happen". According to Collins Cobuild English Dictionary 

for Advanced Learners (Sinclair, 2001:784), the meaning of 'implement' is: "if you 

implement something such as a plan, you ensure that what has been planned is 

done." Both definitions imply a concept that 'something planned needs to be done'. 

Such a notion seems to contradict my assumptions about teachers as active 

decision makers, and about the fluid and dynamic and sometimes unexpected 

aspects of practice. Coincidentally, such concern is also expressed by Fullan 

(1992:113):

“Ten years ago we ‘studied innovations’, today we are ‘doing reform’. There has 
been a shift from passivity to action, and from narrowness to 
comprehensiveness of solutions. We may know more, but we are also taking on 
more...In the course of this development, the concept implementation has 
revealed its limitations. The very term connotes ‘something to be put in practice’. 
It focuses on the object of change thereby detaching it in artificial ways from 
people and their ongoing circumstances. It has a bias implying that innovations 
are externally introduced. Beyond implementation alters the lens from
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innovations per se to the day-to-day actions of individuals in organizational 
settings".

To acknowledge teachers' role as active decision makers, and to recognise the 

complexity of local situations and the fluid and dynamic aspects of teachers' 

practices, the title 'teaching the NEC' is thus used.

2.5 Conclusion

This chapter has discussed the debates and perspectives about curriculum and 

implementation in ELT. It has shown that the ELT field is rather 'messy' with diverse 

perspectives. There are many innovations being promoted in the hope of generating 

better practices. However, most of them seem to have met considerable difficulties 

in implementation or have resulted in 'failures' (Butler and Lino 2005; Carless, 2003; 

Lee, 2005; Littlewood, 2004). These lead ELT professionals to debate whether there 

is any 'best method' or whether method is needed at all (Pennycook, 1989; Prabhu, 

1990; Widdowson, 2003). In the current climate, increasing attention is being given 

to situated enactment, local complexity and lived experience of teachers and 

students (Clarke et al., 2007; Canagarajah, 2005; Ramanthan and Morgan, 2007). 

Two particular areas of research have stimulated my investigation: social context 

and teacher cognition. Research has shown that teachers' practices are closely 

related to their cognition (Borg, 2006; Elbaz, 1983; Woods, 1996) and the context in 

which they are in (Bax, 2003; Canagarajah, 2005; Holliday, 1994).

I have also explored some perspectives for the study of curriculum implementation, 

for example, the fidelity perspective and mutual adaptation. However, my 

unsuccessful attempt to use the CBAM model (Hall and Hord, 1987, 1998) along 

with my reading in the ELT field confirms my view that implementation of a teaching 

approach is complex, dynamic and fluid. An alternative approach rather than the 

conventional linear or staged model is needed in order to understand and explain 

the complexity of the teachers' practices (Walford, 2003). Ball's (1994) concept of 

policy is believed to be appropriate for guiding my investigation. Such a model 

recognises situated experience, local complexity while acknowledging the influence 

of macro context. Such a model highlights the notions of agency and structure and 

sees teachers as active decision makers that operate with conflicts and constraints 

and find space to make their decisions. Such a model is also recognised or echoed 

by many other researchers in mainstream education research and in the ELT
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profession, for example, Bourdieu (1998), Holstein and Gubrium (2005) and 

Ramanathan and Morgan (2007).

Having introduced concepts that may be needed for understanding the investigation 

and presentation, and explained the rationale for my research agenda in this 

chapter, I will discuss the methodology for this research in chapter three, before 

moving on to report findings in subsequent chapters.
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CHAPTER 3: METHODOLOGY

This chapter introduces the methodological issues I considered and the procedures 

that I followed in this ethnographic study of Chinese English language teachers’ 

implementation of the new English curriculum (NEC). I firstly outline my theoretical 

stance and how it has informed my research design; I then illustrate the detailed 

procedures that I followed for data collection and analysis, including my rationale for 

doing so; finally, I reflect on the methodological issues. Through reading the 

‘process’ of my research, I hope readers can get a better understanding of the 

‘product’ of my research and judge the quality of my research. The presentation 

structure of this chapter is outlined in Table 3.1.

Table 3.1: Scope of chapter 3

3.1 Theoretical considerations

3.2 The pilot study

3.2.1 The setting, research participants and research process

3.2.2 Findings and discussion

3.2.3 Reflection on the pilot study

3.3 Ethnography

3.3.1 Ethnography

3.3.2 Rationale for using ethnography

3.4 Negotiating access

3.4.1 Negotiating access to the field

3.4.2 Negotiating access with the research participants

3.5 My Presentation in the Field

3.5.1 The creation of my role

3.5.2 Overt or covert research?

3.5.3 The presentation of self

3.6 Data Collection: Process, Techniques and Rationale

3.7 Data organisation and analysis

3.7.1 Grounded theory

3.7.2 The conceptual framework of Pierre Bourdieu

3.8 Ethics

3.9 Reflection
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3.9.1 Making the familiar strange

3.9.2 Dilemmas in the field

3.10 Conclusion

3.1 Theoretical considerations

Guba and Lincoln (2005) suggest five major paradigms in informing and guiding 

enquiry: positivism, postpositivism, critical theories, constructivism and participatory 

enquiry. Positivism and postpositivism are considered the “received view” of science, 

focusing on verifying or falsifying a prior statement, and stating that researchers can 

be value free. Critical theory acknowledges that research is value-determined. 

Constructivism and participatory enquiry aim to understand the complex world of 

lived experience from the point of view of those who live it. My theoretical position 

with regard to this study is largely influenced by constructivism and participatory 

enquiry.

For constructivists, the social world is intrinsically meaning-making and realities are 

"mental constructions, socially and experientially based, local and specific in nature" 

(Guba and Lincoln, 1994:110). Therefore, "constructions are more or less true". It is 

possible to have multiple conceptions of realities and the same social phenomena 

may be perceived in different but equally valid ways by different people (ibid). The 

aim of enquiry is Verstehen (understanding), particularly the way how people make 

sense of their lives (Schwandt, 1994). Therefore, in this investigation of a NEC 

implementation in China, my purpose is not to evaluate teachers’ practices, but to 

understand their experiences of teaching the NEC in their specific context and the 

way in which they make sense of their teaching in general, and teaching the NEC in 

particular.

Within constructivism, phenomenology regards human beings as skilled social 

actors who act consciously based on their understandings of the meanings of the 

situations. Human behaviours are motivated and purposive, rather than 

mechanically reacting to stimuli (Maso, 2001). Guba and Lincoln (1994) state that 

social scientists should try to understand the mental construction, rather than to 

discover the ‘universal truth’. Schutz (1972:6) also defines the aim of social sciences 

as “ ...to interpret the actions of individuals in the social world and the ways in which
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individuals give meaning to social phenomena”. This is why this study sets out to 

investigate teacher cognition in relation to the teachers’ curriculum implementation. I 

hope to uncover the ‘meaningful actions’ of the teachers, understand why they work 

in the way that they do, and the way they make sense of the world (Waters, 1994).

However, this is not to say subjectivity accounts for everything. Habermas (1984)

explains that there are three worlds: a hard ‘physical’ world, a ‘soft’ mental world,

and an intersubjective world in between. His view finds an echo in participatory

ontology, which acknowledges subjectivity but argues that there is an objective

'given cosmos' and knowing the objective ‘given cosmos’ is based on the interplay

of subjectivity and intersubjectivity (Heron and Reason, 1997). Although it may be

impossible in linguistic, conceptual terms to give any final or absolute account of the

reality, a propositional knowing can be suggested through the mediation of

subjectivity and intersubjectivity (Heron and Reason, 1997). The relationship

between objectivity, intersubjectivity and subjectivity is illustrated by Heron and

Reason (1997:280) as “knowers can only be knowers when known by other

knowers”. Therefore, there is a "Janus-faced notion of truth" (Habermas, 1996:363,

in Garland, 2007:7) which encompasses the behavioural certainties of action in the

lifeworld as well as the possibility of a non-contextualised, discursively validated

truth to be attained. Intersubjectivity, in this sense, acts as the bridge between

subjectivity and objectivity (Heron and Reason, 1997). Such a view is also

expressed by Schutz (1973:55):

“The social world is from the outset an intersubjective world...because our 
knowledge of it is in various ways socialized. Moreover, the social world is 
experienced from the outset as a meaningful one...We normally know what the 
other 'in his biographically determined situation' does, for what reason he does it, 
why he does it at this particular time and in these particular circumstances.”

In making sense of the shared ‘physical world’, human beings are using different

pieces of the intersubjective ‘shared knowledge’ and their specific experiences to

form their subjective consciousness of it. The study of social reality is:

“ ...the sum total of objects and occurrences within the social cultural world as 
experienced by the common-sense thinking of men living their daily lives among 
their fellow-men, connected with them in manifold relations of interaction.” 
(Schutz, 1973:53)

Symbolic interactionism is a school of thought that offers special insight in 

understanding the intersubjective world. According to Mead (1934) and Goffman 

(1959), human beings’ conception of selfhood is the product of social interaction and 

is bound up with membership of society. There are often a set of frameworks in a
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group that people draw on to make sense of the world and these frameworks have 

led group members to experience social lives or perform particular roles in a certain 

way. These frameworks are interpreted by the actors whose actions are shaped by 

and also re-shape the frameworks (Waters, 1994). Therefore, people in a group 

may have collective and negotiated perspectives and patterns of behaviour 

developed by their shared experiences. This is why this study sets out to examine a 

group of teachers in a particular school because I wanted to find out how teachers 

perceive and interpret their own, and others’ actions and reactions in everyday life 

and discover the intersubjective patterns in their community. I wanted to explore 

how meanings are “created, negotiated, sustained and modified” in their specific 

context of actions (Schwandt, 1994:120).

Goffman’s (1959) self presentation theory suggests that human beings present 

themselves in a relatively consistent way in order to sustain impression 

management. However, the performer is not always consistent with the self that is 

performed. There are many constraints, such as social arrangements, or the fear of 

losing face, that may lead ‘se lf to construct a ‘performer’ in interactions. Therefore, 

although it is possible to investigate the ‘norms’ and ‘patterns’ of teachers’ 

subjective and intersubjective world, nothing can be taken for granted. Actions and 

comments need to be understood inferentially and probabilistically and the 

definitions need to be continually tested and revised as actions unfold (Rock, 2001). 

My procedure was to take their actual conduct as examples to interpret their 

‘attached meanings’, use different interrelated typical course-of-action patterns 

executed by teachers and construct an understanding of teachers from these 

different segments (Maso, 2001). Therefore, in this study, I will observe teachers 

performing in different settings and use a triangulation of methods to construct an 

understanding of the teachers.

Heron and Reason (1997) claim that social reality is defined by participants 

themselves and understanding of their interpretations of the world must come from 

the inside, not the outside. Therefore, I will act as a participant observer to learn the 

culture of this group of teachers so that I can interpret the world as they do through 

living their lives and performing their duties. Additionally, much of the discussion in 

the findings chapters in this thesis is presented in teachers’ voices, and I will try to 

describe a picture that is faithful to teachers’ everyday life, that represents their 

understanding, not my understanding.
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Schutz (1967) identifies two levels of Verstehen (understanding): how human 

beings understand the world and how social scientists understand human beings. 

Therefore, every person is involved in the process of understanding. In the process 

of our understanding as social scientists, the ‘natural attitude’, or common sense 

knowledge, we developed as social actors serves as the fundamental truth. This 

level of understanding makes it possible for me to understand teacher thinking and 

practices. In addition, the second level of understanding allows me to problematise, 

typify and theorise aspects of the lifeworld to achieve higher validity. Therefore, in 

acting as a participant observer in the setting, although I am within the lifeworld, it is 

possible for me to adopt a theorising stance by standing outside, unblocking and 

re-examining my taken-for-granted knowledge in order to allow thematising to take 

place (Garland, 2007). The intersubjective world that I share with teachers enables 

me to understand teachers and makes it possible for me to present a picture that is 

similar to that of the teachers (Guba & Lincoln, 1994). However, I am also aware of 

my experiences, opinions and values, and their implications for the study. Instead of 

denying this, I try to take these into account and try to be self-critical and reflexive to 

minimize the influence of these on my study. Through continuous validation 

between participants and settings, through my triangulation of methods and my 

reflection, my construction can be as faithful to teachers’ everyday life as possible. I 

can also develop a ‘more informed’ understanding and contribute my understanding 

to the development of even ‘more informed’ understanding (Guba & Lincoln, 1994).

Having discussed my theoretical considerations, their implications for this study can 

be summarised as:

■ The aim of this enquiry is to understand teacher thinking and practices, to 

explore the way how they make sense of their teaching in general, and teaching 

the NEC in particular. It is not to evaluate their teaching.

■ My enquiry is constructivist-interpretive. My purpose is to interpret teachers’ 

cognition and practices by constructing different pieces of information gained 

from a triangulation of methods. Teachers’ actions and comments are 

understood inferentially and probabilistically and the definitions are continually 

tested and revised as actions unfold.

■ Although it may be impossible for me to represent teachers exactly as who they 

are, it is possible for me to construct an understanding that is as close to them 

as possible.
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■ Although teachers have subjective thinking, their understanding is shaped by 

the intersubjective and objective world which they share with others. Therefore, 

despite all their differences and the complexities of their work, there should be 

certain levels of patterns and norms that they share with other teachers in the 

school and outside the school. This allows me to make certain claims for the 

validity and generalisablility of this study.

3.2 The pilot study

The pilot study was conducted from April 2006 to May 2006 aiming at identifying the 

possibility of doing the main study, and if possible, informing the design of the main 

study. This section introduces the process and findings of the pilot study, and how it 

has informed the design of the main study. The two research questions for the pilot 

study were:

■ What are teachers’ views about the NEC and the CLT approach?

■ Have they incorporated CLT in their classroom practices?

3.2.1 The setting, research participants and research process

Selection of the setting was largely opportunistic because the school was close to 

my hometown and I had access to the setting due to a family connection. I was 

introduced to the head teacher by Head of the County’s Education Committee, so 

there was no problem accessing the school. I decided to observe grade 1 and grade 

2 teachers because grade 3 teachers were very busy at the time. The National 

University Entrance Examination (NUEE)1 was around the corner. The head 

teacher insisted on choosing research participants for me, although he considered 

my request for representation across genders, experiences of teaching and grades 

of teaching. Qualifications were not considered because all English teachers in the 

school have BA degrees in English teaching. Details of the three research 

participants are listed in Table 3.2:

Table 3.2: The three research participants for the pilot study

Participants Sex Grades of Teaching Teaching Experience

A Female 1 Over 20 years

1 See glossary.
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B Male 2 About 10 years

C Female 2 Less than 2 years

I was introduced to the research participants by the head teacher as a friend’s child 

and a PhD student from a UK university. I observed two lessons (each lasts 45 

minutes) for each teacher and arranged one semi-structured interview with each 

teacher to ask them to compare the differences between the two curricula and their 

experiences of implementing the NEC. Table 3.3 illustrates the schedule of the pilot 

study fieldwork.

Table 3.3: Schedule of the pilot study fieldwork

Visit 1 (19/04/2006): Meet the head teacher, select and meet the research

participants

Visit 2 (20/04/2006): Observe Participant A ’s teaching

Visit 3 (21/04/2006): Observe Participant B’s teaching and Participant C’s

teaching

Visit 4 (25/04/2006): Observe Participant A ’s teaching

Visit 5 (28/04/2006): Observe Participant C’s teaching, interview Participant

A

Visit 6 (08/052006): Observe Participant B’s teaching, interview Participant

B

Visit 7 (09/05/2006): Interview Participant C

3.2.2 Findings and discussion

Participant A was a female teacher with over 20 years’ experience of teaching. She 

was one of the most experienced English teachers in the school. She taught grade 

one at the time of study. Her class involved much student participation, for example, 

she organized a debate between students and she used much group work. Her 

instruction language was English. However, she seemed less confident in using 

English. For example, she kept correcting herself when speaking English. She said 

that she had always been aware of the importance of CLT because the purpose of 

learning English was to talk. She also said she had never worried about teaching 

strategies because she had been teaching in this way all the time. However, she 

mentioned that she was less confident in explaining some topics. The NEC had
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incorporated a broad range of topics, for example, irrigation and robots, and she 

was not familiar with many topics. She felt less confident in learning these topics “at 

such an old age” and she worried the unfamiliarity might have affected her teaching 

in some ways.

Participant B was a male teacher with about 10 years’ experience of teaching. He 

taught grade two. His class was also very active with a lot of student participation. 

He had planned a lot of activities for students to explain their views and talk with 

each other. In the second class, he got some students to teach some of the 

paragraphs of the text. Similar to participant A, he also mentioned that the purpose 

of learning English was to “use the language” and he thought “involving students” 

should always be the focus of teaching. When being asked about the differences 

between the two curricula, he also complained about the broad range of topics, but 

said he was spending a lot of time in familiarizing himself with these new topics.

Participant C was a newly qualified female teacher with less than two years’ 

experience of teaching. She started both classes with teaching the translated 

version of some ancient Chinese proverbs. She stated that students were interested 

in learning proverbs. It was a good technique to relax the learning environment and 

students needed to have this kind of knowledge. Her class also involved a lot of 

student participation, for example, role play and student competitions in memorizing 

new words. Her Powerpoint presentation files were very interesting with a lot of 

cartoon pictures and flashes. The NEC was the first curriculum she had used and 

she thought the NEC was not very well organised because it had incorporated too 

many things and the topics were too broad, but she was confident with the CLT 

approach.

The pilot study suggests some interesting findings:

■ There was a discrepancy between what the literature says, what I believed and 

what the teachers actually did and said in this study: most literature seems to 

suggest that the implementation of CLT approaches in EFL has met 

considerable difficulties (see 2.1.2). Additionally, in my experience of being a 

student in a Chinese high school, a student and a teacher in a Chinese college, 

most teachers used grammar-translation method of teaching and most activities 

were teacher-led. In contrast, the research participants in the pilot study school
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stated that they were confident in implementing the NEC and using the CLT 

approach. It would be interesting to further investigate why this discrepancy 

happened.

■ Teachers had some complaints about the topics of the textbook: although all the 

teachers stated that they were very confident in implementing the CLT 

approach, they complained about the new textbook for having included too 

many topics and acknowledged that they were not confident in teaching some 

topics. In fact, they stated everything positively apart from the topics of the NEC.

■ There was contradiction in the data: the head teacher and the other two 

research participants all mentioned that experienced teachers might have 

experienced more difficulties in implementing the NEC. However, the 

observational data suggested that the most experienced teacher’s classes had 

involved the most learner talk. This teacher also stated that she was very 

confident in implementing the CLT approach. It would be interesting to further 

investigate in order to find out why this contradiction happened.

3.2.3 Reflection on the pilot study

The pilot study was largely successful because most of my research aims were 

achieved. It generated some interesting findings, confirmed that it was possible to 

carry out my main study in China, and some of the research techniques used in the 

pilot study can be replicated in the main study. Both the head teacher and English 

teachers were very supportive and the head teacher said he was happy for me to 

carry out a study at any time. The English teachers also expressed their willingness 

to spend time for my research in the future. However, a few problems were also 

identified:

■ Lack of time: This study only lasted for twenty days and the data collection was 

limited to two observations and one interview per teacher. This prevented the 

researcher from getting a more comprehensive view about teachers and their 

practices, for example, how they taught different elements (e.g. grammar 

instead of texts), and what their out of classroom practices were. Woods' study 

(1996) finds that in studying teachers' beliefs many teachers tend to state what 

they would like to believe rather than what they really believe. Although I 

avoided asking abstract questions such as "do you think CLT is important?" 

there was still a chance teachers might state an ideal version of their practices. 

It would be important to spend a longer time and collect data from multiple
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perspectives or sources in order to construct an understanding of teachers and 

their classroom practices.

■ Lack of rapport: Although teachers were used to being observed as there were 

often demonstration lessons2 in the school, all of the three participants were not 

used to being interviewed for research purposes. They seemed nervous about 

being interviewed and refused my request to use the digital recorder. The lack 

of rapport also made it difficult to generate data on some sensitive questions, for 

example, the implementation support from the school.

Based on the pilot study, it was advisable to choose a research approach that 

involved longer-term participation of the researcher in order to establish rapport and 

collect data from different sources so that better understanding of the research 

participants might be constructed. In this sense, ethnography seemed to be a good 

choice.

3.3 Ethnography

In this section, I will firstly define ethnography and secondly explain the rationale for 

my choice of ethnography as an enquiry approach for this research.

3.3.1 Ethnography

Although the definitions of ethnography vary, the essence is to discover and 

understand the patterns of thoughts and behaviour of a particular cultural group 

through the long-term direct involvement of the researcher (Burgess, 1982; 

Hammersley and Atkinson, 1995, 2007; Walford, 2003). Brewer (2000) argues that 

ethnography is neither methodology nor method. It is a style of doing research, 

which embraces both theoretical perspectives and data collection techniques. He 

defines ethnography as:

“The study of people in naturally occurring settings or ‘fields’ by means of 
methods that capture their social meanings and ordinary activities, involving the 
researcher participating directly in the setting, if not also the activities, to collect 
data in a systematic manner.” (Brewer, 2000:10)

Some key features of ethnography are:

2 See glossary.
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■ Ethnographers study people in their everyday contexts, rather than in artificially 

created settings (e.g. laboratories). This is often characterised by the 

researcher taking a participant observer role in the setting (Brewer, 2000; 

Hammersley and Atkinson, 1995).

■ The purpose of ethnography is to make sense of the world of the participants by 

understanding norms and patterns of people’s thoughts and behaviour (Crang 

and Cook, 2007; Hammersley and Atkinson, 1995). The ethnographic enquiry is 

largely interpretive in nature and the purpose is to understand the situation from 

the participants’ points of view (Holliday, 1994).

■ Ethnographic studies are also explorative in nature. The enquiry is largely 

guided by what is happening in the setting and what emerges from data, rather 

than prescribed categories (Spradley, 1980). The investigation is progressively 

focused over its course. “Over time the research problem needs to be 

developed or transformed, and eventually its scope is clarified and delimited, 

and its internal structure explored. In this sense, it is frequently well into the 

process of inquiry that one discovers what the research is really about...” 

(Hammersley and Atkinson, 1995:206).

■ Ethnographic studies aim at ‘depth’ of understanding. Therefore, the scale of 

ethnographic studies is normally small (e.g. a single setting) in order to facilitate 

in-depth understanding (Hammersley and Atkinson, 2007).

Having introduced ethnography, the following section discusses my rationale for 

choosing ethnography as an enquiry approach.

3.3.2 Rationale for using ethnography

Originating from anthropology (Hammersley and Atkinson, 1995), there is a growing 

acceptance of ethnography in educational research (Cohen et al., 2007): in 

understanding teachers’ work, for example, Acker (1999) has used ethnography in 

two schools in England; in policy implementation, Ball (1994) has used ethnography 

to explore the implementation of the 1988 Education Act in England; and in ELT, 

Holliday (1991) has used ethnography to investigate the reactions of teachers to a 

curriculum innovation in Egypt. Ethnography is considered the most appropriate 

approach to study the behaviour of groups of people (Brewer 2000; Hammersley 

and Atkinson, 2007; Holliday, 1994). My rationale for using ethnography as an 

enquiry approach for this research is:
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First of all, it is difficult to study the social world without being a part of it 

(Hammersley and Atkinson, 1983). Taking an ethnographer role in the setting 

enabled me to be better equipped to see and understand the on-goings. It enabled 

me to capture the dynamics of the situations, people and events and map a fuller 

picture of the setting by participation (Brewer, 2000). It allowed me to produce an 

account that is strong on reality. It also enabled me to discover many phenomena 

that are otherwise unobtainable, for example, discovering 'taken for granted' 

knowledge that is less likely to surface in other research traditions, and observe 

‘hidden activities’ or sensitive events that may be inaccessible to outsiders (Cohen 

et al., 2007).

In the investigation of policy implementation, Walford (2003) argues that 

ethnography allows the researcher to investigate not only planned policy but also 

the unintended consequences, along with the constraints and tensions in the wider 

context. Therefore, it can provide important empirical data for curriculum developers. 

On the other hand, Ball (1994) argues that, because ethnography emphasizes the 

participants’ accounts and interpretations of their own actions, it offers a way of 

bringing into play the concerns and interests and diverse voices of marginalized or 

oppressed social groups and gives voice to the unheard.

Additionally, through long term direct involvement in the setting, ethnography makes 

it easier for me to build rapport with the participants, which was not well achieved in 

the pilot study due to the time constraints. Hammersley and Atkinson (2007) argues 

that as the researcher becomes a more familiar presence to the setting through 

prolonged engagement, the participants are less likely to perform and more likely to 

reveal more details of their lives. This enables me to collect data about not only 

‘surface action phenomena’ but also ‘deep action phenomena’ (Holliday, 1991).

However, there are also a number of limitations and difficulties in using ethnography. 

Firstly, ethnography, together with other qualitative approaches such as case study, 

is often criticised for lacking representativeness and generalisability, due to its small 

scope (Brewer, 2000). Secondly, the interpretation of qualitative data relies heavily 

on the researcher's insights and judgment, described by Lincoln and Guba (1985) 

as the problem of the ‘human as instrument’. Therefore, the validity of ethnographic 

studies is sometimes suspected (Bryman, 2001). The third critique is in terms of the 

role of the researcher. Since the researcher works as a participant observer in the
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setting for a long period of time, there is the possibility that he or she, being so close 

to the situation, may take certain things for granted. The researcher may also 

develop empathy towards participants, thus affecting judgement and representation. 

It is also possible that the presence of the researcher may alter the behaviour of the 

participants (Cohen et al., 2007).

Despite its limitations, ethnography is still considered the most appropriate 

approach for this investigation. In addition, it is believed that certain issues in using 

ethnography can be solved through a range of research techniques.

To address the first critique, although qualitative studies do not permit 

generalisation to populations, they may be in a better position in relation to 

generalising theories (Mitchell, 1983): although large-scale studies may have a 

higher level of generalisability, they may lose the ‘depth’ of understanding in their 

pursuit of ‘width’ of information (Hammersley and Atkinson, 1995). Qualitative 

studies such as ethnography enable us to know not only the result but also the 

process, which is crucial in understanding educational processes such as teaching 

(Punch, 1998). Learning and teaching are socio-culturally specific activities (Bruce 

and Robin, 1992) and a culturally-sensitive approach is more appropriate in gaining 

a deeper understanding (Holliday, 1994) (also see 2.2.1). From another viewpoint, 

qualitative studies are still in a position to produce ‘moderatum generalisation’ 

because of the shared features between different social phenomena (Williams, 

2000:215).

In response to the second critique, it is impossible to produce 'uncontaminated data' 

and the researcher is inevitably implicated in the research in all forms of enquiry. For 

example, in quantitative studies, the formation of research questions and the 

selection of participants are also influenced by the choice of the researcher (Brewer, 

2000). There may be higher challenges for interpretation and representation in 

qualitative studies. However, the difficulty can be addressed by using a variety of 

research techniques. Examples are the triangulation of data collection methods (see 

3.6), a careful sampling of participants (see 3.4.2), setting and timing (see 3.6) and 

participant validation (see 3.6) (Cohen et al., 2007; Hammersley and Atkinson,

1995).
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The difficulty of being a participant observer, as raised in the third critique, can be 

reduced by the researcher taking a marginal position in the setting (see 3.5.1), 

which enables the researcher both to see from within and to understand from 

without (Holliday, 1994). It can also be reduced by the researcher deliberately 

distancing themselves from the situation, addressing reflexivity and making the 

familiar strange (see e.g. 3.9.1) (Delamont, 1981; Hammersley and Atkinson, 1995). 

The potential of research reactivity, although believed to be less challenging in 

ethnographic studies than other forms of research, can be reduced by a careful 

presentation of the researcher’s self (see 3.5) (Hammersley and Atkinson, 1995).

Having defined ethnography and introduced the rationale for my choice of 

ethnography as an enquiry approach, the next section introduces the process of 

gaining access, before moving on to introduce the ethnographic fieldwork.

3.4 Negotiating access

The difficulty of gaining access in ethnographic studies is well documented 

(Hammersley and Atkinson, 2007). I chose to use ‘negotiating access’ in stead of 

‘gaining access’ because it involved a lot of ‘negotiation’ along the process and I 

decided to include a detailed description of ‘negotiating access' in the thesis 

because it is believed this process can provide illuminating insights about the people 

in the field (Crang and Cook, 2007).

3.4.1 Negotiating access to the field

Social connection is a common strategy for gaining access (Hammersley and 

Atkinson, 1995). However, in fear of its potential effect on data collection, I did not 

use my family connections for accessing the field and looked for a setting where my 

parents were not influential. I decided to choose a place close to my hometown. This 

was partly for a practical consideration to spend some more time with my parents. 

The primary consideration however was language. In China, most people speak 

dialects in everyday life although Mandarin is the official language. I needed to find a 

place close to my hometown to make sure I could understand their everyday speech, 

which is an important prerequisite in data collection (Crang and Cook, 2007).
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I decided to contact more than one school in order to ensure access if some 

gatekeepers proved uncooperative or uninformative, and obtain insights from 

responses in order to facilitate contact with future gatekeepers (Cassell, 1988). I 

also started the work early (February 2007) in order to avoid unexpected delays. In 

fact, it often took me a few weeks to get hold of head teachers because they were 

often away from their offices due to meeting or teaching. I contacted the head 

teacher of each school directly because I knew they were the decision makers in 

Chinese high schools. I telephoned them, instead of sending emails or posting 

letters, because it was more difficult to ignore a voice on the telephone than emails 

or posts (Crang and Cook, 2007).

The process revealed that head teachers were not the only gatekeepers in my 

efforts to gain access. In Table 3.4, I have identified three layers of gatekeepers 

according to their functions in the process. In the negotiation of access to the setting, 

only the surface-layer and deep-layer gatekeepers were involved. The deep-layer 

gatekeepers were difficult to handle, and so were the surface-layer gatekeepers. 

The latter often refused to reveal the head teachers’ telephone numbers and 

prohibited my access to them (I realized at a later stage that they acted as filters for 

the head teachers because the latter were often too busy to answer phones).

Table 3.4: Different layers of gate keepers

Layers of Gatekeepers Functions Examples

Surface-layer

gatekeepers

Whether contact can be made 

with deep-layer gatekeepers

Switchboard

Operators

Deep-layer gatekeepers Whether entrance can be 

permitted to the setting

Head teachers

Essential-layer

gatekeepers

Whether, how and what kind of 

data can be collected

Research

participants

Appendix 1 shows four extracts of the telephone conversations. As illustrated by the 

conversations, I had experiences of various gatekeepers, for example: indifferent 

gatekeepers, impatient gatekeepers, conservative gatekeepers, suspicious 

gatekeepers, welcoming gatekeepers and enthusiastic gatekeepers. In extract 1, 

the head teacher withheld his real identity from me in the beginning. In extract 2, the 

head teacher rejected me because it was strange for a PhD student to work in a
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high school. In extract 3, the teacher said: “Everything is so common. What is there 

to see?” In extract 4, I was perceived as an expert because I was a PhD student and 

the head teacher requested me to do teacher training.

I had a number of identities, for example, a PhD student in a UK university, a 

researcher interested in ELT, a previous teacher in a Chinese college, or a graduate 

of a Chinese teacher’s university. In these communications, I stressed different 

aspects of my identity when different gatekeepers were encountered (Marcus, 1998). 

Nevertheless, my overall presentation was as a competent English language 

teacher so that it was worth having me in the setting; and a research student which 

explained why I needed to be in the setting.

The research opportunity was obtained in Chuangxin High School (CHS) perhaps 

due to one major reason: the head teacher was doing a part-time PhD in a university 

in Beijing. With some previous knowledge of research, he had shown more interest 

in my project than others and therefore approved my application. Additionally, I also 

chose CHS out of the three offers I received because I believed that with knowledge 

of research, the head teacher might be more supportive and understanding towards 

my research.

3.4.2 Negotiating access with the research participants

I identified the research participants as essential-layer gate-keepers (see Table 3.4) 

because they decided whether, how and what kind of data could be collected.

When I started my research in early September 2007, I had the impression that I 

was perceived as an alien person in the school. For example, it was the first time 

that many teachers had met a female PhD student, who came from a UK institution. 

Some teachers expressed their curiosity as to why a PhD student was teaching in a 

high school. Even after being told I was there for an ethnographic study, many of 

them were suspicious because none of them had previous knowledge of 

ethnography. It also seemed that some of them perceived me as an expert because 

of my identity as a PhD student. I might have also been perceived as a spy (if not, a 

message deliverer) for the head teacher because the latter had shown particular 

attention to me many times in public. There was a rumour that I was the child of the 

head teacher's close friend. There was also a rumour that we were classmates in a

50



professional development programme.

I withheld my obvious research agenda (e.g. classroom observations) in the first 

week. In the second week, I was tempted to make some classroom observations out 

of my curiosity about what was going on in the classrooms. However, my request to 

observe her class was refused by Head of the Grade Three English Team, although 

my reason was: "I did not have any experience of high school English teaching and I 

wanted to observe some lessons in order to know how to teach high school 

students”. She appeared nervous in the first instance, and subsequently mentioned 

two other teachers' names saying they were "better at teaching". One of the two 

teachers she suggested also refused my request, saying it was only a reviewing 

session and she would invite me when the new unit was taught. Due to such 

experience, in the rest of the first month, I did not make any further attempt to seek 

teachers' permissions for observations in consideration of 'face' for them and myself. 

With a carefully constructed self presentation, rapport was gradually built (see 3.5.3). 

In mid October 2007, I felt my presence had become more familiar to teachers and 

many of them seemed to have accepted me as one of them, I started an overt 

research agenda.

Anya, Head of the English Department, was selected as the first research 

participant, largely because she was the first person I became acquainted with. Oral 

informed consent was obtained from Anya (3.5.2). The study with Anya started in 

October 2007, but stopped for more than three months and restarted in February 

2008 (see Appendix 2 for research agenda with Anya). The reason was that in 

October 2007, I felt my study had placed too much pressure on Anya. She had told 

me that she taught differently when I was present and she spent longer planning 

lessons. Additionally, I had the feeling that she was very wary and she tended only 

to talk about positive aspects, which might be caused by a number of reasons: first 

of all, she might be nervous as this was the first time she participated in a research 

project; secondly, although we seemed to have established friendly relationship at 

that time, I was still new to her and she might be suspicious about how I was going 

to portray her and her team, and therefore she might have higher pressure to 

sustain her "impression management" (also see 6.1.1). The study restarted in 

February 2008, when I felt the research rapport was further developed and Anya 

appeared to be more open and relaxed with better understanding of my research 

and myself (e.g. she could even discuss with me the negative aspects of teaching
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and school management). This process clearly shows how access is an ongoing 

process. It means not only getting there, but negotiating all the time in order to get 

further and achieve more (Bryman, 2001).

Although generalisability was not the main consideration in this study, sampling was 

still necessary because it would be difficult to understand the complexity of a 

situation without studying the perspectives of differently positioned people (Bryman, 

2001; Crang and Cook, 2007). The sampling strategy was both strategic and 

theoretical (Bryman, 2001). Participants differ according to classes taught, gender 

and teaching experience. The selection of participants was also informed by data 

collection and analysis (Hammersley and Atkinson, 1995). Table 3.5 lists 

information about the five participants in this study. In order to ensure anonymity, 

the research participants are referred to as Anya, Baijuan, Caili, Denghua and 

Enchu. They are described in alphabetical order to assist reading. As shown in the 

table, there are four female participants and one male participant in this study, which 

corresponds to the female -  male ratio in the English department. Two ‘top class’ 

teachers, two ‘ordinary class’ teachers and one arts class teacher were selected3. 

Teachers’ teaching experience ranges from 5 years to 27 years. The participants 

included the least experienced teacher and the most experienced teacher in the 

whole team and the whole Department. In terms of professional titles, level 2 is the 

lowest and senior4 is the highest in the Grade Two English Team.

Table 3.5: Background of the five research participants

Participants Gender
Classes

taught

Teaching

experience

Professional

title

1 Anya Female Top class’ 27 years Senior

2 Baijuan Female Science class 9 years Level 2

3 Caili Female Top class’ 8 years Level 1

4 Denghua Male Science class 5 years Level 2

5 Enchu Female Arts class 18 years Senior

The second participant Baijuan joined the study in December 2007. Baijuan was 

chosen because she seemed to be an interesting case. She won the first prize in the 

city's teaching competition, but the average scores of her students were often

3 See glossary for 'top class’, ‘ordinary class’, science class and arts class.
4 See glossary for senior teacher and the criteria for professional titles.
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among the lowest in the grade two ranking table. I was interested in investigating the 

reasons behind the discrepancy. Secondly, Baijuan’s background as the only 

non-local teacher in her office also seemed interesting. Most local teachers were 

graduates of CHS (e.g. participant three and participant four) and they went to the 

same normal university5 in the province. I wanted to find out how Baijuan's 

practices might relate to her different learning experience.

The third participant Caili joined this study in November 2007. She was the only 

teacher among the five research participants who voluntarily requested to take part 

in my study. She said that she regarded this as an opportunity to communicate her 

ideas to me. I was also happy to have Caili as my participant: although the first 

participant Anya taught ‘top classes’, I was interested to investigate how ‘top 

classes’ were taught by less experienced teachers.

The fourth participant Denghua was chosen mainly because of his gender and 

teaching experience: he was the youngest teacher and one of the only three male 

teachers in Grade Two English Team. Denghua joined this study in April 2008. The 

scale was relatively smaller because during the period of study, one of his close 

family members became ill and he devoted considerable time and concern to this 

relative’s care. I decided not to take too much of his time in addition to his teaching 

and family duties. However, as with other research participants, Denghua and I still 

had contact after the fieldwork was over and he provided further data during my 

writing-up stage.

The previous four participants taught either ‘top classes’ or science classes. 

Participant five Enchu was chosen as a participant because she was one of the only 

two arts class teachers in the Grade Two English Team. Enchu joined this study in 

March 2008.

3.5 My Presentation in the Field

Another important consideration in ethnographic studies is the presentation of the 

researcher, which is highly important in data collection (Acker, 1999; Hammersley

5 See glossary for normal university.
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and Atkinson, 1995). This section introduces my role in the field, along with my 

considerations in relation to my self presentation.

3.5.1 The creation of my role

Holliday (1994) suggests a marginal position between insider and outsider in order 

for ethnographers to perceive the researched from within and understand them from 

outside. I did not want to take the same role as other teachers because doing 

exactly the same job as theirs might prevent me from seeing their practices from 

outside. There was also the head teacher’s practical consideration that I would be in 

CHS only for one year, and this would affect the continuity of teaching, as there 

would be another transition for students after my leaving. Another option was to 

work in the Academic Affairs Division6 of the school. However, I was concerned it 

might widen the distance between the English teachers and me. For example, they 

might perceive me as an inspector. Additionally, working in a different office might 

make it more difficult to observe and perceive teachers than from within. Out of 

these considerations, a role of vocabulary teacher for grade two and grade three 

students was created for me (also see 5.3 for discussion on my teaching duties). 

However, in relating to different people, my role could be defined in various ways, 

for instance:

■ I saw myself primarily as a researcher;

■ I was a PhD student from a UK university;

■ I was a teacher for the students;

■ I was a colleague for teachers;

■ I was a staff member for the head teacher;

■ I could also be perceived as a friend by teachers.

From another point of view, I was both a native and a stranger, an insider and an 

outsider in the ethnographic field. The ethnographic field is familiar and also strange 

to me (see Table 3.6). The familiarity allowed me to better understand the setting 

and its on-goings and the strangeness enabled me to discover phenomena that 

might be 'taken for granted' by the insiders.

6 See glossary.
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Table 3.6: My different levels of familiarity and strangeness in the setting

Familiarity Strangeness

I am Chinese. I have been living in the UK in the past 

three years (at the start of the study).

I am from the same city. I have not lived in South China since 

1998.

I studied in a Chinese high school. I left high school in 1998 and have not 

been studying or working in a high 

school since.

I was an English teacher in China. I taught in a college (for students aged 

18-21) and had never taught in a high 

school.

I have been studying and researching 

in the field of ELT.

I learnt most theories in the UK, not 

China.

I had close contact with many people 

from the educational field in China.

This school is new to me and I did not 

know the people or practices in the 

school prior to the study (apart from the 

contact with the head teacher for 

gaining access).

3.5.2 Overt or covert research?

I decided to make my research overt. First of all, covert research seemed unethical 

to me. Research Ethics Framework of the Economic and Social Research Council 

(ESRC) (2005:1) states that “research staff and subjects must be informed fully 

about the purpose, methods and intended possible uses of the research...” . I took 

covert research as deception and thought it morally and ethically uncomfortable. 

Second, although covert research may facilitate data collection at times, particularly 

in sensitive settings, overt research also has advantages over covert research on 

data collection. For example, it makes it possible to ask questions about 

taken-for-granted knowledge, which would seem strange if asked by a covert 

researcher. Thirdly, in covert studies, the research can be greatly affected and the 

researcher could be in danger if the covert role is discovered (Hammersley and 

Atkinson, 1995).
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The head teacher introduced me to teachers as a PhD student collecting data for my 

PhD thesis on teacher cognition and classroom practices. I did not reveal my 

interest in NEC implementation at this stage. My concern was, as my project had the 

support of the head teacher, that stating my interest in NEC implementation might 

give teachers the impression that I was an evaluator, particularly in a context where 

teachers had no previous experience of being involved in research projects.

At the stage of seeking teachers’ permission to participate in this study (see 3.4.2), 

however, they were told about my interest in NEC implementation, teacher cognition 

and social context, although my words were carefully constructed (e.g. “ I am very 

interested in teachers’ thinking and practices, particularly in the context of the NEC 

implementation” rather than “I want to know your perceptions and practices of the 

NEC). Their potential involvement in the research was also explained. They were 

aware that my research activities might include observing classroom teaching, 

conducting interviews and making participant observational notes of their activities 

at all times. They were also aware that data would be used for my PhD thesis and in 

other potential publications. However, I was not able to give teachers more detailed 

information about the research. Firstly, ethnographic studies are evolving and 

progressive: it was difficult for me to state my exact agenda at the beginning of the 

research because it might be changed during the research process (Hammersley 

and Atkinson, 1995). Secondly, telling teachers my specific research purpose might 

alter the data, for example, they might respond according to their perceptions of 

what I wanted for my study (Richards, 2003).

However, teachers were progressively informed of the research, as the investigation 

became more focused and teachers more accustomed to their roles as research 

participants. Most importantly, before the data were disseminated through thesis, 

conferences and publications (e.g. Fang, 2009a; Fang, 2009b; Fang, forthcoming), 

teachers were given the completed account, thesis and writing, and informed of the 

use of data.

The informed consent was oral (rather than written). The consideration here was 

that, with no prior experience of being engaged in research projects, signing the 

informed consent sheet might be threatening to teachers, particularly in the context 

of China where the awareness of research ethics is relatively low in comparison with 

the UK. Although my motivation was to protect teachers’ rights, teachers might read
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it more as a sign of their obligation, seeing their duties in writing. Additionally, it 

might also leave teachers with the impression of undergoing a foreign procedure.

3.5.3 The presentation of self

Following symbolic interactionism, we all in one way or another present a 

constructed ‘se lf in our everyday lives in order to sustain ‘impression management’ 

(Goffman, 1959). The researcher's self presentation is considered crucially 

important in ethnographic studies (Acker, 1999; Hammersley and Atkinson, 1995).

As discussed earlier (see 3.4.2), I was perceived as someone alien at the beginning

stage of the fieldwork. A teacher said to me one day:

“Foreigners have a lot of misconceptions about Chinese education. Actually it is 
very different from what they think. I hope you are not one of them...” (Mr. Wang, 
Informal Conversation, 12/10/2007)

I knew his worry that I might be ‘one of them’ could be problematic. He might 

intentionally construct and present a particular ‘self that was different from the other 

‘self which he thought was perceived by people outside China and presented in 

journals outside China. In order to leave the impression that I was not ‘one of them’,

I played and stressed my native aspect (see Table 3.6 for an introduction of the 

different levels of my familiarity and strangeness). I tried to show the part of my ‘self’ 

that could feel, understand and sympathize with their lives and their work, in order to 

be accepted as 'one of us'.

The multiple identities (see 3.5.1) and multiple aspects of our personalities made it 

possible for me to present a ‘se lf that fitted in with the values and behaviour of the 

group (Crang and Cook, 2007). In order to support the development of rapport, I 

emphasized my identity as a colleague rather than a researcher. I also played my 

novice identity. In China, a PhD student is often regarded interchangeably as 

someone who has a PhD and I was often addressed as "Dr. Fang" by teachers. I 

often reminded them that I was a PhD student, which was different from a PhD. I 

also emphasised the point that they had been teaching for many years, but I did not 

have too much practical experience of teaching, particularly in high schools. 

Therefore, I had much to learn from them. Furthermore, I intentionally chose some 

questions to ask other teachers at times (e.g. whether my course materials were
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appropriate for students' language level). With the novice 'self, teachers might feel 

more confident in verbalizing their thinking to me.

I also presented a ‘self that was professional. It was the first time that most teachers 

in the school had met someone like ‘me’: a researcher, a female PhD student, or a 

student from a UK university. Emotionally, I had the concern to maintain 'face' 

(Goffman, 1959) either in consideration of myself or the group that I belonged to: I 

wanted to leave a good impression about PhD students, about researchers and 

about British educational quality. Ethically Hammersley and Atkinson (1995) argue 

that researchers need to consider the potential impact of their conduct on future 

researchers who may want to gain access to the setting. Technically, I needed to 

play up my credentials so that teachers would think it beneficial to discuss their 

teaching and thoughts with me (Bryman, 2001).

As time progressed, teachers seemed to have become accustomed to having me in

the setting. Most of them seemed to have accepted me as ‘one of us’. I started more

obvious research activities in October 2007, for example, locating research

participants, starting classroom observations and interviews. There was a good

‘rapport’ between me and the research participants, particularly at a later stage of

the fieldwork. For example, teachers appeared happy to be studied and they

seemed supportive of my research activities, in spite of their extremely busy

schedule. A participant said to me:

“You are so nice. I really wish I could be of some help to your research...I don’t 
have any experience of being studied and I’m not sure whether the kind of data I 
provided was useful for you...” (Anya, Informal Conversation, 09/11/2007)

In recognizing the role of rapport in facilitating data collection, I also remained 

reflexive and critical about the rapport. For example, the above comment could also 

be read as a part of Anya’s ‘face work’ (Goffman, 1959). It might also be a sign of 

over-rapport (Hammersley and Atkinson, 2007).

Over-rapport could lead to certain level of dangers, for example, the research 

participants may intentionally construct an answer in order to help the researcher. 

The researcher, on the other hand, may feel loath to ask some threatening 

questions (Hammersley and Atkinson, 1995). I was cautious to maintain the balance 

of non-rapport and over-rapport, insider and outsider, and ‘self and ‘other’. I played 

and emphasised different aspects of my identities that were best for the situation.
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For example, at one evaluation, the Head of the English Department asked me to 

comment on another teacher because I had studied her. I withheld any comment by 

emphasising my identity as a researcher. On another occasion I took part in an 

evaluation meeting by emphasising my identity as a teacher. A carefully constructed 

self presentation enabled me to collect rich data. However, I am also aware of the 

situatedness of myself and my perceptions (Denzin, 1996) and I tried to take this 

into account in my data collection and analysis. These are introduced in following 

sections.

3.6. Data collection: process, techniques and rationale

A triangulation of methods was used for data collection. These include: participant 

observation, interview and documentation. This section introduces the process for 

my data collection, the use of data collection techniques during the process, along 

with my rationale for the choices. In ethnographic studies, research design is 

progressive, often informed by data collection (Hammersley and Atkinson, 1995). In 

order to give readers a better view of how the research progressed, presentation is 

organised according to the research process.

As an ethnographer, one data collection technique was participant observation7, 

which involved the observation of teachers' classroom practices and out of class 

practices. I arrived on 29th August, 2007 and left on 6th July, 2008. Many writers 

have identified different degrees of participation in observation (Cohen et al., 2007; 

Hammersley and Atkinson, 1995; Junker, 1960): Junker (1960) suggests a 

continuum according to level of participation (Figure 3.1), ranging from complete 

participant, participant as observer, observer as participant to complete observer.

7Delamont (2004) mentions that some writers may use participant observation, ethnography and fieldwork 
interchangeably. However, I regard these as different concepts, for example, not all ethnographers observe 
directly (Silverman, 2006) and participant observational studies may not always be ethnographic. Additionally, 
ethnography entails both research process and research outcome while participant observation only refers to 
research process (Tedlock, 2000; Bryman, 2001). Therefore, participant observation is used as a data collection 
technique in this thesis.
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Figure 3.1: Continuum of Participant Observation

According to level of participation

M--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- ►

Complete Participant Observer as Complete
Participant as observer participant Observer

According to Cohen et al. (2007:404), the complete participant “takes on an insider 

role in the group being studied, and maybe does not even declare that he or she is 

a researcher”. On the other hand, “with the complete observer, participants may not 

realize that they are being observed (e.g. using a one-way mirror)". My role fell 

somewhat between participant as observer and observer as participant. I 

considered my primary role was observer as participant because I participated in 

the everyday life of teachers with an aim to observe, although my role shifted in the 

continuum when it came to different activities. For example, my role was more of 

observer as participant on one occasion when I joined a discussion about laptops. 

However, the next minute the discussion progressed to the preparation of teaching 

materials. This had caught my ethnographer’s eye, I started noting things for my 

research and my role thus moved on the continuum to be more participant as 

observer.

At the start of the study, I took notes of a wide range of areas, particularly norms, 

routines, patterns, interesting things or surprising events (e.g. those in contradiction 

to my previous assumptions, knowledge or the literature), considering that these 

data might be used at a later stage (Hammersley and Atkinson, 1995). All field 

notes were written in English and largely descriptive. Examples of key items were: 

the date and location of observations, the people present, and the interactions 

taking place. When possible, fieldnotes were taken during observations in order to 

best catch the event (Crang and Cook, 2007). However at some other occasions 

(e.g. dinner table) when it was not possible to take full notes, I noted down key 

words in order to remind myself of what happened. Participant observational 

fieldnotes provided data for me to see what was going on in the setting, and 

informed my subsequent research design.

The five research participants were the centre of participant observation, although 

other teachers' comments might also be used in the analysis to support
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understanding. Additionally, classroom observations and interviews were also used 

to collect data about research participants. Classroom observations normally 

preceded interviews because teachers were used to being observed (each teacher 

needed to give demonstration lessons at times), but none had experience of being 

interviewed for research purposes. It would be more appropriate to conduct 

interviews after teachers were more used to their roles as research participants. I 

always sat in the back of the classroom, making my presence as invisible as 

possible, in order to reduce research reactivity for participants (Hammersley and 

Atkinson, 1995). All classroom observations were unstructured and I took "full field 

notes" (Bryman, 2001:305) during observations. Teachers' words appeared as they 

were said (e.g. in Chinese or in English) and my comments/explanations were 

written in English. They were transcribed as soon as the observations were 

completed (see Appendix 3 for an example of classroom observational fieldnotes). 

The rationale for my choice of unstructured classroom observation is discussed in 

Table 3.7.

Table 3.7: Rationale for unstructured observations

1. Unstructured classroom observation allowed me to attend to the 

complexity of classroom life in a holistic manner without the need to 

attend to fixed categories (Mason, 2002).

2. Given the explorative nature of ethnography, my purpose was to 

investigate and understand what was happening in the classroom, rather 

than imposing my presumptions and taken-for-granted knowledge 

(Hammersley and Atkinson, 1995). Such purpose could best be achieved 

through unstructured observation.

3. The 'thick description' required by ethnographic presentation can best be 

obtained through unstructured classroom observation, which allows a 

large amount of detailed descriptive data to be collected (Bryman, 2001).

In order to gain a more comprehensive view of their classroom practices, the 

observations covered different units (topics) of teaching, different aspects of 

language (listening, speaking, reading, writing, grammar, etc.) and different timing 

(e.g. before examination or after examination). Since I also had teaching duties, I

asked teachers to complete entry logs of what they taught, when I was not able to
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observe, in order to gain an idea how they taught the whole unit. A table with 

headings (date, unit, content/activity and remark) was designed to facilitate their 

documentation (see Appendix 4 for an example of entry logs). Entry logs also 

proved to be useful in counteracting my taken-for-granted knowledge. For example, 

in seeing teachers’ explanations for the use of certain activities, I could gain ideas 

about areas I might have otherwise ignored.

In addition to observation, interviews were also used as a data collection technique. 

They served two main purposes: firstly, it was used to validate my understanding 

gained from observations (e.g. teachers' use of classroom activities) (Mason, 2002); 

secondly, it was used to generate data about teacher cognition (e.g. their views 

about the NEC and their beliefs in teaching), along with other areas (e.g. their past 

experiences) that were not observable (Bryman, 2001; Cohen et al., 2007).

May (1997) categorizes the interview into four types: structured interview, 

semi-structured interview, focused interview, and group interview. The techniques 

used in this study were semi-structured interviews and focused interviews. The 

rationale for employing semi-structured interviews and focused interviews in this 

study are explained in Table 3.8.

Table 3.8: Rationale for semi-structured interviews and focused 

interviews

1. My purpose is to explore the participants' views and experiences. 

Semi-structured and focused interviews enhance the flexibility of data 

collection by not pre-determining the conversation based on the 

researcher’s pre-conceptions. They give the researcher a great 

opportunity to explore and discover interesting phenomena arising out of 

the conversation (Cohen et al., 2007) and allow the researcher to better 

and more fully represent participants' experiences, views, or feelings in 

their own languages (Fontana and Frey, 1994).

2. Since knowledge is situational and contextual, in-depth understanding 

can only be reached through the elaboration and discussion of concrete 

experiences (Mason, 2002). The Semi-structured interview and focused
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interview allow such an agenda to be achieved.

3. In semi-structured and focused interviews, participants have the chance

to freely express their views and the interviews proceed more like natural

conversations. It may enable participants to better enjoy the interview 

process (Mason, 2002) and reduce research reactivity for them (Crang 

and Cook, 2007).

4. In semi-structured and focused interviews, the participants are

encouraged to play an active part in the research. It allows the active

involvement of the participants in communicating the sense-making 

process according to which they interpret their own experiences (Holstein 

and Gubrium, 1997).

Most of the interviews were conducted in my apartment (which was on campus), 

not the office, so that the interview would not be disturbed by the interactions in the 

office. Additionally, I was also concerned that teachers might carefully construct 

their talking in front of their colleagues to sustain "impression management" 

(Goffman, 1959). Due to the fact that all participants had no experience of being 

interviewed for research purposes, at the beginning stage, I only asked a small 

number of questions to participants. This was more like a discussion than an 

interview. These questions were also short and concrete (e.g. “Why did you leave 

this out?”). The number of interview questions gradually increased as the 

participants became more accustomed to being researched and communicating 

their ideas to me. On average, the time interval between the first observation and 

the first interview was about one week. At an initial stage, interviews mainly 

consisted of description, for example, participants talking about their learning 

experiences and working experiences. I felt that talking about experience was less 

threatening and easier than asking participants to elaborate their thinking or 

perceptions (e.g. "What is your view of the NEC?"). Interviews were conducted in 

Chinese. The interview notes were transcribed in Chinese, and translated into 

English. The reason why the interviews were transcribed in Chinese was because I 

was aware of possible distortion of meaning in translation and I wanted to keep the 

original words teachers said for future reference. From February 2008, all 

participants gradually accepted my request to record the conversations. Interviews 

were only translated into English because the recordings could be kept for sourcing 

teachers’ words. An example of interview transcripts and translation is presented in
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Appendix 5. Data were also enriched by informal conversations, e.g. dinner table 

talk and corridor talk.

In addition to data from the research participants, data also include fieldnotes for 38 

demonstration lessons and teaching competitions (in school and outside school) 

and semi-structured interviews with 15 other teachers from the English department, 

in order to have a better understanding of the community in which the participants 

work. The interviews were recorded. Teachers were identified according to 

representation by gender, age group and teaching experience (Cohen et al., 2007). 

Questions were mainly about their educational background, teacher education, 

professional experiences, and perceptions of the NEC (see Appendix 6 for an 

example).

In addition, documentation was also used to support data collection. It served two 

purposes: firstly, to gain information about the NEC; secondly, to collect further 

data about teachers' views and practices. Table 3.9 illustrates types and sources of 

documentation in this study and examples of the data collected. The classification 

of the types of documentation was adapted from May (1997) and Brewer (2000). 

After this, the summary of data is presented in Table 3.10.
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After the interviews were transcribed and translated, I gave teachers the translation

for validation. The motivation was that:

"If the intent is to give an account of how the participants in a situation see it, 
then checking the account with the participants (or with a selected "informant") 
is a vital step". (Phillips, 1987:20, in Borg, 1998:34)

Due to the interplay between experiences, accounts and interpretations (Denzin,

1996), there might be slippage between teachers' accounts and my interpretations, 

and the fact that their words were translated into English might have added to the 

slippage due to the more complicated process of interplay.

At the beginning of the study, Anya did not make any changes to or comments on 

the interview transcripts and Caili's validation was confined to a few grammar 

changes. Similar experience is also reported in Borg's (1998) PhD thesis. In order 

to encourage the participants to work on the validation, he returned interview 

transcripts to teachers with further questions for them to clarify or to elaborate 

issues raised during interviews and discovered that this strategy helped him to gain 

richer data and deeper understanding. I subsequently adopted his strategy which 

proved to be helpful in generating richer data and validating participants' voices. 

Apart from motivating the participants to reflect about the interview transcripts, 

another function of having further questions accompanying interview transcripts 

was that it motivated participants to reflect. This point is illustrated in the following 

data. Comment 1 is a statement from participant four Denghua's interview data, for 

which I needed his validation of my understanding. On reading my questions (see 

comment 2), he clarified his point (see comment 3).

1. Denghua: “ ...Most of the time, I search information on the Internet...” 
(Interview, 19/06/2008)

2. Researcher: So, the Internet is your most frequent source for information? 
What about others? Reading books? Why? (Transcription, 21/06/2008)

3. Denghua: Although I use the Internet very frequently, I think discussion with 
colleagues may be more frequent for me? At least it's more useful for me! 
Because I think that this discussion is more relevant to my work. (Validation, 
23/06/2008)

Participant validation with accompanied questions thus helps me to get closer to 

the 'truthfulness' of their meanings. However, I was also aware of the limitations of 

participant validation. As argued many times in this thesis, knowledge and 

understanding is situated (Guba and Lincoln, 1994). What the informant can offer is 

only a single and embedded perspective on some aspects of their complex

lifeworld. Their accounts are bound to be situated and limited because there may
68



be conditions or understanding unimagined (Rock, 2001). Furthermore, 

participants might be too polite to challenge what I said because of considerations 

of 'face' (Hwang, 1987). They might also have their own understanding of how they 

wanted to be represented and presented in order to sustain their 'impression 

management' (Goffman, 1959). Caili corrected what she perceived as grammar 

mistakes in her words which may be an example of how they want to be 

represented (e.g. she was concerned that her words would appear on my thesis 

and she did not want to leave the impression that she made grammar mistakes). 

Therefore, the participants’ validated transcription is not taken as the final account. 

It is regarded only as a voice, a voice that is subject to further validation and 

analysis in context.

3.7 Data organisation and analysis

In this study, concepts from grounded theory and the work of Pierre Bourdieu were 

used to analyse and present the data.

3.7.1 Grounded theory

Grounded theory was used as a guiding tool for data analysis (Glaser and Strauss, 

1967) in this research. It was used because principles of the grounded theory, such 

as theory should be grounded in data and data analysis should take place 

alongside data collection, are consistent with the explorative, progressive and 

interactive nature of ethnography (Hammersley and Atkinson, 1995).

Although the initial model of grounded theory (Glaser and Strauss,1967) is largely 

positivist in nature, it has been moving towards new directions. Charmaz (2005) 

proposes a constructivist grounded theory, which adopts grounded theory 

guidelines as tools but does not subscribe to the objectivist, positivist assumptions 

in its earlier formulations. My stance is similar to Charmaz's.

Using grounded theory to assist analysis for my ethnographic enquiry, I applied the 

guidelines suggested by Glaser and Strauss (1967), for example, theories emerge 

from data, and data analysis feeds into research design and data collection. 

However, the essential difference is that I did not aim to reach “theoretical 

saturation” through a hypothesis-testing way of working. I did not aim to generalise
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the patterns to a wider population, but to understand and explore the reasons 

behind the patterns. Grounded theory was treated only as a tool to help me to build 

theories from the data. My enquiry was assisted, but not confined by categories 

and concepts. In another word, apart from “look for the data”, most importantly, I 

also “look at data” (Robrecht, 1995:171). My objective was to build a system of 

themes that emerge from the data, before, during, and after data collection, that 

represent the practical context of teachers' work and their experiences of teaching 

the NEC. The process for my use of grounded theory in my data analysis is 

illustrated below:

1. I started my research with a framework of potential themes based on my 

literature review (see chapter 2). From this came three broad themes:

(1) Teachers’ implementation of the NEC

A. Classroom practices

B. Out of class practices

(2) Themes underlying practices

A. Teacher cognition

B. Social context

2. I analysed each participant's data and looked for themes and patterns in the 

data, to see how these linked with the broad themes in 1 above. However, 

some data did not fall into the categories and they were separately presented 

under the title: other themes. From this, I analysed themes for each teacher and 

wrote individual reports for them. During this process, teachers’ voices were 

maximally kept, for example, through the use of “in vivo” (see titles with double 

quotation marks) (Richards, 2005). Examples of the themes are:

Participant one Anya:

(1) Teaching the NEC

A. Frequent and creative use of TBLT and other CLT activities

B. Focus on form

C. Teaching differently in class one and class two

D. Extending class hours

(2) Themes underlying Anya's practices

A. “Found resonance in the NEC”

B. Two voices in mind

C. Students' different views about Anya's teaching
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D. “Teachers are tailors of the textbook”

(3) Other themes 

A. An era of change

Participant two Baijuan:

(1) Teaching the NEC

A. Incorporation of tasks

B. Development of all-round skills

C. Emphasis on form

D. Heavy workload

(2) Themes underlying Baijuan's practices

A. “Examination preparation is more needed than skills development”

B. Activities as a way to please students

C. “Homework load is a strategy for dealing with low-motivated students”

D. ‘What is good' versus 'what works'

E. Indifference to the curriculum change

(3) Other themes

A. Baijuan’s three moments of change

B. Anya’s Influence as a Role Model

During the process of writing, words frequently used by teachers were also 

captured in order to better represent teachers’ voices and to show their work and 

life more vividly. Examples are:

■ “Advanced” [5fc jf f i] :  Advanced is often used by teachers to describe the CLT 

approach characterising CLT as a recently developed idea and as superior to 

other approaches.

■ What is “good” [#?]: This phrase is also recurrently used by teachers, although 

carrying different meanings for different teachers, or even for the same teacher 

at different times. Examples are: good for students’ language development and 

consistent with official discourse (also see 6.5).

■ “Ride the train” A classroom teaching style, in which teachers select

students to answer questions one after another according to their seats (e.g. 

from front to back, from left to right).
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■ “Big weekend” The weekends when students and teachers have both

Saturday and Sunday off from school.

■ “Small weekend” The weekends when students and teachers have to

work on Saturdays.

After each case was written up, I gave it to teachers and asked them to comment 

on my writing (e.g. interpretation, representation and category). As discussed 

previously, teachers’ validation was not undertaken as a test of 'truth' but as an 

additional method for insight and reflection, and also to ensure the research is 

ethical.

3. During the process of writing, repetition seemed to have become a main issue 

(e.g. there were similar accounts in Anya and Baijuan’s reports), although these 

seemed to be natural due to the patterns in their teaching. I was also concerned 

about exceeding word limit in the thesis (e.g. the word count for Anya was 

6,837 and for Baijuan 7,162). Furthermore, when the reports for all five 

research participants were written up, the connections between participants 

were more compelling for me. Therefore, it became possible and desirable to 

reorganise analysis in order for issues to be compared and organised into 

larger components. In this stage, I reorganised data according to the patterns 

that captured and described teachers’ thinking and practices.

(1) Teaching the NEC

A. Similarity in teaching

B. Focus on form

C. Use of CLT approaches

D. Extend class hours

E. Long working hours

F. Reciting from memory

G. Demonstration lessons and everyday practice

H. Teaching differently in different classes

(2) Themes underlying practices

A. Knowledge of the NEC

B. Perceptions of the NEC

C. Attitudes towards the NEC

D. Challenges brought by the NEC

E. ‘What is good’ versus ‘what works’
72



F. New emotions associated with teaching the NEC

G. Class culture

(3) Other themes

A. Teacher development

B. Culture of teaching

These themes largely informed the presentation of the thesis. However, these 

themes were largely descriptive. Although they assisted with the identification and 

description of the complexity inherent in teachers’ practices, I lacked a coherent 

theory to link them together. What was important to me was to understand how and 

why they interacted and the implications of that interaction for teachers’ practices. 

In order to better make sense of the research findings, the work of Pierre Bourdieu 

was used to assist analysis in order to grasp and represent the complexity of 

teachers’ work in a more theoretical way. This is discussed in the following 

sub-section.

3.7.2 The conceptual framework of Pierre Bourdieu

In my efforts to better understand teachers’ thinking and practices, the conceptual 

framework of Pierre Bourdieu (1992, 1986, 1998) proves an ideal tool in supporting 

my analysis. Bourdieu proposes a dialectical relationship between objective 

structures and subjective phenomena: his work focuses on the visible social world 

of practice, and attempts to transcend epistemological couples: agency-structure, 

micro-macro and subjectivism-objectivism. Four concepts are central in Bourdieu’s 

concept: field, habitus, capital and practice. They are used to assist analysis in this 

thesis.

Field

Bourdieu defines field as the social arena in which individuals struggle or 

manoeuvre for access to capital (Jenkins, 1992). Each field has its own logic and 

taken-for-granted structure of necessity and relevance that is both the product and 

the producer of habitus, specific and appropriate to the field (ibid). A field, therefore, 

is a structured system of social positions that defines the situation for its occupants, 

with the position interacting with the habitus to produce actions (Bourdieu, 1998; 

Jenkins, 1992).
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There are various fields within the social world (for example, political, sports and 

ELT). In the field of ELT, for example, the occupants of positions may either be 

agents (e.g. teachers, learners or ELT researchers) or institutions (e.g. schools, 

governing bodies or professional associations) and they are constrained by the 

structure of the field (e.g. legislation, policies, relationships, discourses and 

practices). Therefore, ELT teachers are recognisable as ELT teachers and act 

accordingly, as do students and ELT researchers. On the other hand, certain ELT 

strategies may be more highly recognised than others and therefore more likely to 

be adopted and practised.

In addition, each field is immersed in its own institutional field of power, and forms 

part of the overall social space. Consequently, social reality is composed of 

multiple fields, with a relationship with one another where there are points of 

contact and overlap (Bourdieu, 1998). Therefore, the ELT field may be influenced 

by the field of education, the field of linguistics and the field of politics.

Practice

Bourdieu has used a number of terms to refer to practice, for example, social 

interaction, everyday life and social behaviour (Jenkins, 1992). In the field of ELT, 

examples of practices are teachers’ classroom teaching, their interactions with 

students or the investigations conducted by ELT researchers.

Bourdieu perceives practice as the outcome of the dialectical relationship between 

structure and agency: “practice is always informed by a sense of agency (the ability 

to understand and control our own actions), but that the possibilities of agency 

must be understood and contextualized in terms of its relation to the objective 

structures of a culture” (Webb et al., 2002:36). Therefore, practice is neither 

objectively determined nor produced by free will (Bourdieu, 1998). For Bourdieu, 

practice is largely the result of the interplay between field and habitus (Webb et al.,

2002). The positions people take are determined by the interplay of their habitus 

and capital (Jenkins, 1992).

Habitus

Habitus is defined by Bourdieu (1998) as a system of dispositions through which 

we perceive, judge and act in the world. Bourdieu (1992) argues that the habitus is 

not only a state of mind but also a bodily state of being. The body is a repository of
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ingrained and durable positions and this incorporation of our history is 

demonstrated, for instance, in the differences in posture that men and women 

adopt, and in the way a teacher talks to his or her students.

These dispositions are acquired through lasting exposure to particular social 

conditions and conditionings, via the internalisation of external constraints and 

possibilities (Bourdieu, 1998). Habitus is considered a bridge that links structure 

and agency (Webb et al., 2002). Bourdieu describes this dialectically as "the 

product of the internalisation of the structures" (Bourdieu 1989, p. 18) of the social 

world, and as "internalised, embodied, social structures" (Bourdieu, 1984:468). For 

example, teachers are familiar with all the rules, both written and unwritten. They 

are aware of various circumstances that influence or determine their teaching and 

how they and their students will be judged. Since habitus is acquired as a result of 

occupation of a position within the field, not everyone has the same habitus and 

those who occupy the same or similar positions within the field are likely to have 

more similar habitus (ibid).

Capital

Capital is used by Bourdieu (1986) as a system of exchange that can include 

material goods and symbolic things. According to Bourdieu, the amount of capital a 

person has decides his or her positions in the field, and the system of dispositions 

he or she acquires (Bourdieu, 1998). Therefore, it is central in understanding 

people’s habitus and practice. Bourdieu (1986) has suggested many forms of 

capital and the most cited forms seem to be economic capital (this can be 

immediately and directly converted to money), social capital (e.g. social positions 

and social connections), cultural capital (e.g. knowledge and educational 

credentials) and symbolic capital (e.g. honour and prestige). Bourdieu (ibid) further 

distinguishes between three forms of cultural capital: objectified cultural capital, 

which refers to objects that require special cultural abilities to appreciate; embodied 

cultural capital, which is the disposition to appreciate and understand cultural 

goods; and institutionalised cultural capital, which refers to educational credentials. 

For a well-known ELT researcher, for example, he or she has embodied cultural 

capital (knowledge and skills in ELT), which enables him or her to appreciate 

objectified cultural capital (e.g. be able to understand theories in ELT books) and to 

gain institutionalised cultural capita (e.g. the educational credentials he receives), 

symbolic capital (the fame and prestige he receives), social capital (e.g. the social
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positions) and economic capital (e.g. remuneration received for publishing a book 

or giving a speech). Bourdieu (1998) asserts that society is structured along 

differences in the distribution of capital, with individuals constantly striving to 

maximise their capital. Positions in the field are dependent on the volume and 

composition of the capital possessed by agents (Bourdieu, 1986).

3.8 Ethics

This section considers ethics in the research. Creswell (2003) states that 

researchers need to consider ethical issues before the research, during the 

research and after the research. In this study, research ethics is ensured and strictly 

followed in the whole process, as illustrated in Table 3.11:

Table 3.11: Ethical considerations in the research

Research

Stage

Examples of Ethical Considerations

Before

research

■ This study is considered to have potential benefits for the 

research participants, and for other teachers in the school 

or from other schools (Punch, 1998)

■ This study is based on the ideology that teachers are 

competent individuals and it aimed to explore the world as 

teachers felt and experienced, rather than impose the 

researcher’s authoritative role on it (Acker, 1999).

During

research

■ Relevant authorities were consulted and necessary 

approval was obtained to start the study (Robinson, 1993).

■ Explicit authorization from the school and the research 

participants was obtained (Hammersley and Atkinson, 

1995)10.

■ The participation was voluntary and participants were 

informed of the right to withdraw at any time (Vaus, 2001).

■ The anonymity of the research participants and the setting 

is protected (Vaus, 2001): all the names used are not real 

names and detailed description of the setting is minimized 

to avoid easy identification.

10 The informed consent was oral rather than written, see 3.5.2 for rationale and more discussion.
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■ A fairer and fuller representation of the participants’ 

perspectives was enabled through research design such as 

qualitative interview, which places the participants on a par 

with the researcher and allows the participants to expand or 

elaborate their thinking (Mason, 2002).

■ Participant validation (Mason, 2002): Observational field 

notes and interview transcriptions were given to 

participants for validation so that unforeseen and unseen 

events can be taken account of and the accounts are more 

consistent with teachers’ own perspectives.

■ Ensure privacy (Hammersley and Atkinson, 2007): Many 

interviews were conducted in my apartment to ensure 

participants’ comments were not heard by others during the 

interview and the data were not revealed to any third party.

■ Protect the participants against harm (Crang and Cook, 

2007): They were asked questions within their comfortable 

zones and the researcher endeavoured to suit the 

participants’ needs, for example, arrange interviews at a 

time when the participant was less busy.

■ Protect against exploitation (Hammersley and Atkinson, 

2007): Things were done in return for the participants, for 

example, help them marking examination papers.

■ Guard against deception (Bryman, 2001): participants were 

aware of being researched and they were informed of my 

identity, my research purpose, their roles and involvement 

in the research and the potential use of data.

■ Consider consequences for potential researchers in the 

future (Hammersley and Atkinson, 2007): This was the first 

time that many of the teachers had met a researcher and a 

positive image was maintained to ensure that negotiation of 

access by researchers in the future might be facilitated.

After research ■ Report progress to teachers (Robinson, 1993): My report 

was sent to teachers for validation to make sure their views 

are consistently represented, and they had the right to 

withdraw any data that they did not wish to be used.
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3.9 Reflection

This section reflects on some of my considerations in the field, focusing on two 

particular areas: making the familiar strange and dilemmas in the field.

3.9.1 Making the familiar strange

Hammersley and Atkinson (1995:9) illustrate how Schutz's discussion of the 

stranger points to two kinds of strategies in ethnography, namely the 

'anthropological destrangement' in which one tries to make the unknown known 

and 'anthropological estrangement' in which one tries to make the known unknown. 

With regard to these concerns, I believe I have my advantages both as an insider 

and an outsider (see Table 3.6). On one hand, my familiarity with education in 

China prevented me from having cultural shock, and facilitated my establishment of 

rapport and sense-making about teachers' lives. On the other hand, my 

strangeness enabled me to question some taken-for-granted knowledge that might 

otherwise be ignored by complete insiders (Crang and Cook, 2007).

However, I was also aware of the ‘situatedness’ of perception and understanding 

and how it might have affected my taken-for-granted knowledge. For example, I 

used to conceive of 'reciting from memory' as a part of Chinese culture, based on 

my experience both as a student and a teacher in China, and my reading of the 

literature on Chinese learning culture (e.g. Cortazzi and Jin, 1996; Watkins and 

Biggs, 1996). I took this practice for granted at an early stage of the fieldwork. It 

was only when I visited two other schools in the province that I realized such 

practice was not shared by all schools. Additionally, the discussion with my 

supervisors also made me realize that some British schools also had such practice.

The field served as a place for me to collect information about teachers and also to 

become more conscious of my presuppositions. As more information unfolded, I 

became more aware of my presuppositions and taken-for-granted knowledge, and 

found it easier to bracket my presuppositions (Maso, 1995). The several 

participants also made it possible for me to discover some behaviour that I might 

otherwise taken for granted in a single case study of one teacher. Therefore, I was 

cautious to 'ground' my data in the phenomena observed in the field, to remain
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open to features that unfold in the process of study, to triangulate my data from 

different sources and different perspectives, to guard against jumping too quickly to 

a conclusion (Maso, 2001). I also tried to be self-critical and reflexive in order to 

gain a fuller and richer understanding of teachers’ practices. However, due to the 

situatedness of perceptions and knowledge, there may still be areas where I was 

not able to uncover my taken-for-granted knowledge.

3.9.2 Dilemmas in the field

The fieldwork was largely successful. I collected rich data, answered my research 

questions and gained more thinking. However, there were still dilemmas in this 

research, particularly concerned with the researcher’s multiple roles as a researcher, 

teacher and colleague in the setting.

A researcher and a teacher

Teaching occupied a large amount of time, although the head teacher intentionally 

gave me fewer responsibilities than other teachers have. I needed to plan my 

teaching, conduct it and assess students’ achievements now and then. I was aware 

that my most important role should be a researcher. However, when I faced over 

700 students, I felt I needed to do more for them. Although I drew boundaries in 

time and space between teaching and researching, for example, I devoted most of 

my office hours (apart from observations and interviews) to teaching, I still felt I did 

not do enough for my students when I saw other teachers spend so many hours per 

day on teaching. The time and space boundaries helped technically, but the 

dilemma was still difficult to resolve.

A researcher and a colleague

As the research progressed, teachers seemed gradually to change their views of me 

and acted differently towards me. In the beginning, they might have perceived me 

as an expert, an authority, or a scholar, and acted warily. At a later stage, as rapport 

seemed to develop, they appeared to treat me more as a colleague or a friend. This 

helped me to collect a lot of interesting data, but posed other issues, in particular 

those in relation to ethics. Some examples follow.

■ Misinterpretation of different identities: Although research participants and other 

teachers were aware of my identity and research purpose, as time progressed, 

especially after the rapport was built, they might have accepted me more as a
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colleague, or someone they enjoyed talking to. My researcher role became less 

dominant, particularly in informal conversations. I could have reminded them 

during the informal conversations that I might be collecting data, but this would 

definitely have destroyed the informal atmosphere, which I did not want for 

either interaction or research. As a solution, I sought teachers’ validation and 

permission to use these data, but because of the rapport, were they in a position 

where they felt sorry to say no because I had already transcribed the data?

■ Free will or coercion: My participants all voluntarily participated in the study and 

they were informed of the right to withdraw at any time. However, I sought their 

permission to participate in the study after the rapport was built. I wondered 

whether it was their free will or it was a kind of coercion? Would they feel sorry 

to say no because of the rapport?

■ The eagerness to help: One of the researchers told me that she felt there was a 

need to do something for me because I was so nice. She also said she wanted 

to provide more “good” and “helpful” data for me in order to help with my 

research. Unfamiliar with Western ways of doing research, especially 

ethnography, she might have thought that it would be useful to provide some 

“expert” data so that my research would be acceptable.

■ Extra pressure brought to teachers: as will be shown in chapter 5-7, teachers in 

this study have busy schedule and I was concerned that participating in this 

study might bring extra pressure to them.

3.10 Conclusion

This chapter introduced my theoretical considerations and their implications for my 

research design; discussed the data collection and analysis techniques I used for 

my study along with my rationale for choices; described procedures that I followed, 

along with my reflection in the field. It also discussed my ethical considerations 

before research, during research and after research and reflected on my fieldwork. 

The next chapter discusses the social context of teachers’ practices.
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CHAPTER 4: THE CONTEXTUAL BACKGROUND FOR THE 

NEW ENGLISH CURRICULUM (NEC)
The influence of social context in education policy is highly recognised by many 

researchers (Ball, 1994; Holliday, 1994; Pennycook, 1989). Ball (1994) has 

emphasised how curriculum implementation is related to political and economic 

factors. Holliday (1994) has described the close relationship between curriculum 

design and host institution culture. He has identified how the conflict between the 

new curriculum and host educational environment can result in “tissue rejection” in 

which only the surface action of implementation is observed (Holliday, 1992). In a 

more recent work, Fullan (2007:84) argues that educational change is “technically 

simple and socially complex” and there are various sources relating to the initiation 

and implementation of new curriculums. In order for the readers to better 

understand the new English curriculum (NEC) and identify its potential implication 

for teachers’ practices, this section deals with the education context in China, 

namely field in Bourdieu’s (1998) term. The emphasis of discussion is on issues that 

may be most relevant to the development and implementation of the NEC. The first 

section discusses some salient features of the Chinese education system. The 

second section investigates the initiatives of the NEC. The third section explores the 

NEC framework of concepts, and the fourth section examines public response to the 

NEC. Scope of this chapter is presented in Table 4.1:

Table 4.1 Scope of chapter 4

4.1 Salient features of the Chinese education system

4.1.1 The significance of education

4.1.2 The hierarchical education system

4.1.3 Highly competitive education environment

4.1.4 NUEE and high school education in China

4.2 Initiatives of the NEC

4.2.1 Political agenda

4.2.2 Critique of China’s education system and reform as a response

4.3 The new English curriculum (NEC) framework of concepts

4.3.1 New objective: all-around ability to use English

4.3.2 Inductive approach: try, explore, discover and practice

4.3.3 Catering for individual differences
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4.4 Responses to the NEC

4.4.1 Response of the JZ provincial DOE

4.4.2 Public responses

4.5 Conclusion

4.1 Salient features of the Chinese education system

This section discusses some salient features of the Chinese education system that 

are believed to be closely related to the development and implementation of the 

NEC. Although the focus of analysis is the macro context at the national level, data 

collected at the school for this ethnographic study is also used to illustrate and 

support arguments.

4.1.1 The significance of education

Chinese conceptions of education have been largely influenced by Confucian 

thinking (Scollon, 1999; Watkins and Biggs, 1996). Education is perceived as 

important not only for cultivating people but also for strengthening a nation (On, 

1996). The significance of education has been well internalised throughout Chinese 

society, even by those who themselves have not received any schooling (Cheng, 

2000), as shown in the saying "nothing is superior to being well educated IP T  

m,  Confucius sees a utilitarian function of education: that is,

education can bring social recognition and material rewards (Zhu, 1992). This is 

illustrated in the saying “to be found in the books are golden mansions, beautiful 

wives and tons of corns 45 +  §  These

perceived functions and benefits of education have provided generations of Chinese 

with powerful motivating forces to aspire to success in education (Hu, 2002). For 

example, for 1,300 years (605-1905), it seems a popular dream for many Chinese to 

pass the competitive civil service examination [44#] and return to their hometown 

with higher prestige pcftlTE (Yu and Suen, 2005).

The Chinese society under Confucian tradition is also highly hierarchical. Although 

the word ‘class’ is seldom used nowadays in China, the hierarchical nature of the 

society is obvious. The main evidence of the social hierarchy is the legal resident 

status P] system (shown in Table 4.2).
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Table 4.2: Chinese legal resident status system

Superior Subordinate
Social Class Explanation or Examples Social Class Explanation or Examples
Urban citizen People live in the cities Rural citizen People live in the rural areas

Non-peasant
family

People with formal jobs 
e.g. teachers, doctors or 
government officers

Peasant
family

People without formal jobs, 
e.g. peasants and people 
work for private enterprises

cadre
People with superior 
positions, e.g. mayor, 
director of the DOE

non-cadre
People without superior 
positions, e.g. teachers and 
doctors

The left columns represent the superior class and right columns signify the 

subordinate class. The status in the hierarchy is closely related to the quality of 

living, from housing and job opportunities to health service welfare and children's 

education. For example, until recently urban non-peasant citizens have enjoyed free 

health care while rural peasant citizens have to pay for the health service (the 

system is changing as a result of the health service system reform). Another 

example is that many job opportunities are only open to people with urban 

non-peasant residential status. Additionally, children’s resident status follows their 

parents. Therefore, once social promotion is achieved, it is considered beneficial for 

all future generations (Yu and Suen, 2005).

Pragmatically, in current China, education, particularly examination, is the main way 

(if not the only way) for dominated groups to achieve social promotion (Yu and Suen, 

2005). Among all the examinations, National University Entrance Examination 

(NUEE) is considered the most powerful one that has played a pivotal role in the 

social transformation. Through passing NUEE, students from rural areas and 

peasant families will be allowed to change their legal resident status to urban 

non-peasant residents. It is the prerequisite for working in many state-owned 

enterprises and government organisations and is otherwise very difficult to obtain. 

Therefore, NUEE is regarded by many people as a life-changing endeavour for 

students and their families (Yu and Suen, 2005). Since NUEE is so important, the 

pre-university stage (high school) is generally regarded in China as the most crucial 

stage of schooling. This is one of the reasons why this investigation is focused on 

high school ELT. Another reason is that high school is often at the forefront of 

China’s educational reform and it has experienced more changes than many other 

stages of schooling (Hu, 2002). It is therefore considered an interesting stage of 

investigation. Before furthering investigation of the NUEE and the high school 

education in China, the next two sections examine the education system and 

education environment of China in order to give readers a better idea of the context.
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4.1.2 The hierarchical education system

The stages of schooling in China are illustrated in Figure 4.1. As is shown in the 

figure, educational institutions are highly hierarchical. For example, higher 

institutions are graded into four hierarchical levels: national key universities, 

provincial key universities, provincial common universities and colleges. Schools 

are graded into at least two levels: key schools and non-key schools.

The grading is very often stricter than shown in the figure. For example, in LQ, the 

city where the school for this ethnographic study is located, the 82 high schools are 

graded into four levels: grade 1 key schools, grade 2 key schools, grade 3 key 

schools and non-key schools. The criteria for grading include teaching facilities, 

previous students' academic performances, and staff members' qualifications and 

achievements. The higher on the hierarchy, the more power is enjoyed by the 

institution, for example, selection of students.
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Figure 4.1: Stages of Schooling in China

Stages Institutions/Programmes

Doctoral
programme

Postgraduate
1

Master
programme

Entrance exam

General higher 
education

Entrance exam

National key 
universities

Provincial key 
universities

Local common 
universities

colleges

Secondary 
schools 

(aged 15-18)

Key high 
schools

Non-key high 
schools

Technical
schools

k  -

Entrance exam

Middle Schools 
(aged 12-15)

s O . /

Key
schools

Non-key
schools

y .

Entrance exam

Primary
aged 6-12

According to 
residential area

Primary schools

Kindergartens Kindergartens
(aged 2-6)

Next stage A lot Some Very few

Sources of information: MOE (2009) and National Bureau of Statistics o f China 
(2009)
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Associated with the hierarchy of institutions is the hierarchy of students. As 

illustrated in Figure 4.1, apart from admission to primary schools (according to 

residential areas), the admission to all other levels is dependent on entrance 

examinations. Those students with higher scores will be admitted to higher 

positioned institutions (e.g. key schools or national key universities) and enjoy better 

further education or employment opportunities (illustrated by the arrows in the 

figure). Those with lower scores will be admitted to lower positioned institutions (e.g. 

non-key schools or colleges) and their opportunities of further education and 

employment are less promising (see section 4.1.3 and 4.1.4 for further discussion). 

Those with even lower scores will not have opportunities for continued education, 

apart from the compulsory stage of primary and middle school. There is also a 

hierarchy of students in the same school, as evidenced in CHS, the school for this 

ethnographic study. Students are graded to study in ‘top classes’ and ‘ordinary 

classes’ based on their scores in the high school entrance examination. Therefore, 

the task for most students is not merely to be accepted to a further education 

institution, but to be accepted to institutions with high ranking. It is not merely to 

pass examinations but to pass examinations with high scores.

Teachers are also graded and hierarchically positioned. Apart from their different 

institutional positions (e.g. head teacher vs. class teacher; ‘top class’ teacher vs. 

‘ordinary class’ teacher), teachers are also graded into four professional levels 

(expert, senior11, level 1 and level 2) according to their teaching experiences, their 

publications, their (students’) achievements and, for expert and senior teachers, an 

anonymous vote in school and in the city (see further discussion in 5.4).

Another level of hierarchy is the management structure within the educational field. 

As illustrated in Figure 4.2, the education administration is highly hierarchical. 

Schools are at the bottom level, below at least four levels of hierarchical government 

institutions. At the highest level, the MOE plays a central role in the planning of 

education policies (e.g. the NEC is initiated and developed by the MOE). 

Subordinate to the MOE are Provincial Department of Education, City Education 

Bureau and Local County Education Committee. These government organisations 

all play a role in the adoption, dissemination and implementation of the NEC before 

it is transmitted to the school level.

11 See glossary for explanation of expert teacher and senior teacher.
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Figure 4.2: Management structure in China’s education system

Local County Education Committee

Schools

Provincial Department of Education

Ministry of Education (MOE)

City Education Bureau

 ► Under the management of

4.1.3 Highly competitive education environment

Section 4.1.1 discusses that the ideological influence of Confucian thinking and the 

pragmatic function education plays in social upgrading has made education a 

significant undertaking in China. Section 4.1.2 shows that the Chinese education 

system is highly hierarchical. These, in addition to the large population in China, 

may have made the education environment rather competitive in China. According 

to statistics of the National Bureau of Statistics of China (2008), presently less than 

15% of students have the opportunity to enter Chinese higher education. The 

opportunities for going to key schools and key universities are even more limited. 

For example, in September 2008, only 5% of the middle school graduates in LQ 

were accepted for key high schools (Deputy Flead Teacher, Informal Conversation, 

02/07/2008). Therefore, students have to go through severe competitions in order to 

gain education opportunities, particularly opportunities to study in higher positioned 

institutions.

In addition to the competition between students, the competition between 

institutions is also intense. This argument is supported by the findings collected 

during the ethnographic study. As introduced earlier, the 82 high schools in LQ are 

graded into four levels by the Provincial DOE. However, on top of the formal league 

table is another level of unwritten league table given by locals, particularly parents.
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At the centre of the ranking seems to be the 15 grade 1 key schools because 

students with higher academic performance seem to be more concerned about 

finding a good school in the hope of entering a prestigious university. Figure 4.3 

seems to represent most locals' views of ranking according to data collected from 

fieldwork and information collected from discussion on Internet forums12.

The main criteria of judging schools seem to be their students' performances in 

examinations, particularly the NUEE. CHS is currently on the top of the ranking 

because of the good NUEE performance CHS students have achieved in the past 

few years. For example, the city's 2007 and 2008 NUEE champions are all from 

CHS. Although there is no direct evidence to establish the relationship between 

school achievements and economic situation, the ranking does suggest there is a 

potential link between the two. Counties A, B, C and D are more economically 

developed than other counties and schools in these counties also rank higher than 

schools in other counties. With a better economic situation, they are more likely to 

be in a better position to develop education, for example, increase salary to attract 

teachers from other cities and develop modern teaching resources to support 

teaching and learning.

Figure 4.3: Ranking table of schools in LQ according to local’s view

CHS (in county A) & ZT High School (in county B)

2 Schools in county B & a school in county C

Other schools in county A, B, C & D

Schools in county E, F, G, H &

Since the ranking is closely related to students' scores, it is changing as a result of 

the changes in students' academic performance. For example, ZT High School (in 

County B) used to rank ahead of CHS, but currently ZT High School and CHS are in 

the same place. Although CHS currently stays top on the table, it has pressure from 

two sources. One source of pressure is from ZT High School, which has very close 

academic results to CHS. Another source of pressure is from EZ High School in the

12 The main forum I visited is LQ city forum. The web address is not given in order to ensure anonymity. Although 
there are different opinions regarding the ranking, the ranking presented in Figure 4.3 is believed to represent the 
views of the majority.
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same county (County A), which uses high financial incentive (e.g. free tuition fees) 

to attract students.

One reason why the league table is taken seriously by schools is perhaps because it 

often directs parents' selection of schools for their children. In addition to top 

schools' selection of students, students with high academic performance are also 

well placed in selecting schools. The need to attract students with better academic 

performance, along with the economic capital (tuition fee), symbolic capital (prestige 

brought by students’ high academic performance) and cultural capital (better 

learning environment brought by high-performing students) makes the competition 

between schools, between County Education Committees and City Education 

Bureaus very intense.

4.1.4 NUEE and high school education in China

This section introduces NUEE and high school education in China. According to 

information provided by National Bureau of Statistics of China (2008), there are 

15,681 high schools in China, providing education for 25,224,008 students and the 

number of teaching staff is 1,443,104. Therefore, the teacher-student ratio is 

17.48:1. The average class size is between 50 and 60.

NUEE is considered as the most important stage in high school education. As 

previously discussed, it is regarded by many people as a life-changing endeavour 

(see 4.1.1). Apart from the role of social upgrading, NUEE scores also relate to the 

level of higher institutions to which students can be accepted, along with the tuition 

fees they have to pay, for example, students with lower scores often have to pay 

higher tuition fees for studying in universities (Jin and Cortazzi, 2002). Additionally, 

symbolic capital is often associated with students with the highest NUEE scores. It 

is frequently seen in many cities that the names of top NUEE scorers are posted 

locally at public places to honour their successes in the examinations. In CHS, for 

instance, a student with the highest NUEE score in the city and his parents were 

interviewed by all local news agencies and his name constantly appeared on TV 

and newspapers (Fieldnotes, 29/06/2008).

The NUEE is described as a "highly centralised testing system" by Yu and Suen 

(2005:20). On June 6th, 7th and 8th each year, students across the entire country
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take the same examination. Prior to 2003, the examination papers were the same 

across the entire country, set up by the MOE. Since 2003, some provinces are 

allowed by the MOE to set their own examination papers (in 2009, the number has 

risen to 18 out of 34 provinces in China). The tested subjects of the NUEE are 

reflected in the “3+X” system. This system requires all students to take 

examinations on three common areas: Chinese language, mathematics and foreign 

language. 95% students choose English as a foreign language. In addition to the 

common areas, students need to take an additional full test on their chosen track. 

Students on the liberal arts track need to take the additional examination on 

“comprehensive art” which includes history, geography and politics.

Students with the science track need to take the additional exam on “comprehensive 

science” which includes chemistry, physics and biology. The NUEE

framework is presented in Figure 4.4.

Figure 4.4: NUEE Framework

Subjects for

Science comprehensive (300 points): 
Chemistry + Physics + Biology

Science students Chinese 
(150 points)

Mathematics 
(150 points)

Foreign 
Language 

(150 points)

(750 points) 
I Subjects for 

A rt students 
(750 points)

Arts comprehensive (300 points): |
History + Geography + Politics

On one hand, the high-stakes examination and the highly competitive educational 

system have promoted a very positive learning atmosphere. Chinese students are 

described as highly motivated learners (Biggs and Watkins, 1996). Additionally, 

NUEE is generally viewed as a symbol of equity and justice in comparison with the 

nomination/recommendation system used during the Cultural Revolution 

(1966-1976). The latter had resulted in widespread nepotism (Yu and Suen, 2005). 

On the other hand, some researchers argue that the high-stakes examination driver 

system has brought a number of counterproductive activities in terms of the quality 

of education and the social and psychological counter effects it brings, which will be 

further discussed in section 4.2.2.
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4.2 Initiatives of the NEC

Having discussed some salient features of the Chinese education system, this 

section investigates the possible initiatives of the NEC.

4.2.1 Political agenda

Pennycook (1989:590) argues that all education is political and all knowledge is 

"interested". He claims that decisions on language teaching (e.g. what languages to 

be taught and the teaching approaches) are closely related to political agendas. 

Howatt and Widdowson’s review (2004) of the ELT history also suggests that ELT is 

often the result of politics and power struggle, for example, the use of English in the 

outer circle as a result of colonisation. In reviewing the history of ELT in China, 

many researchers also argue that the rises and falls in China’s ELT are closely 

related to political agendas (Cortazzi & Jin, 1996; Liu, 2008; Ross, 1992). Based on 

the division of period made by Daoyi Liu (2008a), chief editor of the national ELT 

textbook for thirty years, this section investigates the ELT history in China and 

discusses the potential political agenda that may underlie the NEC.

The first period (1949-1977): to neglect ELT

For the majority of this period, ELT was largely neglected. In the early 1950s, the 

close relation between China and the (then) Soviet Union made Russian the most 

commonly taught foreign language in China. In the late 1950s, ELT reemerged 

following the cooling down of the China-Soviet Union relation (Zhu, 1982). However, 

the lack of contact between China and the English speaking world reduced people’s 

desire for learning English. The quality of teaching was also confined due to the lack 

of personnel (e.g. many English teachers were re-trained Russian teachers) and 

resources (e.g. lack of original English literature) (Cortazzi and Jin, 1996; Hu, 2002). 

During the Cultural Revolution (1966-1976), education was largely devaluated due 

to the over-emphasis on politics. Schools were closed for long period of time, ELT 

programmes were extensively reduced from the secondary curriculum and many 

ELT experts were put to work in farms or factories (Ross, 1992). Since education 

was used to serve politics, most of the textbook topics were politic-centred (Zhu, 

1982). For example, the text Long Lives Chairman Mao was used to preach 

Chairman Mao’s contribution and teach students to be respectful to Chairman Mao. 

The text Rooster Crows at Midnight was used to describe how poor peasants were
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exploited by rich land owners in the pre-1949 time and preach the contribution of the 

Communist Party.

The Second Period (1978-1992): start to see the importance of ELT

After the Cultural Revolution, political movement has given much way to economic 

development. English was seen as an important tool in reform and opening up 

China (Zhu, 1982). English was made a core subject in both secondary schools and 

universities. It has been an important subject in the NUEE since 1978 and passing 

an English test has been the condition for non-English majors to graduate from 

university since 1989 (Cortazzi and Jin, 1996). Although there were fears in the 

1980s that learning English might bring cultural contamination to China, English was 

still very much valued in this period (Jin and Cortazzi, 2002).

ELT at this time was largely teacher-centred and textbook-based. The function of 

ELT started to be seen as developing the ability to use English, particularly four 

skills. In terms of teaching materials, a national textbook was used throughout the 

whole country. Textbook editors were mainly influenced by the structural theory of 

language and behaviourist theory of language learning (Liu, 2008). The suggested 

teaching approaches were the functional and situational approaches (Jin and 

Cortazzi, 2002). The concept of CLT was introduced to China in 1979 and actively 

promoted by a scholar called Li Xiaoju in the 1980s (Yu, 2001). By the late 1980s, 

most English teachers had heard of and had some idea of the CLT approach but 

very few had the opportunity to see what this meant in classroom practice (Jin and 

Cortazzi, 2002).

ELT at this period was largely influenced by Britain. In the early 1980s, editors were 

sent to Britain to learn editing and publishing, and in 1986, Longman Publishing 

House became a partner of the People’s Education Press of China in producing 

textbooks (Liu, 2008b). The New Concept English edited by L. G. Alexander (1967) 

was a widely used textbook in colleges in 1980s and it is still popularly used in China. 

BBC’s Follow me and Follow me to Science Series were broadcasted on Central 

China TV and were seen by over 100 million viewers all over China (Crystal, 1985).

The Third Period (1993-2000): start to see the necessity of CLT

Since 1990s, the Chinese government has been placing very high emphasis on 

economic development and China has become more actively engaged in world
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affairs. The reform and the open-door policy progressed and in 1993, Beijing held 

Asian Games. Meanwhile, China was determined to join the World Trade 

Organisation (WTO). Under these circumstances, CLT was seen as necessary and 

communicative aspects of language learning was introduced in the 1993 syllabus 

for English in the junior middle schools (Jin and Cortazzi, 2002).

At an official level, British English seemed to be the norm. The majority of the 

textbooks were jointly compiled between China and Britain. For example, Senior 

English for China (Liu, 1993) was jointly edited between People's Publishing House 

of China and Longman Publishing House of Britain, and it was used in high schools 

across the country apart from Shanghai. In Shanghai, Oxford English was jointly 

compiled between Shanghai Curriculum Reform Committee and Oxford University 

Press. Additionally, the British norm was also followed in examination syllabus. For 

example, spellings should be correspondent to British conventions.

At the same time, a large number of Western teachers were also employed by the 

State Education Commission of China (now MOE) to teach in Chinese institutions, 

mainly universities. Different from the relatively monolithic norm on textbooks and 

examinations, these teachers were from different countries, for example, America, 

Britain, Canada, Australian and New Zealand (Cortazzi and Jin, 1996). They 

brought with them different norms in English. In addition, in the 1990s America 

seemed to be a most popular destination for those students who wanted to study 

abroad. Its influence seemed to be strengthened through tests such as Test of 

English as a Foreign Language (TOEFL) and TV programmes such as Family 

Album, which was very popular in the 1990s (Cortazzi and Jin, 1996). A conflict 

between British influence and American influence at official level and non-official 

level was seen in this period.

The fourth period (2001-Now): “to keep in line with the world trend”

The NEC was produced in 2003 when motivation for learning English was perhaps 

at its height in China, triggered by two events: Beijing’s winning bid for the 2008 

Olympic Games in August 2001 and China’s entry of the WTO in November 2001. 

The government announced in 2001, after winning the Olympic Games, that the 

whole nation should learn English - so that in 2008 visitors to China can be warmly 

welcomed in English (Guo, 2001). This implicates the communicative needs for 

English use (to welcome foreign visitors). The position is further confirmed by an
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article written by Lianning Li (2001), then Director of the Department of Basic

Education under MOE:

“Currently, economic globalisation is accelerating; our country is on the verge of 
joining the WTO and is opening its doors wider to the outside world. In the 
meantime, communications and co-operation between our country and others are 
increasing day by day, which requires us to improve our ability to use a foreign 
language for communicative purposes--*”

The view is also reflected in the High School English Curriculum Standard (HSECS)

(MOE, 2003:1-2) in describing the purpose of English learning:

“Studying English makes it possible to learn advanced culture, science and 
technology from abroad. It also creates conditions for International 
communication...English learning improves national quality and strength and 
supports our country’s open-door policy and International communication”.

The integration of English learning with national political agenda is evidenced in 

these two quotes. Apart from the promotion of CLT as a tool for achieving political 

agenda, Waters (2007) may argue that it is also an ideological consideration to keep 

with ‘the spirit of the times’. Following the economic development, China is 

determined in strengthening its national power and becoming a world giant. This is 

evidenced in manifestations such as “to hold the world’s most successful Olympic 

Games”. In such circumstances, using an ‘advanced’ teaching approach may seem 

necessary in China’s image building. The phrase “in order to keep in line with the 

world trend” is often seen in policy documents, for example, HSECS (MOE, 2003).

4.2.2 Critique of China’s education system and reform as a response

In addition to political agenda, the NEC may also be a practical need in China’s

response to the critique of its education system, which seems to become

increasingly stronger since the late 1990s. A major critique is the phenomenon of

"high score low quality students The reflection in English learning is that

students can often achieve high scores in examinations, but their communicative

proficiency is criticised as limited. A number of reasons are believed to have

confined students’ skill development, for example, an examination-oriented

education system, the exclusive emphasis on scores and ‘out-of-date’ teaching

methods. The government seems to also acknowledge that the education quality in

China is low, as evidenced in a MOE (1998:1) policy document:

“ ...The education quality in our country is still low. Our system, concepts and 
approaches for education are not adequate for modern construction...A main
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factor that constrains our country’s innovation and competitiveness in the world is 
the shortage of International-standard innovative talents...”

In this context, reform seems to be a practical need for the government. The Central 

Government has initiated a number of reforms since the late 1990s, and in 2001, the 

nationwide basic education reform started. Major documents in relation to China’s 

basic education reform are reviewed in Table 4.3 in order to provide more historical 

background to the policy.

Table 4.3: Major documents in relation to basic education reform

Policy
Issuing

Organisation

Issuing

Date

(1) “Action Plan for Rejuvenating Education in 

the 21st Century [ffi [^ 2 1 t^ 3 l£ W tT ^ jt jIz 4 i+

M"

MOE 24/12/1998

(2) “Decisions on Deepening Education Reform 

and Fully Promoting Quality Education [ 4 ^

t t w r n s t s r

Central 

Government 

of China

13/06/1999

(3) “Decisions on basic education reform and 

development

a£]

Central 

Government 

of China

29/05/2001

(4) “Outline of Basic Education Reform 

(Experimentation)

t t )T

MOE 07/06/2001

(5) “General High School Curriculum S ch e m ed
MOE 31/03/2003

Reference: MOE (2009)

A key theme in the policies is the ‘quality education stated in policy 2.

In order to accommodate such needs, policies 2 and 3 are reiterated with the 

involvement of the Central Government of China. The two documents suggest that a

13 See glossary.
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new curriculum system for basic education be constructed. Policy 3 marks the start 

of basic education reform with a series of changes being proposed. Examples are: 

the change of instructional method from textbook-based and teacher-centred to 

learner-centred; the transformation of teaching concept from subject-centred to 

skill-based; the change of assessment purpose from testing to promoting teaching 

and learning; and the change of education administration from centralised 

administration to a three-fold decentralised administration of state, local areas and 

school. As a part of this project, policy 5 was implemented in March 2003 with the 

NEC a part of it.

This section has discussed the context in which the NEC was initiated. The next 

section examines the NEC framework of concepts.

4.3 The NEC fram ework of concepts

This section discusses main features of the NEC framework of concepts based on 

guidance of the High School English Curriculum Standard (HSECS), which was 

developed by the MOE in 2003. The NEC is considered by many scholars (Liu, 

2008a; Lu, 2007) as the most comprehensive reform in the ELT history of China. As 

outlined in the curriculum guidance, the purpose of the NEC is "to establish a new 

foreign language teaching philosophy" (MOE, 2003:1), rather than fragmented 

change in certain areas. The first manifestation of change is a new teaching 

objective to promote “all-round ability to use English”. The framework includes 

multidimensional language teaching objectives, for example, language proficiency, 

cognitive goals and affect. The second manifestation of change is the promotion of 

an inductive approach that encourages "trying, exploring, discovering and 

practising" (MOE, 2003:6). A number of new approaches are suggested, for 

example, TBLT. The third manifestation of change is a decentralized attitude that 

highlights individual needs and contextual differences. These three areas of core 

change are discussed in this section.

4.3.1 New objective: all-round ability to use English

The phrase "all-round ability to use English" seems to be the main theme of the 

curriculum guidance that has appeared 20 times. This is also identified as the core 

of change by prestigious authors (e.g. Liu, 2008a; Lu, 2007) and most domestic 

publications. A framework of "the all-round ability to use English" is presented in
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Figure 4.5. The framework includes five key areas of development: language skills, 

linguistic knowledge, cultural awareness, affective factors and learning strategies.

In order to promote "all-round ability to use English", teachers are requested to 

innovate both teaching and assessment methods. In terms of the principles of 

teaching, teachers are first of all advised to "motivate students to value all-round 

development" (MOE, 2003:25). They are also advised "to support English language 

learning, English skills development, English communicative proficiency, and to 

promote integration between English and other skills" (MOE, 2003:26); and to 

"improve their independent learning skills in order to lay foundations for life-long 

learning" (MOE, 2003:61). Additionally, schools are advised to set up optional 

modules in order to “increase students’ knowledge and promote quality education" 

(MOE, 2003:24). For more discussion of teaching approaches, see 4.3.2.

Additionally, teachers are requested to innovate methods of assessment. HSECS 

(MOE, 2003:40-41) states that “the purpose of assessment should be to develop 

students’ all-round ability to use English, rather than for the purpose of testing". 

Therefore, “assessment should include spoken, listening, and paper-based 

examinations in order to test students’ all-round ability to use English” (MOE, 

2003:42); “The four skills should all be tested and the criterion should be students’ 

ability to use the language”, “the emphasis of the oral examination is on students’ 

communicative strategies, proficiency and effectiveness” and “the focus of the 

listening examination is on students’ ability to understand and obtain information” 

(MOE, 2003:41-42). To achieve these goals, detailed strategies are also suggested, 

for instance, “Presentation, written assignment, performance, debate and report of 

scientific experimentation can all be used”, “purely form-focused questions must be 

avoided”, “contextually based questions should be increased” and 

“thinking-provoking questions should be increased” (MOE, 2003:40-41).

In the ELT literature, a framework of language teaching objectives was developed 

by Stern (1992). Stern argues that language teaching should include four objectives: 

language proficiency, cognitive goals, affect and transfer. Language proficiency 

refers to either one of all of the following three areas: proficiency as competence 

(the most widely used one being Canale and Swain, 1980), proficiency as the 

mastery of skills (e.g. grammar and phonetics) and proficiency as language 

behaviour (e.g. language for special purposes). The cognitive goals include
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knowledge and information about the target language and culture, along with the 

development of other cognitive skills (e.g. problem-solving, reasoning and 

organizing information). Affective goals include the development of positive feelings 

about the target language, target culture and learning. Transfer goals refer to the 

skill of applying language learning experience to other contexts, for example, 

learning skills acquisition. Although the wording differs, the HSECS (2003) seems to 

be largely consistent with Stern’s (1992) framework of concepts.

The framework has also reflected principles of the “quality education” presently 

promoted by the central government, by including both knowledge (e.g. language 

skills) and skills (e.g. learning strategies). Additionally, by including such principles 

as “Patriotism”, the curriculum framework has reflected education doctrine of the 

Chinese Communist Party (CCP) that “education should serve proletarian politics 

and modern socialist development”.
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4.3.2 Inductive approach: try, explore, discover and practise

In response to the new teaching objectives is a new teaching approach system 

being suggested. First of all, teachers are requested to change their roles in 

teaching. HSECS (MOE, 2003:27) states that “the teacher is not only the transmitter 

of knowledge, but also the facilitator, guider, organizer, helper, participant and 

partner for students’ learning”. HSECS (MOE, 2003) highly values students’ active 

roles in learning and requests teachers to recognize, value and encourage students’ 

contributions to learning and teaching. For example, students’ opinions should be 

consulted in module selection and the application of teaching approaches.

A key principle of teaching is that teachers should encourage students to 

“experience, practise, discuss, co-operate and explore in order to develop the four 

skills" (MOE, 2003:25). In achieving this goal, “teachers should increase 

open-ended tasks and exploratory activities for students to express their opinions” 

(MOE, 2003:26). TBLT is thus suggested as a method for instruction. HSECS (MOE,

2003) defines tasks as “all language practices that facilitate students to do things in 

English” (HSECS, 2003:26). Six principles for task design are given. Tasks should:

■ Have clear aims;

■ Reflect authentic language use;

■ Involve information reception and processing;

■ Require language use;

■ Require students to do things;

■ Have specified criteria for task completion.

Discussion of TBLT is confined to the above content in the main body of the 

curriculum guidance, although 4 examples are given in the appendix to support 

understanding. Two examples (Example 1 and example 4) are demonstrated below 

to illustrate.
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Table 4.4. Teaching example 1, HSECS (MOE, 2003:35-36)

Examples for Teaching (1)

Task purpose: Use English to discuss problems encountered in everyday life

and find solutions for these problems. The emphasis is on oral expression and

written expression.

Task sequence:

1. Introduction:

(1) Teacher describes to students unpleasant experiences in everyday life, e.g. 

someone pats you on the shoulder from behind and some people spitting 

everywhere;

(2) Students describe similar experiences;

(3) Students discuss solutions for the above experiences.

2. Group work: divide students into groups of 6, each group nominates a 

leader, group members discuss most hated experiences and reasons, and 

group leader takes notes.

3. Whole-class activity: group leaders report to the whole class findings from 

the discussion. Teacher writes on the blackboard the report.

4. Group work: divide students to groups, each group discusses solutions for 

handling one of the situations on the blackboard. Examples are: How would 

you tell a person not to spit on the floor without hurting his or her feelings?

5. Report:

(1) Each group produces a report based on the above discussion;

(2) The group representative from each group makes the presentation to 

the whole class;

(3) Publication of the written report in the class’ noticeboard.

Remark (from HSECS):

This activity integrates classroom English teaching with students’ real-life.

Through discussion, students not only use language but also shares life

experience and solve real-life problems together.
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Table 4.5: Teaching example 4, HSECS (MOE, 2003:39)

Examples for Teaching (4)

Task purpose: Obtain information from advertisements, learn language of 

advertising, and try to design and act out advertisements.

Task sequence:

1. Teacher collects English advertisements before class;

2. Students identify the most effective advertisements and the reasons;

3. Teacher displays English advertisements, leads students to analyze 

wording and structuring of language for advertising;

4. Teacher provides realia for students to choose and students design 

advertisements in groups;

5. Groups act out advertisements.

Remark (from HSECS):

The purpose of this activity is to integrate reading with expression. The 

emphasis is on training critical ability and skills in expressing personal views.

As indicated by the examples, the task design of these activities has incorporated 

strategies suggested in major TBLT literature. In example 1, for instance, the task 

designer has incorporated Willis’ (1996) framework of pre-task (1, brainstorming), 

the task cycle (2, 3, 4, 5-1, 5-2, task, planning and report) and post-task (5-3, written 

production). It has also reflected Nunan’s (2004) concepts of schema-building and 

scaffolding. In both tasks, task completion is based on meaning-production, rather 

than form practice (Skehan, 1998). This is consistent with modern literature on ELT.

Skehan (1996, 2003) distinguishes between a strong form and a weak form of TBLT. 

Proponents of the strong version argue that tasks should be the unit of teaching, 

and that everything else should be subsidiary. Proponents of the weak form suggest 

that tasks are not the driving force for syllabus design. Rather, they are used as 

adjuncts to facilitate the structure-based teaching. Tasks are necessary and helpful, 

but not essential (Bruton, 2002). It is difficult to assert from these examples whether

the HSECS supports a strong form or a weak form of TBLT. However, remarks on
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both the above activities seem to suggest that language is an emphasis in training. 

In example 1, “ ...students not only use language but also share life experiences...” 

and in example 2, “the purpose of this activity is to integrate reading with 

expression...” .

Despite the promotion of modern approaches, wording of the curriculum guidance 

seems to indicate curriculum developers' sympathy for the eclectic approach 

commonly used in China (Jin and Cortazzi, 2002). This is demonstrated by wordings 

such as "can be used", "be increased" (rather than must be used) and the constant 

reference to "dependent on individual needs". In a word, although a number of 

teaching strategies are promoted, the curriculum guidance still gives much room for 

teachers to reinterpret and implement the curriculum.

4.3.3 Catering for individual differences

Another strong theme of the NEC is catering for individual differences, including 

learner differences, institution differences and regional differences. The personal 

and contextual aspect of language teaching is highly valued (Bruce and Rubin, 

1992).

The first manifestation is the learner-centredness of the NEC. HSECS (MOE, 2003) 

recognizes that "all learners are different...teachers should respect the differences 

between students and satisfy their different needs" (MOE, 2003:23). Therefore, 

teachers should "design tasks according to students' individual needs so that every 

student can progress", offer optional modules “to provide more personalized choice 

for students "(MOE, 2003:23). In terms of assessment, teachers are advised to use 

a stratified assessment system to allow students "to choose an assessment method 

catering for their individual needs, and presents their advantages, so that students 

of all levels can all experience success" (MOE, 2003:41). The principles of the 

HSECS reflect a constructivist nature of learning and teaching. Learners’ previous 

experience and knowledge are highly valued and they are encouraged to join in the 

active construction of knowledge with teachers (Piaget, 1967).

The other manifestation is the recognition of contextual differences between schools 

and regions. Prior to the curriculum reform, only two types of high school curriculum 

were used across the entire country (4.2.1). However, under the NEC guidance,
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schools are allowed to "purchase textbooks under the supervision of education 

management, based on the discussion with teacher representatives, student 

representatives and parents' representatives" (MOE, 2003:58). Additionally, schools 

can "choose appropriate teaching materials from abroad in order to enrich 

classroom teaching". This is sharply different from the 1980s when some people 

were concerned that learning foreign language might contaminate Chinese culture 

(Jin and Cortazzi, 2002). Advice is also given to textbook editors that "the 

components of the textbook should offer teachers and students room for selection" 

(MOE, 2003:60). Currently, there are 7 types of textbook available in the market 

edited and published by different publishing houses. Authors include some 

prominent figures in ELT, notably Nunan. Examples are New Senior English for 

China compiled by People's Education Press and Senior English compiled by 

Beijing Normal University Press. The textbook used in CHS is the New Senior 

English for China compiled by People's Education Press.

Additionally, teachers are also given much freedom in terms of the use of textbooks. 

They are allowed to “add, delete, replace, expand and reorder the textbook 

materials” (MOE, 2003:62). Additionally, schools can develop "school-based 

teaching materials" (MOE, 2003:59). In terms of teaching approaches, HSECS 

(MOE, 2003:63) states that "due to contextual differences and learner differences, 

sometimes teaching methods suggested by textbooks are not appropriate for 

classroom teaching”, therefore, “teachers can adjust their teaching methods" (MOE, 

2003:63).

Based on the above analysis and further information from the HSECS, I have 

summarized an action plan of the HSECS (MOE, 2003) in Table 4.6:

Table 4.6: Action plan of the HSECS (MOE, 2003)

Promoting all-round 

development by:

Providing opportunities for students to use English to obtain and 

process information, to analyze and solve problems, and to 

think and express;

Incorporating communicative activities in in-class and 

out-of-class activities for students to develop com m unicative 

proficiency;

Creating links between linguistic knowledge and language use; 

Creating links with other subjects o f teaching;

Helping students to view all-round development positively and 

developing learning methods that suit all-round developm ent;
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Reforming teaching 

approaches by:

■ Playing different roles according to teaching and learning 

needs.;

■ Creating opportunities for students to learn through experience, 

practice, discussion, co-operation and exploration;

■ Increasing task-based activities and exploratory learning;

■ Creating opportunities for students to explore topics they are 

interested in and solving problems;

■ Encouraging students to be critical and innovative and giving 

opportunities to develop creativity and imagination;

■ Using IT in teaching and planning;

■ Creatively using course materials and achieving teaching 

objectives.

Reforming 

assessment 

methods by:

■ Engaging learners in the design of assessment methods;

■ Using a stratified assessm ent system to suit d ifferent learner 

needs;

■ Using both formative and summative assessment methods and 

taking account of students’ everyday performance;

■ Applying various strategies to ensure that all areas of 

development are covered in the assessment.

Catering for 

individuals needs 

by:

■ Respecting differences and individual needs;

■ Providing optional modules based on students’ personal needs 
(not teachers’ interest and knowledge);

■ Helping students to develop personalised study plans (and 

constantly adjusting plans according to progress and learning 

effects).

Developing learning 

strategies by:
■ Encouraging and promoting autonomous learning;

■ Leaving time and space for students’ autonomous learning and 
reflection;

■  Encouraging students to use various materials to support 
learning;

Valuing emotional 

development by:
■ Being aware of affective factors;

■ Motivating and encouraging students with poor academ ic 

performance;

■ Providing team-working opportunities for students to share 

thoughts, ideas and feelings, and build relationships with 

teachers and students.

Developing own 

skills by:

■ Establishing close team work with colleagues;

■ Encouraging reflection on teaching;

■ Pursuing continuing development opportunities;

■ Enhancing engagement in teaching-based research activities.

4.4 Responses to the NEC

The NEC was developed in 2003 and disseminated in September 2004 in four trial 

provinces: Shandong, Guangdong, Hainan, and Ningxia. Subsequently, Jiangsu 

province joined the experimentation in 2005; Tianjin Municipal City, Zhejiang 

Province, Fujian Province, Anhui Province and Liaoning Province joined in 2006. Up
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until 2008, about one third provinces have taken part in the high school new 

curriculum experimentation. The province where this study takes place is among 

one of the five provinces that joined the curriculum experimentation in 2006 and it 

will be referred to as JZ province in this thesis. This section introduces the public 

response to the NEC, along with actions taken by the JZ provincial Department of 

Education (DOE) in response to the NEC.

4.4.1 Response of the JZ provincial DOE

Given the hierarchical nature of the education system in China (4.1.2), decisions of 

CHS are influenced by not only MOE but also JZ Provincial DOE, LQ City Education 

Bureau and County A Education Committee. Apart from MOE, the most influential 

one seems to be JZ Provincial DOE, particularly through its right to set NUEE paper 

in the province, given the importance of NUEE in Chinese education system (4.1.4).

JZ provincial DOE seems to have taken an active response to the NEC. A number 

of actions are suggested or have taken place. First of all, before the NEC was 

implemented in 2006, representatives from different schools were gathered in the 

capital city for a one-week training programme on guidance of the NEC principles 

and strategies for implementing these strategies. Teachers were supposed to go 

back to their schools and preach these ideas to their colleagues. Secondly, in order 

to provide a positive discourse for the NEC implementation, news agencies in the 

province are suggested to advertise CLT as “an advanced teaching principle”. 

Thirdly, a team comprising of university lecturers, researchers, head teachers and 

prestigious teachers was formed to provide guidance for teachers on NEC 

implementation and to give advice on major decision makings. Fourthly, it was 

announced that schools taking active roles in the implementation will be selected as 

role models for the province.

Among all the actions, the reform on NUEE system seems to have caught the most 

attention in the country and has been frequently reported by media from other 

provinces. First of all, in order to support all-round education, students’ 

non-academic performance is evaluated and the evaluation can be considered as 

an additional condition for university admission. Secondly, in the evaluation of 

students’ academic performance, the NUEE is supported by other examinations, for 

example, course completion examinations. In terms of English, listening
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examinations are added to the NUEE. Additionally, information was passed to 

administrators of the City Education Bureau that the NUEE paper will be reformed in 

order to accommodate the NEC principles. In terms of English, it was said 

“questions to test communicative use of English will be added and there will be no 

direct questions from the textbook” (Ms. Han, Administrator of LQ City Education 

Bureau, Talk in the city’s ELT seminar, 03/09/2007). The third measure is that 

students should register in the NUEE as individuals rather than as enrolled 

members of a particular school. The motivation is to prevent schools from 

competing NUEE scores with each other and therefore promote management staff 

and teachers to shift focus from examination preparation to skill development. 

These measures were officially announced in April 2008 and was implemented in 

the NUEE in June 2009 (the first NUEE after the NEC is implemented). Although 

there are some doubts about the reliability and applicability of the new NUEE policy 

(the Beijing News, 20 July 2008), it does indicate the provincial DOE’s effort to 

promote principles of the NEC.

4.4.2 Public responses

Apart from education institutions, the discourse for the implementation of the NEC is 

also shaped by mass media, prominent writers, scholars and teachers. The voice 

from mass media was largely positive. One possible reason is the government's 

urge that news agencies should “be co-operative in order to facilitate the new 

curriculum implementation” (minutes of a news press for new curriculum 

implementation in a province). It is frequently seen in news papers that the NEC is 

described as ‘advanced’, ‘radical’ ‘breakthrough’ and ‘keeping in pace with the 

world’ (e.g. Guo, 2008; Lu, 2007). Similar reports are also identified in professional 

journals. My review of articles in major Chinese journals (e.g. Foreign Language 

Education Foreign Language Teaching in Schools Journal [

# # /  and Foreign Language and Their Teaching suggests that it

is a norm in publication that terms such as ‘behaviourism’ and ‘grammar-translation’ 

are often associated with ‘out-of-date’, and terms such as ‘constructivism’, 

‘learner-centred’ and ‘CLT’ are equated to ‘advance’. The following views seem to 

be predominant in publications:

■ CLT approach is ‘advanced’ and other approaches are out of date;

■ Teachers have to use TBLT which represent principles of the NEC guidance;
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■ Group work and discussion are advanced and grammar-translation method is 

out of date.

Similar experience is also reported by Carless' study (2001) in Hong Kong. He finds 

that in terms of public response of a new curriculum, there is a tendency to justify 

reform by means of a critique of existing practices in schools, primarily by use of 

terms such as teacher-centred, traditional, exam-oriented, passive pupils.

The second force that has participated in shaping the discourse is prominent writers 

and scholars, through providing consultation to education organizations, editing 

textbooks and exercise papers, giving lectures and demonstration lessons, writing 

articles (for publication) and blogging. The majority of them are ELT professors and 

lecturers at the tertiary level. Although some of them have advised teachers to use 

an ‘eclectic approach’, in a large CLT is promoted as an ‘advanced practice’. 

Additionally, school teachers may have also played a part in shaping the discourse. 

For example, there are normally one or a few teachers in each school that are 

representatives of People’s Congress14. They may have voiced their opinions 

through proposing or responding to policies. Secondly, prominent teachers may 

exert their influences through giving lectures, writing articles or blogging. For 

example, Anya, one of the research participants in this study is a well-respected 

teacher in the city and she was often asked to be the keynote speaker in the city’s 

ELT seminars. In these occasions, CLT is often introduced as an ‘advanced 

approach’ and the discussion is normally centred at strategies for using CLT 

approaches (also see 6.1.2).

4.5 Conclusion

This chapter investigated some salient features of the education system in China, 

discussed initiatives of the NEC, analyzed the NEC framework of concepts and 

examined public responses to the NEC. As is demonstrated in the discussion, the 

NEC was developed in a context of development and conflicts. It was developed as 

a response to the national need for CLT and it was also developed as a solution to 

the problems in China’s education development. The discussion also shows that the 

NEC is promoted as an ‘advanced’ approach in the official discourse. After the

14 People’s congress is an occasion for people of different background to have a say in proposing policies or 
approving of policies. It is comprised of people of different background, include ethnic background, education 
background and etc.

108



investigation of the wider social context in this chapter, chapter 5 discusses the 

school context, before turning to the discussion on teachers’ orientation and 

engagement with the NEC in chapter 6 and their practices in chapter 7.
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CHAPTER 5: THE SCHOOL CONTEXT

Having introduced the NEC framework and the context in which it was initiated and 

developed, this chapter describes the school in which this ethnographic study takes 

place, along with the five research participants and their work. In order to ensure 

anonymity, the school will be referred to as CHS throughout this thesis. The 

presentation structure of this chapter is presented in Table 5.1:

Table 5.1: Scope of chapter 5

5.1 General Introduction of the school

5.2 Teachers’ and students’ timetables

5.3 My role as a teacher

5.4 Hierarchy of teachers and defining capital in CHS

5.4.1 Institutional position

5.4.2 Teachers’ teaching skill

5.4.3 ‘Face’ [M ^ ]  and ‘social connections’ [ 7 ^ ]

5.4.4 ‘Seniority’ in terms of age and years of working

5.5 Positioning the five research participants

5.5.1 Participant one: Anya

5.5.2 Participant two: Baijuan

5.5.3 Participant three: Caili

5.5.4 Participant four: Denghua

5.5.5 Participant five: Enchu

5.6 Multiple duties of the English teachers

5.7 Workflow of the Grade Two English Team

5.8 Teaching materials used by teachers of the Grade Two English Team

5.9 Conclusion
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5.1 General introduction of the school

CHS is located in a medium-sized coastal city in Southeast China and it is one of the 

key schools15 in the city. It had a history of 155 years at the time when this study 

took place. The school has about 4,500 students and 300 academic staff members. 

High school is a pre-university stage in China, providing education for students aged 

15-18. There are three grades (age groups) in CHS and each grade has 26 classes. 

The class size is between 55 and 60, a common class size in China according to 

Cortazzi and Jin's (2001) investigation and the statistics provided by the National 

Bureau of Statistics of China (2008).

In the 26 classes of each grade, classes one to four are '‘top classes” . These 

classes accommodate students with the highest performance in the high school 

entrance examinations and a few 'special students' (e.g. children of important 

government officials and children of CHS staff). The other 22 classes are 'ordinary 

classes'. Grade 1 students all study the same curriculum. When they start grade 2, 

students can choose to study in either arts class 4 S ] or science class [S f4 $ i] 

according to the track they want to take in the NUEE (see 4.1.4 for NUEE 

framework). Therefore, in addition to Chinese, English and mathematics, science 

students have to study chemistry, physics and biology; and arts students have to 

study history, geography and politics. These subjects are called 'main subjects' 

f4] because they are required for the NUEE. Other subjects that are not required for 

the NUEE, such as education technology or music, are called 'minor subjects' [§ijf4]. 

Most of the 'minor subjects' are only offered in grade 1 and grade 2. It is a common 

practice in Chinese high schools to cancel or decrease 'minor subjects' in grade 

three in order to prepare for NUEE (Yu and Suen, 2005). The classification and 

number of classes in CHS is presented in Table 5.2:

Table 5.2: classification and number of classes in CHS

Classes 

Grade \

Top class’
‘Ordinary class’

TotalScience class Arts class

follow science track follow arts track

Grade 1 4 22 26

Grade 2 4 18 4 26

Grade 3 4 17 5 26

15 See glossary.
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As is shown in the table, all ‘top class’ students follow the science track. There are 

more students following the science track than those follow the arts track. A number 

of reasons have contributed to this. First of all, many parents think that following a 

science track leads to a 'better future' for their children because there are more 

'hot-pursuit subjects' (e.g. banking, computer and civil engineering) being offered for 

students following a science track when they graduate from the high school. The 

subjects offered for students following an art track (e.g. Chinese, history of 

journalism) are often considered less promising at least in terms of financial return. 

Secondly, the school has a strong tradition in science subjects. The head teacher 

and two (out of three) deputy head teachers all teach science subjects and more 

emphasis seems to be placed on science classes. Students are often encouraged 

by their teachers to study in science classes. Thirdly, the learning atmosphere in 

arts classes is considered less favourable than that in science classes. A large 

number of students in arts classes have poor academic performance. The reason 

why they join arts classes is because their academic performance is too low to 

follow the science track (traditionally, history, geography and politics are considered 

easier than chemistry, physics and biology to follow). Some students choose to 

study in science classes in order to avoid the potential 'bad learning atmosphere' in 

arts classes.

There are normally six regular teachers (teachers of the 'main subjects') for each 

class. These teachers usually follow the same group of students for three years, 

from students' admission in grade one to their graduation in grade three. This is 

called a 'round'. After a 'round' is completed, teachers take a new 'round'. Each 

class has a class teacher and two assistant class teachers. In Chinese schools and 

universities, it is common to have a class teacher, who takes the main responsibility 

for monitoring and supporting students' social development and disciplinary 

management. For example, class teachers write developmental records for their 

students and discuss learning progress with them and their parents. Being 

appointed a class teacher is often a sign of trust from management staff for the 

teacher, for being able to maintain discipline. Having two assistant class teachers is 

a unique feature in CHS. The system, being promoted as a strategy to 'minimize big 

class', was initiated in 2005. One physical class is divided into three smaller classes 

in terms of disciplinary management. Each small class is taken charge of by a class 

teacher or an assistant class teacher. The consideration is that teachers may give 

more personalized care to students with a smaller number of students to support.
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Like many other schools in the city, CHS has a newly-built campus. The new 

campus was built in 2001 and covers a land area of 0.1 square mile (0.27 km2). 

Construction and facilities in the school are considered very modern, for example, 

an in-campus swimming pool, and projection facilities and central video system in 

each class. Building the campus has cost 180 million RMB (£18 million, hereinafter 

money will be presented in pound). Sources of funding include £10 million' 

government grant and £8 million' self-funding16. The latter is met by loans from the 

bank. Each year CHS needs to pay a bank interest of around 100,000 pounds 

(Assistant to the Head Teacher, informal conversation, 10/12/2007).

In order to pay off the loans, CHS has developed two methods to cover the cost: 

profits through obtaining shares from private schools and students' fees. In order to 

relieve financial pressure from campus building, in early 2000s, CHS co-operated 

with a private middle school, a private bilingual school and a private vocational 

training centre in the local area to form the CHS group (In this thesis, differentiation 

is made between CHS and CHS group. The ethnographic study takes place in CHS 

and therefore description and analysis applies to CHS only, unless specified). Being 

a key school, CHS enjoys high reputation in the local area. Therefore, other 

members of the CHS group can use the name of CHS to attract more students. CHS, 

on the other hand, gains considerable income from becoming shareholders of these 

schools.

Another source of income is fees from students. This is common for schools in JZ 

province. There are two types of charges to students: tuition fees and admission 

fees. Students rank top 500 (out of over 10,000 middle school graduates in county A 

each year) in the high school entrance examination are officially admitted to the 

school and they do not need to pay admission fee apart from an annual tuition fee of 

about £250. However, all other students need to pay a one-off admission fee of 

about £3,000 upon entering CHS, in addition to the annual tuition fee.

16ln 1999, the central government announced a policy that universities and high schools should accept more 
students in order to create more learning opportunities. This policy is followed by a wide-range campus rebuild 
and extension in China, due to the need to accommodate more students. In order to relieve its financial pressure 
for campus construction, the Central government decided that schools and universities should contribute to the 
cost through tuition fees or developing school-based business. Although CHS is a state-owned school, it also 
needs to cover part of the school cost.

113



The city where CHS locates is called LQ. As previously introduced, it is a 

medium-sized coastal city in southeast China. The city ranks one of China’s best in 

terms of economic development, while it is still labeled as a provincial area, perhaps 

due to the fact that 90% of the 6 million populations are rural peasants (see 4.1.3 for 

Chinese legal residential status system). Although their legal status is peasant, most 

people in LQ are not peasants in conventional sense. LQ is very famous in China for 

its township enterprises (enterprises invested and owned by peasants) and most 

people in this area are engaged in self-employed business. Major business types 

are sea products (e.g. seafood and pearls), clothing and automobiles.

There are 82 high schools in the nine counties of LQ. These high schools are 

hierarchically graded according to their 'qualities' of teaching (see 4.1.1 and 4.1.2). 

CHS is in county A and it is considered by locals as one of the two 'best' schools in 

LQ (also see 4.1.3).

5.2 Teachers’ and students' timetables

Following the convention in China, the academic year in CHS is divided into two 

semesters. The first semester runs from the 1st of September to January. After 

about one month's winter holiday, the second semester starts in February and ends 

in early July, when the summer holiday starts. However, grade three students 

normally have shortened holidays, due to the pressure of the NUEE. In 2007 to 

2008 academic year, grade three students in CHS have about 10 days’ winter 

holiday and about one month’s summer holiday.

The normal weekdays in China are five days. However, in order to have more time 

for study, CHS operates a system of “big weekend” [^M I] and “small weekend” [<h 

jnl]. These two types of weekends work in turn. When it is a “big weekend”, students 

have two days break on Saturday and Sunday and when it is a “small weekend”, 

students have to study on Saturday and have Sunday off. Since each English 

teacher teaches two classes, each of them has 11 lessons per week in average and 

each lesson lasts 45 minutes. The school timetable is presented in Table 5.3. As is 

seen on the table, there are one morning reading, eight classes, one evening 

reading and two evening sessions per day. About 80% of the students live on 

campus and they are expected to get up at 6:10am and go to bed at 9:45pm. The
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rest of the students live off campus and they may need to spend extra time on 

commuting to and from the school.

Table 5.3: School timetable

Timetable

Session Time Period of Study

Get up 6:10am

Breakfast 6:20am -  6:50am

Morning reading 7:00 am -  7:25 am 25

Class 1 7:30 am - 8:15 am 45

Morning Class 2 8:25 am -  9:10 am 45

Physical Exercise 9:10 am -  9:35 am

Class 3 9:40 am -  10:25 am 45

Class 4 10:35 am - 11:20 am 45

Lunch 11:20 am

Afternoon
Class 5 1:30 pm - 2:15 pm

Eye exercise 2:25 pm - 2:30 pm

Class 6 2:30 pm - 3:15 pm 45

Class 7 3:25 pm -  4:10 pm 45

Class 8 4:20 pm - 5:05 pm 45

Free Play 5:05 pm - 5:25 pm

Dinner 5:25 pm

Evening reading 6:20 pm -  6:50 pm 30

Evening
Evening session 1 6:55 pm - 8:00 pm 65

Evening session 2 8:10 pm - 9:15 pm 65

Go to bed 9:45 pm

The school requirement is that teachers have to be in the school between 8am and 

5pm, with about 2 hours’ lunch break. However, English teachers and Chinese 

teachers need to supervise morning readings and evening readings in turn, and all 

teachers have to supervise evening sessions in turn (main duties for these sessions 

are to monitor disciplinary management, for example, make sure students keep 

quiet and arrive in classroom on time). The schedule for the English teachers is 

illustrated in Table 5.4.
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Table 5.4: Schedule for the English teachers

Mon. Tue. Wed. Thur. Fri.
Sat. (every 

other week)

Morning Readings V V V

Teaching 

(2 X 45 minutes)
V v V V V V

Evening Readings V V V

Evening sessions V

5.3 My role as a teacher

In order to gain an insider-outsider perspective, a position was created for me at my 

suggestion. This was to teach vocabulary to grade 2 and grade 3 students (see

3.5.1 for discussion on the creation of my role). Before March 2008, I taught 12 

classes per week. These included 4 arts classes in grade 2 and 5 arts classes in 

grade 3, in addition to three special classes for students with lower level language 

development. The head teacher thought being a PhD student in Education I must 

have special strategies for improving students’ English proficiency. Hence the 

special classes were set hoping I would have some ‘special remedy’ to improve 

students’ scores. The schedule of my teaching is shown in Table 5.5:

Table 5.5: my teaching schedule before March 2008

of the Week

Period

Monday Tuesday Wednesday Thursday Friday and 

Saturday

Class 1

Class 2

Class 3 3 (22)

Class 4 2(24)

Class 5 3 (23) 3 (26) 2 (26)

Class 6 3(24) 3(25)

Class 7 2 (23)

Class 8 3 classes for poor students 2(25)

Note: 3 (23) refers to Grade 3 Class 23

Offering vocabulary lesson seemed to have become the complaint of some teachers 

of other subjects (e.g. Chinese teachers and mathematics teachers), who 

considered that having more English lessons meant taking students’ time away from
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learning the subjects they teach (Fieldnotes, 12/11/2007). In March 2008, all my 

grade 3 classes had to be cancelled because “students needed to have more time 

for NUEE preparation” (An administrator of the Academic Affairs Division, Informal 

Conversation, 10/03/2008). Apart from vocabulary classes, the only other 'minor 

subject' physical education class was also cancelled. Afternoons were scheduled as 

examination time only and students needed to take examinations every afternoon 

from 2pm to 5pm. After grade 3 classes were cancelled, I was asked to teach grade 

2 ‘top classes’ in addition to grade 2 arts classes and my teaching schedule was:

Table 5.6: my teaching schedule after March 2008

of the Week

Period

Monday Tuesday Wednesday Thursday Friday and 

Saturday

Class 1 2(1 )

Class 2 2 (2 ) 2 (3 )

Class 3 2 (4 )

Class 4 2(24)

Class 5 2 (26)

Class 6

Class 7 2 (23)

Class 8 2(25)

5.4 Hierarchy of teachers and defining capital in CHS

There are about 300 academic staff members in CHS. The organisation of 

academic staff, as demonstrated in Figure 5.1, is highly hierarchical.

The head teacher is the most senior person in the hierarchy. The three deputy head 

teachers and he constitute the 'top management level'. Below them is the 'senior 

management level': Academic Affairs Division17 and Department of Discipline18. 

There follows the 'junior management level': head of each grade and head of each 

subject. The school management is predominantly male dominated and 

science-subject teachers dominated. Among all of the management staff, there are 

only two female teachers19 (Head of the English Department and Deputy Head of

17 See glossary.

18 See glossary.

19 In Chinese schools, management staff members are also called teachers because they teach in addition to 
doing administrative work.
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the Academic Affairs Division) and three non-science-subject teachers (one deputy 

head teacher and the two female teachers who teach English).

Figure 5.1: Organisational structure in CHS

Head teacher

Deputy Head 
Teacher 2

Deputy Head 
Teacher 1

Deputy Head 
Teacher 3

Department of DisciplineAcadem ic Affairs Division

Head of Grade 1, Grade 2 
and Grade 3

Head of Department of each subject 
(e. g. Head of English Department)

Top class 
teachers

Ordinary
class
teachers

Bourdieu (1998) argues that capital, habitus, and field all work together to generate 

practice, or social action. The interplay of a person’s habitus and capital determines 

his or her position in the social space, which in turn influences the reproduction of 

habitus and capital. Therefore, field is ‘a field of struggles’, in which agents’ 

strategies are more or less concerned with the preservation or improvement of their 

positions with respect to the defining capital of the field and the reproductivity of 

each capital (Bourdieu, 1986; Jenkins, 1992). In order to better understand
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Teaching Staff (and Numbers of staff) in Each Team

Departments Grade 1 Grade 2 Grade 3

Chinese 14 13 13

English 14 13 13

Mathematics 13 14 13

Chemistry 9 10 10

Physics 9 10 9



teachers’ practices, it is therefore necessary to analyse the defining capital in CHS 

and research participants’ relative positions in the social space in terms of the 

volumes and compositions of the capital they possess.

Among the different forms of capital suggested by Bourdieu (1986, 1998) (see 3.7.2), 

the following types of capital are considered of high importance and re productivity in 

CHS: (1) Institutional position; (2) teachers' teaching skill; (3) teachers' 'face' [ f f i f l  

and social connections (4) “seniority it / ]” 'n terms of age and years of

working. Data suggests that different forms of capital are connected in diverse ways, 

either formally or informally; either explicitly or implicitly, as will be illustrated in the 

following sub-sections.

5.4.1 Institutional position

Institutional position (as outlined in Figure 5.1) is considered a highly important and 

reproductive capital in CHS. This is first of all illustrated through the difference 

between ‘top class’ teachers and ‘ordinary class’ teachers. Having ‘top classes’ to 

teach means the possibility of generating more cultural capital (e.g. students 

achieve better performance), economic capital (e.g. teacher salary is related to 

students' examination scores) and symbolic capital (e.g. ‘top class’ teachers 

generally receive better respect and trust than teachers of ‘ordinary classes’). Since 

the difference between teaching ‘top class’ and ‘ordinary class’ is apparent, the right 

to select classes to teach seems to be an important capital. The right is enjoyed by 

teachers with senior positions, particularly the Head Teacher, Deputy Head 

Teachers and Head of the Academic Affairs Division. There is also the relationship 

between social positions and cultural capital, evidenced through more Continuing 

Professional Development (CPD) opportunities being offered to teachers with senior 

positions. For example, prior to the implementation of the NEC, head of department 

for each subject was given a one-week training opportunity in the capital city of the 

province.

5.4.2 Teachers' teaching skill

Teachers' teaching skill is considered an important cultural capital in CHS. 

According to Bourdieu’s classification of cultural capital, teachers' teaching skill is a 

form of embodied cultural capital. Through the educational system, it has converted
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to institutionalised cultural capital, for example, teachers’ professional titles, their

awards in teaching competitions and their attainment judged by students’

examination scores. The successful winning of one or several forms of this capital

may gain teachers the recognition for their teaching skills, which is embodied

through both cultural capital (recognition from a professional body, e.g. senior

teacher certificate and expert teacher certificate) and symbolic capital (e.g.

recognition from other teachers). This is highlighted in the following comment:

"What are important to new teachers, in the first few years of teaching, you 
should work really hard to achieve good students' examination scores. As long 
as the recognition is gained, you may be assigned to teach good classes. This 
produces a positive cycle. Otherwise, you will always stay in the ‘ordinary 
classes’..." (Mr. Pan, an English teacher, Informal talk, 10/01/2008)

Mr. Pan's quote highlights the possibility that students' examination scores may 

outperform other cultural capital (e.g. awards in teaching competitions) and be taken 

as the most important criterion to judge teachers’ teaching skill. Although the school 

policy does not overtly say that high student examination scores lead to promotion, 

it seems that teachers with good student examination scores are more likely to be 

promoted to important positions, particularly to be ‘top class’ teachers. In the English 

department, three teachers were promoted from ‘ordinary class’ teachers to ‘top 

class’ teachers in 2006, 2007 and 2008. Although there is no definite evidence to 

prove their promotions were the direct result of their students’ high examination 

scores, the chance is big because their students’ average examination scores all 

rank top in the grade. Since the promotion policy is implicit, some other factors may 

also come into play, including ‘face’ and social connections.

5.4.3 'Face' [Hhf] and social connections

The importance of'Face' [M T ] and social connections [ T ^ ]  in the Chinese culture 

is widely discussed in literature (Abbott, 1970; Hu, 1944; Hwang, 1987). According 

to Hu (1944), 'face' refers to an individual's social position or prestige, gained by 

successfully performing one or more specific social roles that are well recognised by 

others. It may be derived from a socially ascribed status such as family background. 

It may also be derived from achieved status, such as personal qualities of 

knowledge, ability, wealth, authority, social positions and social connections (Ho, 

1976). Therefore, having good student examination scores can add ‘face’ to 

teachers. On the other hand, not achieving good student examination scores or not

winning teaching competition may be considered signs of ‘losing face’. Some
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researchers argue that China is a relation-oriented society and social connections 

are particularly important in the ‘face work’ (Hwang, 1987). It seems that in CHS, 

people with strong social connections, particularly with significant others (e.g. Head 

Teacher) have more ‘face’ and they are treated more favourably. This is exemplified 

in the following transcript when a ‘top class’ teacher Ms. Wang was talking to me 

about the assignment of teachers when a new 'round' started.

“I think I am still teaching ‘top class’ in the next round. Head of the Grade said to
me that he asked the head teacher to have me in his group of teachers.”

(Ms. Wang, a ‘top class’ teacher, Informal talk, 02/07/2008)

Ms. Wang gained her position because of her personal connection with the Head of 

the grade. The previous section discusses that most teachers with senior 

management positions teach ‘top classes’ and this also points to the possibility of 

how 'face' works in CHS. Admittedly, in order to defend the school's interest (e.g. 

good NUEE scores to attract 'better' students), teachers' teaching ability to achieve 

high student scores may be taken as the most important criterion for promoting 

teachers to teach ‘top classes’. However, the limits may be modified to some extent 

at times in order to give 'face' to high-stake people. In The Forms o f Capital, 

Bourdieu (1986:249) has given a good explanation of how “network of connections” 

work. It is interesting to see how such concepts work universally.

5.4.4 'Seniority' in terms of age and years of working

Given the Confucian culture to highly respect the aged, seniority in terms of age and 

years of working seems to be an important symbolic capital in CHS. It may not be 

helpful in supporting teachers to become ‘top class’ teachers, but it bestows on 

older teachers much freedom in their practices. For example, a teacher with many 

years' working experience was criticised by parents for her classroom practices. No 

action was taken in order to save this teacher's 'face' (Fieldnotes, 12/05/2008).

This section has discussed four types of capital that may be powerful in CHS. The 

analysis suggests that the different forms of capital are closely related to each other. 

For example, the possession of more social capital brings the possibility of more 

cultural capital or symbolic capital. The next section introduces background 

information of the five research participants and discusses their positions in CHS in 

terms of the capital they possess.
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5.5 Positioning the five research participants

The selection of the five research participants was discussed in 3.4.2. This section 

further introduces their background and discusses their positions in the field in terms 

of the capital they possess.

5.5.1 Participant one: Anya

Anya teaches two ‘top classes’. Her professional title is senior, the highest among 

the research participants. Being in her late 40s, she is the most experienced teacher 

among the research participants, even in the whole English department. She 

graduated from college in 1980, majoring in English Education. After that, she 

taught English in a teacher training school for two years and became a teacher in 

CHS in 1982. It appears that she was immediately identified as a talented teacher 

because she was asked to demonstrate teaching to others when a new curriculum 

for middle school was implemented in 1982. Many teachers from the city, 

particularly the suburban schools, were assigned by the LEA to observe Anya’s 

teaching. Anya also won a number of prizes in the city's teaching competitions in 

the 1980s and 1990s. Recognition of her skills and status is still growing. Anya has 

many honorary titles and social positions. Apart from being Head of the English 

Department, she is a representative of the People's Congress of the city, which is an 

annual conference to give non-politicians a say. She is also one of the role models 

of the city, which is an honorary title awarded to highly respected people who are 

expected to serve as examples for other people professionally and morally. She 

also seems to be recognized as an authoritative figure in the city's English language 

teaching (ELT) field. For example, she is often the keynote speaker at ELT seminars 

and she is a regular judge of teaching competitions. In CHS, Anya seems to have 

very good interpersonal relationship, including the relationship with senior members 

(e.g. Head Teacher) and ordinary teachers. Anya is married with a daughter of 12 

years old. Her husband is a government official and her daughter is studying in the 

local primary school. Anya normally lives at home, which is about 15 minutes’ drive 

away. She commutes to work by school bus. Occasionally she stays in the campus 

accommodation, particularly when she has to work at night. Compared with other 

research participants, Anya seems to have the most social capital (e.g. highest 

social positions, institutional positions, and most social connections), cultural capital 

(e.g. highest professional titles) and symbolic capital (e.g. public recognition for her
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teaching skills).

5.5.2 Participant two: Baijuan

Baijuan teaches two science classes. She is in her early thirties and her 

professional title is level 2, the lowest level. She is now preparing for the 

assessment to upgrade her professional title. She is one of the few non-local 

teachers in the school. After finishing her BA studies in English Education in a 

normal university in the neighbouring province, Baijuan applied for a job in CHS and 

was offered the position. It was her 9th year of teaching when the study started. 

Baijuan’s teaching can be roughly divided into three phases. She firstly taught in the 

main campus of CHS for five years (1998-2003). After giving birth in 2003, she took 

one semester off and was assigned to work in the bilingual school attached to CHS. 

The bilingual school used to be a private school and it was taken over by CHS in 

early 2000s (see 5.1). Although bilingual education is being planned in the school, 

the term “bilingual” is used more as a strategy to attract students. In contrast to 

students in the main campus, most students in the bilingual school have low 

entrance scores. After teaching in the bilingual school for three and a half years, 

Baijuan was assigned to return to teach in the main campus in September 2007. 

Currently, Baijuan teaches two grade two science classes and is the assistant class 

teacher for one of these classes. As previously introduced, in CHS and most other 

high schools in China, teachers normally follow students for a ‘round’ of three years. 

Baijuan took grade two classes because the previous English teacher for these 

classes was having maternity leave. In December 2007, Baijuan won the first prize 

in the city's teaching competition and she was asked to demonstrate teaching on a 

number of occasions for teachers from the whole city. Baijuan is married with a son 

of six years old. Her husband works in the vocational training school of the CHS 

group. Since she is often busy with work, Baijuan’s husband is mainly responsible 

for childcare. Compared with other research participants, Baijuan seems to have 

very low capital due to her lower institutional position (science class teacher), less 

social connections (for being a non-local teacher), lower professional titles (level 2) 

and low cultural capital (low achievement in the past in terms of student examination 

scores). Although winning in the city’s teaching competition can be counted as one 

of her cultural capital, the influence it exerts seems to be limited.
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5.5.3 Participant three: Caili

Caili seems to represent a typical group of CHS teachers. She is local. She studied 

in CHS, went to a normal university in the province and was assigned to teach in 

CHS upon graduation. In the English Department, a number of teachers share her 

experience, for example, the expert teacher Ms. He and participant four Denghua. 

When Caili was studying in CHS, her English teachers were Anya and Mr. Liu. The 

latter teaches in grade one at the time of this study. Caili started working in CHS in 

September 1999, after completing her BA degree in English Education. This is her 

4th round of teaching. Her teaching history is demonstrated in Table 5.7:

Table 5.7: Caili’s teaching history

Year Round Note

1999-2002 1st round Students performed well in the NUEE (average score 

ranked No. 2 in the school)

2002-2003 2nd round Assigned to take a grade 3 class, perhaps due to 

excellent student achievement in the previous round 

(grade 3 is often considered the crucial year because 

of NUEE); started working with Anya’s team

2003-2006 3rd round

2006-now 4th round Was assigned to teach ‘top class’

Caili is recognized as a ‘good teacher’ [£F^jJrp] in the school. This is evidenced by 

her role as a teacher of ‘top classes’. Her husband is a mathematics teacher in 

grade one. He teaches two ‘top classes’ and is the Deputy Head of Grade 1. Due to 

their heavy teaching duties, they have hired a nanny to take care of their 

five-year-old daughter and other domestic stuff. Caili seems to have considerable 

capital among the five research participants because of her identity as a ‘top class’ 

teacher and her professional title of level 1. Additionally, her social connection (e.g. 

the fact that she was Anya’s student and her husband is deputy head of grade 1) 

may also be important social capital for her.

5.5.4 Participant four: Denghua

Like Caili, Denghua is also one of the typical local teachers. He graduated from CHS, 

went to a normal university in the province and was assigned to teach in CHS upon
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graduation. His English teachers were Mr. Pan and Mr. Li. The former was retired 

and the latter taught grade one at the time of the study. Denghua started working in 

CHS in September 2002, after completing his BA degree in English Education. This 

is the 3rd round of his teaching. His teaching history is summarized in the following 

table:

Table 5.8: Denghua’s teaching history

Year Round Note

2002-2005 1st round Students had excellent academic performance, was 

asked to teach grade 3

2005-2006 2nd

round

Students had very high academic performance in the 

NUEE

2006-now 3ra round Was assigned to be a class teacher

Currently Denghua teaches two ‘ordinary classes’ and is the class teacher of one of 

these classes. The average scores of his two classes are often among the highest in 

the grade. However, his teaching skill seems not to be highly recognized by other 

teachers. Denghua is known in the whole team for being the most rigorous and 

hardworking teacher. For example, he chases every student for their homework to 

be completed. At the time this study took place, Denghua was doing a part-time MA 

Education in the university where he got his BA degree. He is in the 2nd year of his 

course and he goes to university for about 15 days every year for lectures. Denghua 

is married with a son of about two months old. Similar to participant two Baijuan, 

Denghua also seems to have relatively less capital due to his position as a science 

class teacher, his low professional title, his junior age and his less reputation for his 

teaching skills.

5.5.5 Participant five: Enchu

Enchu is in her early forties and she is one of the most experienced teachers in the 

Grade Two English Team. She is married with an 18-year old daughter, who is 

studying in Caili's class. Enchu has been working in CHS since 1989 after getting 

her BA degree in English Education. Her professional title is senior. Her present 

position is Head of the Grade Two English Team. However, since Head of the 

English department Anya works in the same office, Enchu’s role seems limited only 

to administrative duties (e.g. financial management of the team) and Anya has taken
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charge of the academic duties, for example, decisions on the teaching progression 

and the assignment of staff to take part in teaching competitions. Currently Enchu 

teaches two arts classes. As previously described (5.1), in CHS, the average 

academic performance in arts classes is lower than science classes and there are 

more disciplinary problems in arts classes. There are altogether four arts classes in 

grade two. The other two classes are taught by another teacher of Enchu’s age. 

There are two reasons why Enchu was assigned to teach arts classes: (1) arts 

classes are known for having less good ‘learning atmosphere’ [ ^  M  ] and 

experienced teachers are assigned in order to maintain discipline (it is considered 

by teachers that experienced teachers are generally better at discipline 

management); (2) Enchu expressed to head teachers at the beginning of the ‘round’ 

that her focus in these three years would be her daughter’s NUEE preparation and 

she would not be able to spend much time on academic duties in this ‘round’. 

Therefore, she prefers to have a job with less pressure. Under this condition, she 

prefers to teach ‘ordinary classes’ or arts classes rather than ‘top classes’ (Informal 

talk, 08/05/2008). Among the five research participants, Enchu seems to have 

enjoyed considerable capital due to her position as Head of the Grade Two English 

Team, her senior professional title and the respect and ‘face’ she gets because of 

her ‘seniority’.

5.6 Multiple duties of the English teachers

In Chinese schools, there are rarely full-time administrators. Therefore, school 

management staff have to teach and teachers have to do administrative work. All 

teachers in Grade 2 English Team have different non-academic roles, as 

represented by the five research participants.

Table 5.9: research participants’ non-academic roles

Research participants Non-academic Roles

Anya
Head of the English Department 

Assistant class teacher of class 2

Baijuan Assistant class teacher of class 12

Caili Class teacher of class 3

Denghua Class teacher of class 17

Enchu Head of the Grade 2 English Team
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Assistant class teacher of class 24

As shown in the table, all teachers are either class teachers or assistant class 

teachers (see 5.1 for discussion on class teachers). Therefore, in addition to 

teaching duties, all teachers need to have at least two one-hour conversations with 

each student and arrange one home visit to each student in each semester. There 

are about 60 students in each class and therefore each teacher needs to have about 

40 hours’ one-to-one coversation with students and arrange about 20 home visits 

each semester. Additionally, there may be some other temporary duties assigned to 

teachers at times. For example, English teachers may be asked to be the interpreter 

when there are foreign visitors. For another example, all teachers are asked to 

collect information about school alumni at the time when this study took place 

because the school was arranging for its 155th anniversary ceremony. Therefore, 

teachers are often loaded with tasks.

5.7 W orkflow of the Grade 2 English Team

The workflow of the grade 2 English team is presented in Figure 5.2. As is shown in 

the figure, teaching pace, coursebook units and materials for teaching are decided 

by Anya and Enchu based on instructions from LEA and school management staff, 

and consultation is made with their colleagues on finalizing the teaching progress. 

As previously discussed, the textbook being used is New Senior English for China 

edited by People’s Education Press (Liu, 2006, 2007) because it is required by the 

Provincial DOE. Anya and Enchu decided that the whole grade would purchase two 

kinds of supporting materials (Student Times and General Practice) and compile 

school-based exercise papers in addition to these materials (see 5.8 for discussion 

on teaching materials).

There are normally four patterns in terms of teachers’ lesson planning, ranging from 

the first type of complete individual work to the last type of planning wholly 

dependent on other teachers. Most teachers are between type 2 and type 3. In this 

way, there may be a great similarity of teaching between teachers due to share of 

information and ideas during lesson planning. Although the school system seems to 

have created many tensions between teachers (e.g. ranking table, teaching 

competitions and the bonus in relation to these), the working atmosphere in grade 

two seems largely co-operative in comparison with the tensions existing in some
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other teams. For example, in one office of the English Department teachers rarely 

share information and resources with each other. The co-operative atmosphere 

among grade two English teachers may be opportunistic due to the personality of 

these teachers. Another reason is there are some external factors to encourage and 

promote the co-operation among grade two teachers. Since this is the first round of 

the NEC, the City Education Bureau organises teaching plan competitions twice 

each year and these competitions require teachers from each school to participate 

as a team. These experiences may have promoted co-operation and team-working 

in the team. Additionally, Anya’s effort to promote team-working may have also 

contributed to the collegiality. The factor that most teachers in the office are in their 

early thirties and some of them are Anya’s former students has also facilitated such 

influence to be made. The idea of taking turns to compile teaching materials is a 

way to facilitate such co-operation and information sharing.
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Figure 5.2: workflow of the Grade 2 English Team

End of unit/
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End-of-semester
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Assessing learner achievements

Teachers take 
turns, one 
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City-wide examination, LEA assigns well-respected 
teachers in different schools to set examination papers

4 patterns of preparing teaching

Communicate 
plans with 
colleagues

Discuss with 
colleagues Individual Plan

Finalize plan
Borrow colleague’s 
teaching materials

Make adaptations

LEA’s instruction

Anya 
discusses 
with Enchu

School
m anagem ent’s
instruction

Anya and Enchu consult 
other teachers

Decide teaching progress & purchase supporting teaching materials

Teachers take 
turns, one 
teacher one unit

Anya supervises 
when being asked

Edit supporting teaching materials
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Within the Grade Two English Team, there seems to exist some ‘small groups’: 

Anya’s group and two other groups. These implicit groups are not formally 

organised. However, it seems that teachers prefer to discuss ideas and share 

materials within their own groups. For example, Anya is often Baijuan and Caili’s 

first candidate for asking questions. Denghua often discusses his ideas with another 

experienced teacher Ms. Zhang. However, when there is a tough question, Anya is 

often the last resort.

There are four kinds of examinations to assess learner progress: end-of-unit 

examinations, monthly examinations, half-semester examinations and 

end-of-semester examinations. End-of-unit examinations are organised by the 

grade 2 English office and it is considered only as a test. However, all the other 

examinations are either school-wide or city-wide. Students’ English scores, together 

with scores of other subjects, are ranked in a league table. Similar to exercise 

papers, end-of-unit examination papers and monthly examination papers are also 

compiled by teachers in turn. In order to ensure the NEC principles are better 

conveyed, Anya decides to compile the half-semester examination papers by 

herself. The end-of-semester examination is normally a city-wide examination and 

the City Education Bureau assigns well-respected teachers in different schools to 

set examination papers. Therefore, the extent to which the NEC principles are 

incorporated in the examination papers vary between examinations, dependent on 

the persons who are asked to set examination papers.

Having gained some idea of the workflow of English teachers, the next section 

discusses the materials used for teaching.

5.8 Teaching materials used by teachers of the Grade Two English  
Team

There are mainly four types of materials used for teaching: the textbook, Student 

Times, General Practice and exercise papers edited by teachers in the Grade Two 

English Team.

The textbook is the main material used for teaching. The one used by CHS teachers 

is the New Senior English for China (Liu, 2006, 2007), which is selected by the 

Provincial DOE. Among the 11 modules (volumes) of the textbooks, modules one to
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five are compulsory. Although modules six to eleven are optional, HSECS (2003:4) 

suggested that “all schools should teach modules six to eight and actively create 

conditions for teaching modules nine to eleven”. In CHS, it is planned that all the 

eleven modules will be taught. It is also planned that modules one to four will be 

completed in grade one, modules five to eight will be completed in grade two and 

modules nine to eleven will be completed in grade three. The grade 2 teachers for 

this study are expected to complete module five to six in semester 1 and seven to 

eight in semester 2. There are about 19 weeks in each semester and each module 

comprises 5 units. Therefore, the plan is to complete each unit in about one and a 

half weeks to two weeks. Modules of study and the plan for study are demonstrated 

in Table 5.10.

Table 5.10: Modules of Study and plans for study

Level of 

difficulty

Whether

Compulsory
Modules Year of Study

i

Difficult

Easy

L

Optional

Module 11 

Module 10 

Module 9

Grade 3

Suggested

Module 8 

Module 7 

Module 6
Grade 2

Compulsory

Module 5

Module 4 

Module 3 

Module 2 

Module 1

Grade 1

Units of the textbook are organized according to topics. For example, Robots, 

Travelling abroad and Living Well. Each unit is centred on a particular topic to carry 

out language activities. The textbook editors promote it for having included both 

language practice, TBLT and other CLT activities (Liu, 2007). Organisation of the 

unit is summarised in Table 5.11.
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The Weekly Student Times is the main supporting material. It is an 8-page paper. 

Six pages of the paper are mainly devoted to language practice, as can be seen 

from the themes: grammar and vocabulary, reading and writing, practice for testing 

and test site. The other two pages provide five to six reading passages (about 

300-400 words) to extend reading or discussion of the topic being taught in the unit. 

Although the paper seems to be form-focused, many NEC principles are identified. 

For example, the reading passages mainly aim at extending knowledge and 

understanding of the topic, rather than focusing on practice of form. Additionally, in 

other parts (e.g. practice for testing), there are also some meaning-focused 

questions. Anya’s rationale for the choice of Student Times is “the questions are 

flexible rather than merely focusing on language practice” (Informal Conversation, 

20/01/2008) and Enchu’s comment is “I suggest students read passages from the 

Student Times because the topics and discussion seem more interesting than the 

textbook” (Interview, 10/04/2008).

General Practice is an exercise book organised according to units. Each unit 

contains 10-page exercises in the form of examination papers. Question types 

include choices, cloze and reading comprehension.

Additionally, there are also exercise papers edited by teachers in the Grade Two 

English Team being used every day. Each teacher compiles one unit and they take 

turns to compile. Supervision is given from Anya when being asked. Normally, one 

A4-size exercise paper is given to students every day. The content varies according 

to the persons in charge of the compilation.

5.9 Conclusion

This chapter has discussed the school context for this ethnographic study. It has 

given a general introduction of the school and analysed that the following capital 

may be of high importance and reproductivity in CHS: (1) institutional position; (2) 

teachers' teaching skill; (3) teachers' 'face' and social connections (4)

“seniority in terms of age and years of working. It has also discussed the

position of the five research participants in terms of the capital they possess. It 

seems that participant one Anya has the most capital among the five research 

participants. Participant three Caili and participant five Enchu also have 

considerable capital. Participant two Baijuan and participant four Denghua seem to
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possess the least capital. In addition, the workflow of the Grade Two English Team 

was discussed, along with materials being used for teaching. Chapter six 

investigates the implementation of the NEC from the five research participants’ 

perspectives.
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CHAPTER 6: TEACHERS TALKING ABOUT THE NEC AND 

THEIR PRACTICES

Having discussed the context of this research in chapter 4 and chapter 5, I now turn 

to the investigation of the five research participants in chapter 6 and chapter 7. The 

presentation is organised thematically (e.g. orientations, new emotions and 

perceived conflicts) to allow norms and patterns in teachers’ thinking and practices 

to be shown more clearly, as these are central in ethnographic investigation (see 

3.3.1). The decision to omit additional chapters for each participant is due to 

considerations of word limits (see 3.7). However, I am aware that presenting each 

participant in a separate chapter may give readers a more coherent understanding 

of each individual. Therefore, accounts of each participant are also given (e.g. 5.5,

6.1 & 6.4) in addition to the norms and patterns of their practice. Readers will be 

able to gain an overall view of the group while not losing sight of individual 

differences.

Chapter 6 explores the NEC experience from the participants’ perspectives. Data 

presented in this chapter are mainly collected from interviews, in addition to informal 

conversation and fieldnotes from participant observation. Chapter 7 focuses on my 

observation of teachers in practices. There are two main reasons underpinning the 

analysis of teacher thinking before the analysis of their practices:

1. Position-taking is a central theme in Bourdieu’s (1992, 1998) sociology, which is 

heavily drawn on in the analysis. Therefore, it is useful for the reader to be able 

to gain in Chapter 6 some idea of the positions held by the research participants 

regarding the NEC, before moving on to their use of the NEC in the next chapter.

2. An important aim of the investigation is to understand the NEC experience from 

teachers’ perspectives: how teachers make sense of their work and the NEC. 

Interview data gives more access into teachers' thinking processes so that this 

was treated first.

As discussed in 2.2 and 3.6, the research is a process of constantly shuttling forth 

and back: data collection was informed by theories and also open to themes 

emerging from data. The importance of teacher cognition in teacher practices was 

identified in chapter 2 (e.g. Borg, 2006) and a large amount of discussion in this 

chapter is focused on different dimensions of teacher cognition, for example, their
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knowledge of the NEC, their orientation towards the NEC and their beliefs in 

teaching. Further to that, teachers’ emotions associated with teaching the NEC, 

their cultural orientations and teacher development are also investigated. The 

choice for teachers’ emotions is because it appears to be recurrent in teachers’ data. 

Cultural orientations and teacher development were chosen because they are 

identified as important areas of investigation (Borg, 2003; Holliday, 1994; Tsui, 

2003).

The integration of data and interpretation in this chapter is deliberate. Firstly, it 

reflects the ethnographic research process that I followed, in which data analysis 

takes place alongside data collection. Secondly, putting participants’ accounts and 

the researcher’s analysis in one place (rather than in separate chapters) gives 

readers a more coherent understanding of the situation. Thirdly, it seems more 

logical to integrate data and interpretation because data reflects interpretation: there 

is no uninterpreted data (Guba and Lincoln, 2000). Rather than showing data as 

‘hard facts’ and denying the researcher’s implication, I would like to show the 

process of my interpretation, thus allowing readers to judge the situation and my 

interpretation through the transparency of data and the interpretation process.

One disadvantage of this organisation, however, is the potential confusion it may 

bring to readers with regard to the version of reality it presents (e.g. whether it is the 

researcher’s or the participant’s version of reality). Therefore, wordings such as “she 

says” or “he says he believes” are deliberately used in the presentation in order to 

show the researcher’s distance and to indicate that these are teachers’ voices. “ In 

vivo” (i.e. the words of the participants) is also frequently used in headings to 

illustrate teachers’ positions (Richards, 2005). In addition, in section 6.1 for example, 

teachers’ voices are separately given in the first paragraph of each sub-section and 

my interpretations are followed in the subsequent paragraphs to show the distinction. 

The presentation structure of this chapter is given in Table 6.1.

Table 6.1: Scope of chapter 6

6.1: Teachers’ positions regarding the NEC: Knowledge, orientation and 

engagement

6.1.1 Anya: “find resonance in the NEC”

6.1.2 Baijuan: “you can’t do this every day”

137



6.1.3 Caili: “you have to use it in ‘top classes’”

6.1.4 Denghua: “NEC principles are only for ‘top classes’”

6.1.5 Enchu: “Students won’t listen if it’s not relevant to NUEE”

6.1.6 Conclusion

6.2: New emotions associated with teaching the NEC

6.2.1 Uncertainty

6.2.2 Insecurity

6.3: Teachers’ perceived goal conflicts

6.3.1 Pulling forces against NEC implementation

6.3.2 Pushing forces of teaching the NEC

6.3.3 Conclusion

6.4: Teachers’ orientations towards goal conflicts

6.4.1. Anya: Attach importance to both form-focused instruction and CLT

6.4.2. Baijuan: Focus on form, use CLT at times to please students

6.4.3 Caili: Link form and meaning in one activity

6.4.4 Denghua: focus on form

6.4.5 Enchu: focus on form

6.5 Two levels of thinking?

6.6 Chinese teachers, Western approaches

6.6.1 Is the teacher’s role to transmit knowledge or to facilitate learning?

6.6.2 What is the language to be taught?

6.6.3 Do learner activities promote learning?

6.6.4 Do CLT activities pose disciplinary challenges?

6.7 Teacher development

6.7.1 Case 1: Baijuan’s changing perceptions and practices

6.7.2 Case 2: Denghua’s changing perceptions and practices

6.7.3 Main factors in teacher cognition development 

6.8. Conclusion

6.1 Teachers5 positions regarding the NEC: knowledge, 
orientation and engagement

This section discusses teachers’ general positions regarding the NEC, focusing on 

three main areas: knowledge, orientation and engagement. After each participant’s 

position is investigated, an analysis is given in the end of the section.
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6.1.1 Anya: “find resonance in the NEC”

Among all five research participants, Anya (see 5.5.1 for background information) 

expresses the most positive orientation towards the NEC and the highest level 

engagement with the NEC, along with the demonstration of a high-level knowledge 

of the NEC guidance. She voices the belief that the NEC is "a crystallization of many 

experts' wisdom", the NEC is "directional" for her teaching and therefore teachers 

"have to understand it in order to teach better" (Interview, 16/10/2007). She says 

that she believes the NEC represents "good practice" and it is "the direction of 

development for China's ELT" (Informal Conversation, 12/11/2007). She also claims 

that she "finds resonance in the NEC" because she has been using these principles 

since early 1980s. Additionally, having seen her idealized teaching in the NEC 

confirms her beliefs and assures her of her practice (Interview, 16/10/2007). 

Admittedly, Anya thinks that teachers of ‘ordinary classes’ may not be able to apply 

some NEC principles due to the low-level language proficiency of their students, and 

these teachers should adapt the NEC principles to suit the needs of their students. 

She believes teachers can find space to make their decisions within the framework 

of the NEC because "the NEC is a general outline and it gives teachers much 

freedom in operation" (Interview, 22/05/2008). She says she recognizes that other 

teachers use fewer CLT activities in grade two and grade three to prepare for NUEE. 

However, she tries to incorporate CLT activities in spite of examination preparation 

because CLT activities help students come to a higher level command of English 

(Telephone Conversation, 06/05/2009).

There are perhaps three main reasons underlying Anya’s knowledge, orientation 

and engagement. First of all, her role as Head of the English Department gives her 

more opportunities to learn and improve her knowledge about the NEC. For 

example, when the NEC was introduced in the province in 2004, two training 

programmes were organized by the Provincial Department of Education (DOE) on 

introducing the NEC framework of concepts and strategies for implementation. As 

Head of the English Department, Anya was sent by the school to participate in these 

two programmes (Informal Conversation, 25/09/2007). Secondly, being Head of the 

English Department and a prestigious teacher in the city (see 5.5.1), Anya’s high 

stakes may have brought its own pressure for her to increase and display her 

knowledge, and position her in a place where she has little choice not to implement 

the NEC and show an active engagement with it. For instance, the pressure to show
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that she does understand the NEC and knows how to implement it (e.g. she is 

sometimes asked to present her ideas in seminars or conferences, and she is 

constantly asked for guidance by her colleagues), the perceived obligation to shape 

a teaching community that represents ‘good practice’ advocated by the official 

discourse, and the pressure to present to the researcher ‘a positive image’ of the 

school (also see 3.4.2). Thirdly, the active engagement of most of her students with 

the NEC principles (e.g. CLT activities) may have also motivated her to learn and 

apply NEC principles. From observing and teaching grade two students, I also felt 

that Anya and participant three Caili’s students have shown the highest engagement 

with NEC principles and most of them are appreciative for CLT activities being used. 

This may produce a ‘virtuous circle’ for both Anya and her students for teaching 

according to NEC principles: Anya is interested in CLT and she applies it in her 

class; her students’ engagement motivates her to further explore and develop CLT 

strategies, which gains more interest from her students; and this leads her to further 

discovery and development (see 7.4.2 for further discussion).

6.1.2 Baijuan: “you can’t do this every day”

Interview data seem to suggest that Baijuan (see 5.5.2 for background information)

holds the most critical view of the NEC among the five research participants. She

claims that she has very little knowledge of the NEC and she has not read the

curriculum guidance (Interview, 20/05/2008). She also says that the NEC is only to

display that China is keeping in line with modern western approaches and it is not

applicable in everyday classroom practices (Informal Conversation, 05/02/2008;

Interview, 20/05/2008). She believes that students learn more through traditional

teaching approaches (e.g. grammar-translation method) than through CLT activities,

and it is difficult for her to implement NEC principles in her classes, particularly in

one of the classes because students in this class have low motivation for CLT

activities (Interview, 20/05/2008).

“We sometimes have the chance to listen to lectures about teaching or observe 
others' teaching. They will tell you to incorporate a lot of activities...I was 
wondering, if it’s not a demo lesson, would they use so many activities? A 
lesson will look good if there are a lot of activities, but for a lesson like that, how 
much can students learn? Demonstration lessons and competitions are just like 
cheating, because you can do one single class like this, but you can’t do this 
every day. It’s difficult to do it everyday...Now when you take part in a 
competition or demo lesson, they require you to have more activities. But you 
may not be able to do it everyday. Like my classes. I can do it in class 12, but it 
will be difficult in class 13. Therefore, I think competitions and demo lessons are
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superficial. The real thing lies in everyday classroom practice...Actually I don’t 
think there is much change in teaching approaches over the years, especially in 
our country. Sometime ago TBLT was popular in China, but there’s not too 
much change from our previous teaching approaches. Now activities are 
advocated, but how does it differ from TBLT that was once famous? You still do 
tasks. You just divide tasks into different activities. Actually I can’t see much 
change in teaching approaches apart from the different names being 
used...’’(Interview, 20/05/2008)

The underlying comment (“ I was wondering...”) seems to have posed some 

interesting points. First of all, Baijuan’s denial of the effectiveness of activities for 

students’ learning is obvious (“ ...for a lesson likes that, how much can students 

learn?”). She even assumes promoters of the NEC principles may also not accept 

that these strategies are effective (“if it’s not a demonstration lesson, would they use 

so many activities?”). However, she thinks lessons with activities “look good”. This 

implies a certain level of dissonance in her thinking. On one hand, she seems to 

have accepted the incorporation of activities as received practice. On the other hand, 

she is not very convinced of its effectiveness. There is a possibility that in spite of 

her disapproval of activities, she perceives activities are needed for her lessons to 

be approved by others (If so, she has also joined in the reproduction of such 

perception (Bourdieu, 1998). This points to another theme in Baijuan’s comment: 

the divergence between demonstration lessons and everyday teaching practice. 

Because of her perception of the difference between ‘are good’ and ‘look good’, 

Baijuan believes teachers intentionally use activities in demonstration lessons in 

order to present a ‘look good’ lesson and therefore they are divorced from everyday 

practice. This theme is further investigated in chapter 7.3.

Baijuan may have used some NEC principles in her teaching ("I can do it in class 

12..."), although she may not realize it or she does not acknowledge it. It may not be 

she does not want to implement these strategies, as she claims overtly. Rather, it 

may be her classroom realities (e.g. students' low language proficiency) that have 

made using CLT activities unthinkable or undoable practice for her (Bourdieu, 1998). 

On the other hand, since her classroom realities have constrained her use of the 

NEC principles, she may feel the need to defend her practice by criticizing the NEC. 

Another possible explanation is that Baijuan seems to have a confused 

understanding of various teaching approaches, and she may have applied NEC 

principles without recognizing it. She thinks TBLT is an old approach being replaced 

by activity approach (although Activity Approach was implemented in some Hong
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Kong Schools in early 2000s, it seems to have never been suggested as a teaching 

approach in major ELT publications).

Baijuan's suspicion of the nature of curriculum change is also identified in the above 

quote. She thinks the NEC is 'old wine in a new bottle' (Nunan, 2004) and curriculum 

reforms only change the name of teaching approaches rather than approaches. 

However, 'old wine' may not necessarily refer to the NEC guidance. From her 

statements (e.g. "I can’t see much change in teaching approaches..."), it can not be 

inferred that she perceives the NEC guidance to be lack of change. It is also 

possible that she is suggesting teachers (rather than the NEC guidance) have not 

made much change in terms of their classroom practices, regardless of frequent 

curriculum changes.

Section 6.1.1 has suggested that Anya's high stakes may have given her higher 

pressure for demonstrating an active orientation towards the NEC. Being in a lower 

position, Baijuan may have less pressure to demonstrate such orientation and 

engagement, at least to the researcher. Additionally, the difficulty of using NEC 

principles in ‘ordinary classes’ may have built into her habitus (Bourdieu, 1998), 

which makes her take a less active orientation towards the NEC guidance. 

Furthermore, Baijuan's success in the teaching competition suggests that she has 

the capability to teach according to NEC principles and judges’ expectations. 

However, she does not see an association between this capability or skill and the 

improvement of students' examination scores (section 5.5.1 demonstrates that her 

students' examination scores often rank as one of the lowest in the grade) and her 

own capital increase (Bourdieu, 1986). This experience may have also discouraged 

Baijuan's engagement with the NEC.

6.1.3 Caili: “you have to use it in ‘top classes’”

Among all five research participants, Caili (see 5.5.3 for background information) 

seems to have taken the most similar position to participant one Anya. Like Anya, 

Caili says she believes the NEC is useful in guiding teaching, particularly for ‘top 

classes’. She says she feels largely comfortable in using NEC principles in her 

teaching because she has been using such approaches prior to the implementation 

of the NEC (Interview, 19/12/2007). Although she expresses some levels of difficulty 

in implementing certain approaches (e.g. she believes her English proficiency is
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limited and has restrained her use of CLT approaches and she sees certain 

contradiction between NEC implementation and examination preparation), Caili 

believes her implementation is largely successful because she can find ways to 

balance contextual needs and constraints (Interview, 12/05/2008; 20/05/2008). 

Additionally, Caili has also made much effort in increasing her knowledge about the 

NEC. One example is that Anya and Caili have made a self-financed trip to Beijing 

to attend a NEC training programme (Informal Conversation, 05/12/2007).

Bourdieu’s theory may offer an explanation for the similarity between Anya and 

Caili's position taking. According to Bourdieu (1998), proximity in the space of social 

positions, along with the dispositions and interests associated with those positions, 

enables agents to have similar position-taking. Compared with other participants, 

Caili has the most similar institutional position to Anya due to their identities as ‘top 

class’ teachers. As discussed in 6.1.1, Caili’s students have similar language 

proficiency to Anya’s students, and most of her students have also displayed high 

engagement with CLT activities and other NEC principles. Therefore, implementing 

NEC principles may be more achievable or thinkable for Anya and Caili than for 

Baijuan (Bourdieu, 1998). Secondly, Caili states that talking with Anya is the main 

way in which she acquires her knowledge and she has shown a high trust in Anya's 

views. Therefore, her understanding is very likely to be built on Anya's 

understanding. Anya may have transmitted her values to Caili through discussing 

ideas with Caili and sharing her teaching materials with Caili. Thirdly, it is 

considered that teachers’ beliefs are related to their own learning experience (Borg, 

2006; Woods, 1996). Caili was Anya’s student when she was studying in CHS (see 

5.5.3) and she refers to her learning experience with Anya as influential in her 

beliefs of teaching (Interview, 08/01/2008).

Admittedly, Caili's identity as a ‘top class’ teacher seems to place her in a position 

where active engagement with the NEC is needed. On one hand, she says that 

students in ‘top classes’ have a stronger desire for CLT activities to be applied 

(Informal Conversation, 20/03/2008). On the other hand, the discourse in CHS 

seems to reflect an expectation that ‘top class’ teachers should implement NEC 

principles, while the attitude towards ‘ordinary class’ teachers may be more tolerant. 

This is represented in the following comments:

"I often remind them that they should delete some activities when they are using
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my teaching plans because our students are different..." (Anya, Interview, 
22/05/2008)

“You have to use it in ‘top classes’. Our students have higher cognition level and 
you need to create some activities for them...” (Caili, Interview, 06/05/2008)

"They are different. They are ‘top classes’." (Denghua, Interview, 19/06/2008)

As can be seen from the above comments, both ‘top class’ teachers and ‘ordinary 

class’ teachers see it taken for granted that NEC principles are taught in ‘top 

classes’. In this context, ‘ordinary class’ teachers (e.g. Baijuan) may use students' 

language proficiency and low motivation to defend not using NEC principles, while 

‘top class’ teachers (e.g. Anya and Caili) are positioned in a place they are expected 

to be the implementers of NEC principles. On the other hand, Anya is an active 

promoter of the NEC and she has demonstrated that NEC can be implemented in 

the ‘top classes’ in CHS. In such context, the space for Caili to choose is rather 

limited. An active engagement with the NEC may be the best choice if she expects 

recognition for her teaching skills. Admittedly, since Anya has much power in the 

English department (e.g. to nominate a ‘top class’ teacher, to give someone 

opportunities to participate in teaching competitions and to voice her opinions about 

a particular teacher to senior managers), demonstrating a similar position to Anya 

may also be beneficial for Caili's own capital acquisition, for example, stabilize her 

position as a ‘top class’ teacher (Bourdieu, 1986).

6.1.4 Denghua: “NEC principles are only for ‘top classes”’

Similar to participant two Baijuan, Denghua (see 5.5.4 for background information) 

also expresses his low engagement with the NEC guidance. He says he is not 

particularly interested in knowing the NEC guidance because it is not very much 

related to his teaching. He says he has some knowledge of the CLT approach which 

he learnt in his part-time MA Education programme. Apart from books written by 

Chinese authors, he has also read the Chinese translation for Approaches and 

Methods in Language Teaching ("Richards and Rodgers, 2001). However, he 

believes that CLT activities are only for ‘top classes’ because students in these 

classes have better English, while ‘ordinary class’ teachers should be more 

concerned with NUEE preparation because students of ‘ordinary classes’ have 

more difficulty in surviving the NUEE (Interview, 02/06/2008; 19/06/2008). Believing 

in the NUEE as the "guiding baton" for teaching, Denghua says following previous 

NUEE question types may better benefit his teaching than implementing NEC
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guidance. He also says he is sceptical of the prospectus of 'quality education' and

examination reform (see 4.4.1 for NUEE reform in JZ Province), as long as the

examination-oriented education system is still carried out in China.

"No. No matter how it changes, I believe the essence is going to be the same. 
It's impossible to integrate CLT assessment in our system. We have such a 
large number of students and the time for examination is limited... I often read 
blogs on the Internet, there are a lot of complaints about the NEC. Let’s take 
TBLT for an example. Honestly, Miss Fang, I think it's useless. We have such a 
big class and I don't think we can do it in our class. Students won't like it." 
(Interview, 19/06/2008)

Although Denghua voices certain scepticism about applying CLT approaches in his 

teaching, his statement does not show he is against the NEC principles. He says he 

is not interested in knowing the NEC, but he has searched for information on the 

Internet. It is perhaps the difficulties he met in implementing the NEC principles, 

along with the critics on the website, have confirmed his decision not to take a CLT 

approach, and hence not to further acquire knowledge about CLT and other NEC 

principles, apart from that required by his MA Education course. In section 6.1.1, a 

‘virtuous circle’ is identified in Anya’s practice. In contrast, Denghua’s situation may 

tip him into a ‘vicious circle’ for teaching according to NEC principles.

Denghua mentions that he often reads blogs on the Internet and this is common 

among teachers. Observation data show that in addition to reading, listening to 

lectures, or talking to colleagues, the Internet has become a very important source 

for teachers to acquire information. A lot of ‘education experts' open blogs on the 

Internet to publicize their thinking or approaches. This includes the former English 

teaching and research co-ordinator of the provincial DOE. All research participants 

state that they often use the Internet to obtain information about teaching (e.g. ideas 

on activity arrangements, the background information about topics and supporting 

pictures for the powerpoint presentation). Four research participants (Baijuan, Caili, 

Denghua and Enchu) state that the Internet has become the second most important 

source of their knowledge acquisition, the first being discussion with colleagues, 

particularly discussion with more experienced teachers like Anya. They believe the 

latter is more beneficial for them because it is more relevant and practical due to 

teachers' shared context of teaching.

Like other teachers, Denghua is also a pragmatist. Out of the possible choices for 

teaching, he has taken an approach that may enable him to see a more immediate 

result (approaches oriented towards the question styles of the NUEE papers). On
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the other hand, based on the information he acquired from the Internet, Denghua is 

suspicious about the nature and the possibility for change. He does not believe 

change will happen in the education system in general, and in NUEE in particular. In 

such context, he has chosen to disengage himself from implementing the NEC 

principles.

The teacher evaluation method currently in place in CHS may have also confirmed 

Denghua in his choice of position taking. As previously analyzed, students' 

examination scores seem to be the main criterion for judging teachers (see 5.4.2). 

Denghua's 'teaching skill' is not highly recognized in the school. However, this does 

not prevent his students from achieving high marks in examinations, including 

city-wide examinations. This also did not affect him to be promoted to be a class 

teacher. Therefore, in comparison with ensuring high student examination scores, 

implementation of the NEC may seem less essential for Denghua’s capital 

acquisition (Bourdieu, 1986).

Additionally, being an ‘ordinary class’ teacher, Denghua is not under high pressure 

as Anya and Caili are to apply NEC principles in his practice. Under these conditions, 

ensuring the student examination scores seems to be adequate for Denghua to 

sustain his position (Bourdieu, 1986). In an informal conversation (30/06/2008), 

Denghua has expressed his lack of interest with promotion. He seems to be content 

with his current situation and position. Therefore, his strategy may be more 

associated with preserving his capital rather than changing his capital. Assuming 

agents’ strategies are more or less concerned with capital acquisition with a purpose 

to upgrade their social positions (Bourdieu, 1986), it may not appeal to Denghua to 

change his practice (e.g. implement NEC principles). Bourdieu (1998) argues that 

position taking is associated with position and disposition. Denghua’s disposition in 

terms of his English proficiency (Denghua believes that his spoken English 

proficiency is poor and he does not believe it qualifies him to successfully use CLT 

activities) may also disengage him from using CLT activities and other NEC 

principles.

6.1.5 Enchu: “Students won’t listen if it’s not relevant to NUEE”

Enchu (see 5.5.5 for background information) says that she has a very positive 

orientation towards the NEC. She talks favourably of the NEC and its suggested
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principles. She believes the NEC guidance is "directional in the tendency of future 

teaching” because "our traditional teaching is out of date and there must be 

changes”. She says she enjoys the changes brought by the NEC, for example, 

words are more difficult in the textbooks. Therefore, her daughter can understand 

CCTV 920 although she is only a grade two student. She holds the most favourable 

view of the textbook among the five research participants. She says, comparing the 

four textbooks she has used, the new textbook is the best because topics are 

up-to-date and they are very close to everyday life, which makes her think that “the 

advantage of being an English teacher is that we can often catch up with societal 

development because we are learning new things at the same time as teaching 

language”. Additionally, she also says she likes the activities suggested in the new 

textbook because they offer better interaction between teachers and students 

(Interview, 17/06/2008). However, she thinks her engagement with the NEC is not 

active. Most of her knowledge about the NEC was gained in the city’s training 

programme, in which she was asked to participate as Head of the Grade 2 English 

Team. She says that she spends little time in furthering her knowledge about the 

NEC because she is too occupied in caring for her daughter. As shown in 5.5.5, she 

says she told the head teachers at the beginning of the 'round' that she would switch 

her focus from teaching to caring for her daughter in this 'round' in the latter's NUEE 

preparation (Informal talk, 08/05/2008). Enchu says she uses NEC principles more 

often in grade one than in grade two because students are too engaged in 

examination preparation and they show less interest in CLT activities.

Researcher: Any group discussion?
Enchu: We had more in grade 1, but very few in grade 2 ...Students were very 
active and enthusiastic in grade 1. Now they become very realistic. They listen to 
those they think are useful, and ignore those that they think are useless... 
Researcher: What is useful?
Enchu: Those in relation to examination...It’s true. We were the same when we 
were students.

(Interview, 16/03/2008)

Similar comments are also expressed by Baijuan (Interview, 10/04/2008), Caili 

(Interview, 20/05/2008) and Denghua (Interview, 19/06/2008) at other occasions. As 

previously discussed, Anya is also aware of such situation (see 6.1.1). In contrast to 

other research participants’ relative consistency between orientation and 

engagement, a conflict between orientation and engagement is identified in Enchu’s

20 English channel of China's Central Television Station.
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comments. She has used caring for daughter and students’ low motivation in grade

two to justify her low engagement. However, there is still a certain level of conflict.

Her acknowledgement of students’ disengagement from CLT activities implies that

she may think CLT activities are not effective (at least for examination preparation),

and therefore her orientation towards NEC may not be as high as she has stated.

One possible explanation is Bourdieu’s ‘doxa’ theory (Webb et al., 2002). From one

aspect, like Anya, against the NEC principles may be unspeakable for Enchu

because her role as Head of the Grade Two English Team presupposes that she

should display a consistent attitude with the official discourse according to the role

expectation suggested by Confucius that ministers should follow emperors which

may be read in modern situation as that leaders should be more actively respond to

policies of the government. From another aspect, her ‘doxa’ also includes an

awareness of the very restricted options available for students in terms of their own

cultural trajectory (Webb et al., 2002): her students’ limited level of language

proficiency may make using CLT activities unthinkable for her. Additionally, there is

a general thinking that older teachers have more difficulty in accepting the NEC

principles (e.g. see discussion on pilot study, 3.2.2). As an experienced teacher,

Enchu may feel a need to defend her position that she is keeping in line with the

time by showing her acceptance of the NEC principles to preserve her ‘seniority’ as

an experienced teacher and Head of the Grade Two English Team. It is apparent

that Enchu’s 'seniority' comes into play in her position taking. She states an overt

disengagement from teaching due to the reason to take care of her daughter.

However, it was not (at least overtly) blamed by the senior managers and her

request was approved. Secondly, supposing teachers' strategies are more or less

concerned with the preservation or improvement of their capital in order to improve

their positions in the social space (Bourdieu, 1998), the need to improve capital may

seem less important to Enchu because of her 'seniority', as she states:

"Young teachers need to work hard because they need to upgrade their 
professional titles to senior. However, I am already a senior teacher. There's 
nothing I'm striving for at the moment. I teach to enjoy myself." (Informal talk, 
09/05/2008).

One more reason may explain the discrepancy between Enchu’s orientation and 

engagement. Enchu’s orientation towards the NEC possibly comes from two sides: 

the side of a mother and the side of a teacher. As a mother, she is happy with the 

NEC because she can see her daughter’s English proficiency is relatively higher 

than her students from previous ‘rounds’ and she attributes the improvement to the 

reorganisation of textbooks. As a teacher, she may be discouraged by the
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implementation at times. However, the side of a mother may have downplayed the

side of a teacher to enable her to show a positive orientation towards the NEC.

6.1.6 Conclusion

The above sections introduce the five research participants' knowledge, orientation

and engagement with the NEC. It can be concluded from the analysis that:

■ Three teachers express positive orientation towards the NEC and two of them 

have expressed active engagement with the NEC.

■ Although the NEC is described as a ‘radical change’ by the official discourse 

(see 4.3 and 4.4), teachers do not seem to see the change to be ‘radical’ and all 

of them state that their teaching is not much changed due to the introduction of 

the NEC.

■ There is a general consistency between each participant's orientation and 

engagement: apart from participant five Enchu, all other participants' stated 

engagement is consistent with their stated orientation.

■ Although orientation towards the NEC varies, principles suggested in the NEC 

seem to be generally accepted by teachers as 'good practice' or 'received 

practice'.

■ NUEE is considered as the main obstacle for NEC implementation, along with 

students’ English proficiency and their motivation for CLT activities.

■ Teachers' reported orientation and engagement seem to be very much related to 

their positions in the field (Bourdieu, 1998). Top class’ teachers are more 

engaged with the NEC and ‘ordinary class’ teachers are less engaged with the 

NEC. Teachers with managerial roles have shown more positive orientation than 

teachers without managerial roles.

■ There are difficulties or pressures associated with teachers of different positions. 

‘Ordinary class’ teachers voice the difficulties (e.g. students' language 

proficiency and motivations) for the NEC to be implemented. However, high 

stakes have also brought higher pressure for ‘top class’ teachers, who are 

expected to implement NEC while expectation of ‘ordinary class’ teachers is less 

demanding.

■ Four participants mention that they have used more NEC principles in grade one 

than in grade two, because in grade two they have higher pressure to prepare 

for NUEE and students are less motivated to do CLT activities.
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■ As illustrated by the cases of Baijuan and Denghua, whether NEC is 

implemented in everyday practice may not have a direct impact on the 

assessment of learning and teaching. This may have reduced teachers’ 

motivation for using NEC principles. They seem to think that CLT is not 

associated with high examination scores and that form-focused teaching leads 

to high marks. It may also encourage teachers to wear two pairs of shoes by 

doing CLT activities in front stage performance (e.g. demonstration lessons) and 

doing form-focused practice in back stage teaching (everyday teaching) (see 7.3 

for further discussion).

6.2 New emotions associated with teaching the NEC

While emotions seem to be a less studied area in teaching literature, Hargreaves 

(1994) argues that it is an important dimension of research in understanding 

teaching. In this study, teachers’ emotions associated with teaching the NEC feature 

frequently in the data. Among the different emotions they have talked about in 

response to the NEC (e.g. ambivalence, anxiety, frustration and expectation), the 

following three seem to be most recurrent: uncertainty, insecurity and ambivalence. 

There also seems to be an interwoven relationship between these different 

dimensions of emotion. The discussion in this section is titled uncertainty and 

insecurity. However, teachers’ ambivalence can also be seen in the discussion in 

both sections.

6.2.1 Uncertainty

The first recurrent theme to be identified in the data is teacher uncertainty brought 

by the curriculum change. Wheatley (2002) argues that uncertainty is part of the 

broader context of any educational reform. This is evidenced in Cohen and Ball's 

(1990) finding that the achievement of reform-related goals is often only apparent 

after a long time, thus making it difficult for teachers to find unambiguous evidence. 

This is also supported by Riley's (2000) argument that the broader process of reform 

requires substantial disequilibrium in educational systems and therefore it is 

generally non-linear and filled with uncertainty. All five research participants have 

stated different levels of uncertainty in response to the NEC.
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Teachers’ first uncertainty seems to be caused by a lack of clarity in the agenda for

change. Given the importance of NUEE in the Chinese education system (see 4.1.4),

the agenda of NUEE reform that JZ province is planning to take (see 4.4.1) seems

to be highly influential on teachers’ practices. However, at the time when this study

took place, the NUEE reform policy still seemed to be less clear. Information was

passed to teachers from administrators of the City Education Bureau that NUEE

reform would be taken place. However, no definite policy document was published

before April 2008. In this context, both administrators (of the City Education Bureau

and County Education Committee) and teachers seem to be caught in a difficult

position for decision making.

“The provincial DOE says there is definitely reform on NUEE. However, before 
the reform policy coming out, we can only cross the river by feeling the stones.” 
(Mrs. Liu, administrator of County A Education Committee, Interview, 
25/03/2008)

The metaphor “cross the river by feeling the stones” clearly shows Mrs. Liu’s 

uncertainty that she has to test her actions step by step. The same feeling was also 

expressed by Anya (Informal talk, 05/03/2008). Although the provincial DOE 

reminds the LEA administrators that there is definitely to be a reform of NUEE policy, 

the extent to which NUEE reform will take place is still vague. The information 

passed from administrator of the City Education Bureau, who got the information 

from administrators of the provincial DOE is “questions to test communicative use of 

English will be added and there will be no direct questions from the textbook”. 

However, ‘add’ itself is a less specific term. To what extent meaning-focused 

questions will be added is less clear for teachers. Although there may be no direct 

question from the textbook, it does not suggest the NUEE paper will not be largely 

form-focused. As already mentioned, the new NUEE policy was announced in April 

2008, nearly two years after the NEC was implemented. For most of this period of 

the time the prospect of NUEE reform was less clear. Although teachers may have 

decided to prioritize NUEE preparation ahead of NEC implementation, it still seems 

to be difficult for them to decide their practices. In this sense, the provincial DOE 

administrators' autonomy seems to have become teachers' constraints (Ball, 1994).

Secondly, due to technological developments and the advent of the 'information 

age', teachers are exposed to multiple sources of information, for example, books, 

'expert' talks and Internet forums. These different sources of information may offer 

multiple levels of reinterpretations (illustrated in Figure 6.1) to the NEC guidance
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and there may well be certain conflicts between these different sources reflecting 

different trends in the global ELT discourse (see 2.1). For example, a popular 

debate in ELT literature is the form of language to be taught (e.g. native speaker 

norm-referenced versus English as a Lingua Franca) (Brown, 1995; Seidlhofer, 

1999; Widdowson, 1994). The new textbook seems to have favoured a focus on 

varieties of English view by presenting various language styles. However, most 

examination papers (e.g. city-wide examination papers and previous NUEE papers) 

and reference works (e.g. grammar books owned by teachers) still make almost 

exclusive reference to notions of the native speaker culture as the source providing 

the language to be taught and the information provided is relatively monolithic. 

Therefore, teachers have to make selections out of different and sometimes 

conflicting interpretations or ‘interpretations of interpretations’ (see Figure 6.1) (Rizvi 

and Kemmis, 1987, cited in Ball, 1994:17).
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Figure 6.1: Interpretations and Reinterpretation of the NEC

Level-2 Interpretation

Supplementary teaching & learning materials 
(e.g. examination papers & teachers’ books)

Policies o f the City 
Education Bureau

Publications on various Teaching Journals Comments on Local 
Newspapers

Books and ‘ta lks’ of different levels of ‘experts’

Level-1 Interpretation

Textbooks

Books and ‘ta lks’ 
of prominent 
scholars

Publications on 
State Teaching 
Journals

Policies of the 
Provincial DOE

Editorials in State 
Newspapers

High School English Curriculum Standard (HSECS) (MOE,
2003)

Level-3 Interpretation

Policies of the County 
Education Committee

Discussion on 
Internet Forums

Peer
Discussion

Additionally, teachers seem to have also shown an uncertainty in the use of 

textbooks. As previously discussed, the MOE requires textbook editors to 

incorporate more content in the textbook and the motivation is to give teachers’ 

more options for selection, for example, through the use of optional modules. 

Teachers are expected to make changes and selections to the textbook (see 4.3).
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This situation is different from what was before the curricula changes started21, 

when there was less content and most teachers followed the textbook rigorously 

(Ms. He, Informal talk, 11/12/2007; Mr. Pan, an English teacher from a middle 

school in LQ, Informal talk, 10/01/2008). The motivation of the MOE is to empower 

teachers. However, the feeling is not shared by all teachers, as illustrated in Enchu’s 

comment:

“We complained to the LEA, and they said we could take what we need and 
delete things we felt unimportant. However, I feel now that the material is here 
and we are worried something will be in the examination. They assured us that 
nothing from the textbook will appear in examination, but I still want to teach all 
the materials. We are in a dilemma. It’s difficult to cover everything, you have to 
be selective. However, we think now that you have printed it and we want to pass 
more information to students. Additionally, if we often delete things, students will 
lose their trust on the textbook. They will think, teachers think textbook is not 
important because they delete so many things. Why would we recite texts? 
Additionally, nowadays students are very difficult to deal with. If they achieve low 
in examinations, they may complain to the head teacher and having not finished 
the textbook can be one of the reasons.” (Enchu, 17/06/2008)

Enchu’s uncertainty is obvious in her comment. Compared with her experience in 

the past, she seems to perceive herself in a position that she cannot choose not to 

choose (Woods, 1999): the selection of optional modules is a choice and on the 

other hand, not to select optional modules (that is, to follow all the modules) is also a 

choice. On one hand, she feels that it is difficult to cover all texts and teachers need 

to be selective. On the other hand, she feels she has to cover the texts in order to 

preserve the authority of textbooks and avoid potential criticism from students of not 

covering the textbooks (see 6.3.1 for further discussion on ‘covering the syllabus’). 

Her decision is to cover the texts. However, her decision seems to reflect her 

uncertainty about the prospect of change because one of her reasons to cover all 

materials is to avoid potential criticism. This points to another theme in her emotions: 

insecurity. This emotion seems to be also shared by other research participants.

6.2.2 Insecurity

Associated with teachers' uncertainty is the insecurity brought by the curriculum 

change. In order to pilot the new curriculum implementation, two more 'new 

textbooks' were used prior to this new textbook. There are three grades (age groups) 

in high schools and each textbook was used for three 'rounds'. This means every

21 The NEC was started in September 2006. However, two more ‘new textbooks’ were introduced previously (also 
see discussion in the next section).
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time a new 'round' is started, teachers have to use a new type of textbook. 

Therefore, teachers have been using ‘new textbooks’ for the majority of the past ten 

years.

“ In the past, we used the same textbook for over ten years and we were very 
familiar with the texts. We knew what to expect (from students) based on our 
previous experience and we could emphasize on those important areas. Now the 
textbooks are new to us and the texts are very long. We spend a long time in 
getting to know the texts. I think it actually affects our teaching...Teachers always 
think, well, they are going to change the textbook in the next round, all this 
information is just for one-off use and there’s not much point spending too much 
time...” (Enchu, Interview, 17/06/2008)

Enchu's opinion seems to represent most teachers' viewpoints. The frequent

textbook change seems to be an important factor in teachers' insecurity. It seems

that such discourse is taken by some teachers as signs of educational managers'

disapproval of their own decisions, and does not enable them from seeing the

continuity of change, as highlighted in the following transcript:

“The purpose of frequent curriculum changes is to keep in line with the 
International trend. Ok, now that you want to be 'advanced', please change it to 
the highest standard and make it as developed as the West, so we don't need to 
change any more..."(Mr. Yang, an English teacher from a middle school in LQ, 
10/02/2008)

Apart from his rejection of the frequent curricula changes, Mr. Yang’s comment also 

show a tendency of the "fallacy of the unidimensionality of development" as 

discussed in 4.2.1 that he perceives things introduced from the West as undeniably 

superior to practices in China (Sampson, 1984). This explains how teachers are 

spoken by the discourse, in which possibilities for thoughts are already constructed 

(Ball, 1994). Mr. Yang is criticizing actions of the official. However, his thinking 

(Western practices being more superior to Chinese practice) is constructed by the 

official discourse. This may also explain the interpretation in 6.1 why the NEC 

principles are perceived by all teachers as ‘good practice’ or ‘received practice’.

In addition to frequent changes, the fact that the textbook is new also brings 

insecurity to teachers. In the same interview, Enchu expresses an additional fear, 

that is, with the new textbook, she is less capable of predicting the difficulties 

students may experience in their study, and hence they may not attain the learning 

outcomes. Such a concern is also shared by all other teachers. They all comment 

that predicting learners' confusion is an important part of their lesson preparation 

and the new textbook has made the task more challenging. Cortazzi and Jin (1999) 

argue that why Chinese teachers have to predict learners' questions is because 

many students do not ask questions for fear of 'losing face' or being perceived as
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'showing off. Therefore, teachers have to, without being asked, explain ‘points’ that 

students may have difficulty in understanding. All teachers accept such an 

explanation. In addition, Baijuan and Denghua think that the main problem is, with 

low English proficiency, their students may not know what questions to ask. If 

teachers do not explain, their students may miss important ‘points’ (Baijuan, 

Interview, 10/05/2008; Denghua, Interview, 07/06/2008). Baijuan also mentions the 

need of sustaining teachers’ ‘face’ and authority. She says that although ‘losing 

face’ is not her particular concern, not being able to answer students’ questions may 

reduce students’ trust on her, and thus affect the maintenance of a positive 

teacher-learner relationship, which she believes is important for students’ learning. 

Caili, on the other hand, states that not being able to predict students’ questions 

affect the smooth delivery of lessons, because she can otherwise carefully arrange 

the sequence of learning in order to maximize learning outcomes (Interview, 

10/04/2008). Anya also comments that she tries her best to ensure all potential 

questions are covered in her lesson plans so that she is prepared with all 

possibilities. Such a pressure makes her constantly worried that she is not making 

the best preparation (Interview, 09/03/2008).

Furthermore, although teachers have space to choose, they can only choose within 

given possibilities (Ball, 1994). Unifying government policy with perceived learning 

effectiveness may be the best choice for teachers. However, not all teachers see 

such a possibility. For example, it was discussed in 6.1 that Baijuan and Denghua 

perceive NEC principles to be less effective for supporting students’ learning and 

they choose to engage less actively with the NEC. However, given the official 

discourse in promoting the NEC and the call that NEC principles will be incorporated 

in the NUEE, it is doubtful that they have never had any hesitation (although 

Denghua states that he does not see the prospectus of change). Such situation may 

add to their emotional insecurity. As can be seen in the discussion in both sections, 

teachers’ ambivalence is obvious, for example, the extent to which the NEC is 

taught and the use of optional modules. Another reason that may have led to 

teachers’ ambivalence is their perceived goal conflicts. This is discussed in the 

following section.
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6.3 Teachers’ perceived goal conflicts

Section 6.2 discusses teachers’ emotions associated with teaching the NEC. As can

be seen from the discussion, one of the reasons for their uncertainty, insecurity and

ambivalence is their perceived goal conflicts. Goal conflicts are often noted in

curriculum innovations, as exemplified in Boyd (1979:13):

"New goals are acquired even while the established goals are retained. 
Expectations for the role of the schools seem to expand continuously. The 
school is asked to be an engine for progress and reform, but at the same time is 
always expected to maintain society. Thus, by a process of accretion, goals 
proliferate and increasingly compete with one another for scarce resources."

In this study, the different levels of goals voiced by research participants seem to

represent a continuum ranging from short-term purpose to long-term purpose

(Figure 6.2).

Figure 6.2: Continuum of goals suggested in teachers’ comments

Short-term purpose 
(Immediate result)

Mid-term purpose

Long-term purpose

From another aspect, these conflicts are illustrated in Figure 6.3, with factors close 

to the NEC principles in one column and those more distant from NEC principles in 

the other column.

Unit examination 

Monthly examination 

End-of-semester examination 

NUEE

Communicative competence

All-round skills

Grammatical competence 

Sociolinguistic competence 

Strategic competence

Learning skills 

— Social skills

Emotional Attitude

Achieve success

Find a good job 

— Achieve success at work

Make contribution to the society
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Figure 6.3: Teachers’ perceived goal conflicts

Teachers’ perceived goal conflicts

Focus on... Focus on...

Form-focused practice CLT activities

Knowledge acquisition Skill development

Short-term purpose Long-term purpose

Exclusive focus on Value affective factors
cognitive development

--------------------------------------------►

NEC Principles

In comparison with other areas of conflicts, the conflict between affective and 

cognitive seems to be less strongly voiced by teachers. Anya’s reason is that 

“affective factors do not take much time. You can set examples through your own 

behaviour. If you are respectful to other people, then students will also do the same” 

(Informal Conversation, 10/03/2008). Baijuan is also not struggling to make the 

decision. She thinks “affective factors need to be built up gradually and slowly. It is 

almost impossible to change a student’s affective factors after one class. Emotion is 

broader and more general, not like reading ability, language skills, these are more 

specific" (Interview, 29/05/2008). Therefore, she has not much hesitation in 

choosing to focus on cognitive development. Both as class teachers, Caili (Interview, 

11/02/2008) and Denghua (Interview, 12/05/2008) believe affective development 

can be achieved through their roles as class teachers, for example, one-to-one talk 

with students after class. Enchu has decided to make an exclusive focus on 

cognitive factors because of her students' resistance to her effort on affective factors 

(Informal Conversation, 12/05/2008).

In contrast, decision making in other areas of conflict seems to be more difficult for 

teachers. Very often they are caught in a complex situation with contradictory forces 

making it difficult to make decisions. On one hand, some pulling forces are pulling 

against NEC implementation (columns on the left row in Figure 6.3); on the other

158



hand, some pushing forces push towards NEC implementation (columns on the 

right row in Figure 6.3). This section discusses these forces and their influence on 

research participants. The next section discusses each participant's orientation 

towards the goal conflict.

6.3.1 Pulling forces against NEC implementation

“Form-focused instruction is more 'efficient' and ‘effective’ than CLT approaches”

The most important force that may pull teachers from teaching the NEC is that they 

do not seem totally convinced of the effectiveness of CLT approaches. Section 6.1 

shows that Baijuan and Denghua’s orientations towards the NEC are relatively 

conservative and the other three research participants have overtly stated a positive 

orientation towards the NEC. However, further investigation suggests that their 

recognition of CLT approaches may not be as high as they have thought of or 

overtly stated.

"We want to do activities. It’s easy for me. Students enjoy it. But at the end of 
the lesson, they will ask: how much have they learned?" (Baijuan, Interview, 
20/05/2008)

Researcher: What kind of teaching do you think is the best?
Caili: Yours and the foreign teachers. However, it is not realistic for me to do so. 
Pressure exists all the time...Examinations, the need to complete a unit in given 
time..." (Caili, Interview, 03/04/2008)

"What about the examination? I have to cover the syllabus. If I use games and 
activities, then I won't be able to cover the syllabus. I have to explain grammar 
points, distinguish words and give them points for examination22. The 
examination is the most important limitation." (Denghua, Interview, 19/06/2008 )

“ I have to complete a unit in one week and a half, so I don’t have enough time to 
do some more projects...” (Enchu, Interview, 03/05/2008)

Baijuan seems to be questioning the effectiveness23 of CLT approaches and the 

other participants appear to be questioning the efficiency24 of CLT approaches. 

Caili, Denghua and Enchu all mention that the need to 'cover the syllabus' is the 

main obstacle to using CLT activities. Their comments seem to suggest a vital 

relationship between 'covering the syllabus' and examination preparation. It seems 

to teachers that to prepare students for the examination they need to cover the

22 ‘Points’ that are very likely to be questioned in examinations.

23 Effectiveness is used to mean whether CLT adds learning.
24 Efficiency is used to mean whether teachers can complete the syllabus economically (e.g. in shorter time).
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syllabus; if the syllabus is not covered, students’ examination scores will be affected. 

As highlighted in Denghua’s statement (“ I have to explain grammar points, 

distinguish words and give them examination points”), the view of knowledge as 

information, teachers as transmitters of the information specified by the examination 

syllabus, and explicit instruction as promoting learning is paramount. With such a 

perception, it may not be strange if teachers consider form-focused instruction to be 

more efficient and effective than CLT activities. Although Anya states a belief in 

“learning by doing” (Interview, 16/10/2007), implicit in her belief seems to be 

‘consolidating learning by doing’. Constructing her statements at some other 

occasions, the implication seems to be: she believes doing is needed for learning to 

be more effective. However, explicit instruction is necessary and it should precede 

doing. Therefore, doing is based on learning and it is a consolidation of learning. 

One piece of evidence is in her insistence that “input should precede output” 

(Interview, 16/10/2007; Informal Conversation, 09/03/2008).

Examinations and the need to see 'immediate results'

As implied in teachers' comments in the previous paragraph, examination seems to

be another factor that may pull teachers from teaching the NEC. The important role

of examinations in the Chinese education system was discussed in section 4.1.3

and 4.1.4. It is used as the normative criterion forjudging teaching and learning, it is

also, in the world outside education, an important tool for social upgrading (e.g.

upgrading legal residential status from rural peasants to urban non-peasants). In LQ,

over 90% of the population are rural peasants, which means a large number of

students in CHS have the need or desire to upgrade their residential status through

NUEE. Although the economy in LQ is highly developed and most students are from

rich families, achieving success through education still seems to be most parents

and students' desire, given the high significance attached to education by Confucian

thinking (see 4.1.1). In this context, passing NUEE seems to be of the primary

concerns for all teachers.

“Students have the requirements. They want to achieve high results in 
examinations and they want to go to top universities. Of course, as a teacher I’m 
happier if my students can be accepted by Beijing University25. Having students 
accepted by top universities is the recognition for our work. It’s the normative 
value in the society. We have to abide by it. No one will say: she's good at 
teaching, her students achieved low because the examination system is

25 Beijing university is the topmost Chinese university.

160



unfair... Then there’s face. Other people will say, you are trusted to teach ‘top 
classes’, but your students have such low scores. There’s my face and the head 
teacher’s face..." (Anya, Telephone Conversation, 20/04/2009)

"I know these are definitely good in the long run, but we need to see the 
immediate results...I know communicative competence is important, but my 
students are struggling to enter university. The examination is about grammar 
and vocabulary...If they can’t go to university, they may be workers or shop 
owners...and they may never have the chance to use English...If they pass the 
examination, they still have the chance to develop spoken English in 
university...I think we have to choose at times.” (Baijuan, Interview, 20/05/2008)

“They are in their 2nd semester of grade 2. Next year they will sit for the NUEE. 
With the pressure of NUEE, I’m not able to do many things...” (Caili, Interview, 
03/04/2008)

“ ...No...Dealing with the examination is more important...We can do nothing, 
we have examinations facing us. Sometimes scores don’t actually reflect your 
language level...But we can do nothing, an examination is just examination, you 
got to take it...Especially for those students with a lower level of language 
proficiency, a detailed analysis of language is more important. For those with a 
higher level of language proficiency, overall ability may be more important 
because they already know language points, grammar, vocabulary...I’ll do 
whatever that is effective for students.” (Denghua, Interview, 02/06/2008)

The participants seem to be talking from different angles. However, all of them have 

voiced the conflict between examination preparation and skill development, and 

their resort to emphasizing examination preparations. Buck (1988) argues that it is 

natural for both teachers and students to tailor their classroom activities to the 

demands of the test, especially when the test is very important to the future of the 

students, and pass rates are used as a measure of teacher success. He calls the 

influence of the test ‘washback’. The influence o f ‘washback’ is apparent in teachers' 

comments. Underlying their statements seems to lay a strong notion of 'playing safe' 

either in consideration of students' future development or in fear of not being 

recognized by others for their own work. Comparing their comments, ‘ordinary class’ 

teachers seem to have displayed a stronger sense of 'surviving' than ‘top class’ 

teachers, as highlighted in Baijuan's statement. Top class’ teachers do not have 

much doubt whether communicative competence is needed in their students' future 

development because they are almost certain nearly all their students will go to 

universities (the university admission rate is almost 100% in ‘top classes’). However, 

‘ordinary class’ teachers may be less certain whether such skills are needed in their 

students' future because a large number of students in their classes are struggling 

to enter universities. In these conditions, they may choose to place “immediate 

results” ahead of “potential future needs”, as Denghua says, he will "do whatever
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that is effective for students"; and Baijuan says, students can "develop spoken 

English in university". Like their teachers, Enchu's students are pragmatic and 

“listen to those they think are useful” (see 6.1.5). In addition to the conflict between 

examination preparation and skills development, Anya still sees certain level of 

discrepancy between unit examinations, end-of-semester examinations and the 

NUEE because she is convinced changes will take place in NUEE. However, she 

cannot escape from unit examinations and end-of-semester examinations because 

these are also used to judge teachers’ performance, and these results are more 

‘immediate’ than the NUEE.

Bourdieu (1998) would say their pragmatism may be guided by the wish to improve 

or maintain positions in the field. Students need such “immediate results” to be 

accepted at university (or top universities for ‘top class’ students). Teachers may 

also need such “immediate results” to increase their capital in the field. In addition to 

salaries which are related to students' examination scores, Baijuan, Denghua and 

Caili may need good students’ examination performance to help them pass the 

assessment to upgrade their professional levels (Baijuan and Denghua need to 

upgrade from level 2 to level 1 and Caili needs to upgrade from level 1 to senior). 

Most important of all, better students' examination scores can help them to enter a 

better circle for their future teaching (see 5.4.2). In comparison with junior teachers, 

Anya and Enchu's positions seem to be relatively stable due to their seniority. 

Anya's position may be even more stable as a well-respected teacher with a lot of 

'face' (In the English department, Anya and the two expert teachers are 

well-respected and they teach ‘top classes’ almost every year). However, she may 

also need to have ‘immediate results’ to prove the effectiveness of her practices. 

Good results are needed if her ideology is going to be accepted and adopted by 

other teachers in the Department or in the city. Additionally, since 'face' is related to 

people's positions, Anya may have a higher pressure to sustain her impression 

management due to the more ‘face' she has (Hu, 1944), for example, sustaining the 

head teacher's 'face' for his decision in choosing her as a ‘top class’ teacher and the 

Head of the English Department as she has voiced.

Teachers’ Lack of English proficiency

In ELT literature, the relationship between English teachers' English proficiency and 

their use of CLT activities is often discussed. In his overview of CLT implementation
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in fifteen countries, Ho (2004) cites teachers' uncertain command of English as a

main factor that has hindered the introduction of communicative methods. In China,

the similar experience is also reported by Burnaby and Sun (1989) and Li (2003). In

this study, both Caili and Denghua mention that their own English proficiency,

particularly spoken English, has limited their ability to teach the NEC.

“ ...unable to catch it immediately...! have to spend a long time to do a lot of 
preparation beforehand in order to do activities. In order to respond to these 
follow-ups, I had to intentionally prepare many sentences beforehand..." (Caili, 
Interview, 10/04/2008)

“And also, my ability as well...not able to express all this in a short time...If 
someone has better English, they can do it...” (Denghua, Interview, 19/06/2008)

The practice in the school seems that teachers speak English when CLT activities 

are organized and they speak Chinese when form-focused instruction is used. Thus, 

doing CLT activities places a higher demand on teachers' skills to express 

themselves in English. Additionally, doing CLT activities also places higher 

requirement on teachers' skills of 'noticing' (Skehan, 1998). According to strategies 

promoted by TBLT writers (e.g. Willis, 1996), teachers are expected to pick up 

students' language particularly in the task-cycle. This may be a challenging task to 

teachers. As Caili says, she has to "intentionally prepare many sentences 

beforehand" in order to respond to the potential questions. Similar experiences are 

often reported in staffroom talk, as exemplified by the following:

“One day I was teaching in the classroom. A student said royal, however, I was 
confused between royal and loyal myself. I taught them it was loyal. I don’t feel 
it’s right, but I didn’t realize. I realized after class. Luckily the students didn’t find 
out.” (Ms. Tao, a grade three English teacher, 05/12/2007)

As teachers comment, with the increasing difficulty level of the texts and students' 

improving English, they sometimes feel their English level is not adequate for 

teaching, particularly in circumstances where immediate responses are needed. Ms. 

Tao says in the comment “Luckily the students didn’t find out...”. Implicit in her 

comment is a sense of her effort to sustain her authority as a teacher. In this context, 

some teachers may feel that a transmitter role than a facilitator role is more 

comfortable in order to limit the chance of being questioned by students so as not to 

lose 'face' (Cheng and Wong, 1996). Anya and Baijuan’s confidence in doing CLT 

activities seems also to support the view that teachers’ English proficiency, 

particularly spoken English, is an important consideration in their use of CLT
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activities (Anya and Baijuan seem to be very confident on their English proficiency 

and they state that they are comfortable in using CLT activities).

Production skills are difficult to convert to examination scores

Another pulling factor against teaching the NEC principles is that the effects of 

production skills are difficult to turn to examination scores, due to the current test 

system. It is commonly regarded that tests exert a powerful influence on what 

happens in the classroom (Taylor, 2006). Therefore, the way how tests are 

designed and evaluated can largely influence classroom practices. McGinley (2006) 

classifies three generations in the nature of tests in ELT. In the first generation, 

there was use of non-authentic texts, tasks which lacked contexts and the scoring 

was subjective. In the second generation, the emphasis is on objective type 

questions in order to correct the 'subjectivity' of the earlier tests. The focus is on the 

manipulation of grammar and vocabulary. The third generation test is a reaction 

against previous tests and is more authentic (from real-world sources) and 

contextualized (simulate real tasks). The emphasis has also shifted to integrative 

language use of language and other skills achieved through the production skills of 

speaking and writing, as represented by the Common European Framework of 

Reference (Council of Europe, 2001).

The examination papers prior to the curriculum implementation largely reflect the 

second generation type above in which focus is on the manipulation of grammar and 

vocabulary, for example, spelling words, filling in blanks with the correct grammar 

form. In responding to the NEC guidance, JZ Provincial DOE has tried in recent 

years to incorporate questions that test the use of communicative proficiency. 

However, language knowledge is still stated as the focus (Examination Syllabus for 

JZ Province, 2008). Take the NUEE paper in 2008 as an example, there is no 

spoken test. The only element that tests students’ production skills is writing, which 

represents 30/150 in the English paper. The assessment criteria seem to represent 

current trends in ELT, e.g. accuracy, content, organization, cohesion, range of 

structures and effect on the target reader (Taylor, 2006). However, many teachers 

seem to be concerned that marking the examination paper lacks reliability and 

validity, and the marking procedure may penalize the use of 'innovative writing'.
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In JZ province and many other provinces in China, the practice is that after the 

NUEE, all examination papers will be gathered and sent to the provincial DOE. 

Afterwards, the Provincial DOE gathers personnel from different schools and some 

higher institutions in the province to mark the examination papers. The purpose is to 

ensure equality, neutrality and objectivity. However, problems are also reported in 

the marking process, particularly due to the high pressure brought on markers.

“I have the experience of marking NUEE papers. With the pressure to complete 
tasks, we have to mark the papers really fast. Therefore, the average time for 
marking each composition is about 1 minute (for a 120-word composition). 
Teachers won’t have time to carefully look at what you write. They normally have 
a look at the first sentence, and then at the last sentence. A score will be decided. 
Therefore, I told my students to memorize some sample starting and ending 
sentences to be used in the NUEE...” (Enchu, Informal talk, 10/04/2008)

“There is a system of supervision and monitoring. If the score is too high or too 
low, there is chance the examination paper will be taken out to reexamine. 
Therefore, many people choose to mark between 16-24/30. So, there may be not 
too much difference to students whether they write good or less good. This is not 
fair to students with good language proficiency.” (Ms Liu, a grade three English 
teacher, Informal talk, 20/06/2008)

In such a situation, many teachers may choose to ‘play safe’. In order to ensure their 

students get a safe score, teachers may instruct their students not to be creative 

and to follow the norms and standard format. Since little hope is seen for production 

skills to be converted to students’ examination scores, some teachers may choose 

to place more emphasis on form-focused instruction in order to achieve higher 

scores in objective type questions. Baijuan, Denghua and Enchu all cite this as a 

reason for their lack of enthusiasm in using CLT activities (Informal talk, 

10/04/2008).

Students’ low English proficiency and their low motivation for CLT activities

Student needs is a main concern for teachers. As evidenced in the discussion in 6.1,

student participation has brought a ‘virtuous circle’ for Anya and Caili, and a ‘vicious

circle’ for Denghua and Enchu. Students’ English proficiency is one reasons and

their low motivation for CLT activities is another reason. This is evident in Enchu’s

discussion in 6.1.5. Similar concerns are also voiced by all other research

participants, including Anya:

“I know students in class one want me to teach more language. Their favourite 
way is to read the sentence, translate it, explain the words— prefix, suffix, 
language family, distinguish words... Students in class two are different. They
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like talking, they like participating in classroom activities. I don't know how it 
happens and why there are so many differences between the two 
classes...Most of the students in class one come from the countryside or other 
cities, and the majority of students in class two are from the city. Is it because of 
students’ different compositions? Or is it because of the different learning 
atmosphere..." (Interview, 10/05/2008)

Denghua also voices such a concern:

“Yeah, and also their mood. If you use activities, some students may not listen. 
Although students seem like activities, most students prefer grammar 
instruction. When we are doing activities, many students don’t listen because 
they would think it’s not relevant to examinations. (Interview, 02/06/2008)

Under such circumstances, teachers may choose not to use CLT activities in order 

to get students’ attention.

After discussing factors that may pull teachers against teaching the NEC, the next 

section explores factors that may push teachers towards teaching the NEC.

6.3.2 Pushing forces of teaching the NEC

Activities as a Way to Please Students

A main pushing force of teachers teaching the NEC seems to be students’ request 

for CLT activities to be used. Apart from Denghua, who states that his students are 

not interested in CLT activities, all the other four participants have voiced their 

students’ preference for CLT activities. This is exemplified by Baijuan and Caili’s 

comments.

“They like to play and talk. They don’t like to study grammar.” (Baijuan, 
Interview, 06/05/2008)

"Students asked me: can you teach like Miss Fang? I know your teaching is 
good and enjoyed by students, but I can hardly do this..." (Caili, Interview, 
20/03/2008)

In this context, Baijuan says she makes compromises to incorporate some CLT 

activities in order to “get students’ interest and attention”, although she firmly 

believes that she has to control the amount of CLT activities for the “students’ good”. 

Caili says she also tries to use more CLT activities in order to “attend to students’ 

needs”. There is a contradiction here with the discussion in section 6.3.1 in which 

teachers attribute students' low motivation to be a reason for not using CLT activities.
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One explanation is that many students seem to perceive CLT activities as fun (note 

Baijuan’s wording “play”), rather than a learning process. This links to Baijuan’s 

question in section 6.3.1: “but at the end of the lesson, they will ask: how much have 

they learned?". Students’ paradoxical attitudes to CLT activities seem to be 

apparent. On one hand, they like CLT activities because it is more fun than learning 

grammar. On the other hand, they are concerned that doing CLT activities may 

affect their learning (students’ perception of information as knowledge and explicit 

instruction as learning is also apparent here). Such perception seems also 

evidenced in the questionnaires I distributed to students and my own teaching 

experience, in which students’ different behaviour before and after examinations is 

identified. Students generally show a much higher level of participation in CLT 

activities after examinations. However, prior to examinations, they seem to show a 

less active engagement in CLT activities. A lot of them look at grammar books and 

vocabulary list when they are not asked to speak. On one occasion, some students 

asked me not to teach so that they could revise for the examinations (Fieldnotes, 

05/03/2008). Apart from Anya's conviction that some students in one of the classes 

she teaches show a high recognition of CLT activities in improving their learning, the 

majority of students seem to perceive CLT activities only as fun activities that add 

little to their learning. The second possible explanation is class culture. Anya notices 

that the two classes she teaches have displayed different engagement with CLT 

activities. Students in class one seem to be more resistant to CLT activities while 

students in class two appear to have shown higher engagement with CLT activities. 

Additionally, she also notices that students in the front rows appear to have 

displayed more active engagement with CLT activities (see 7.4.2 for discussion on 

class culture).

Belief in the role o f CLT activities in students’ learning

The second pushing force for CLT activities to be used is perhaps the belief in the 

role of CLT activities for students’ learning. This belief is expressed most strongly by 

Anya.

“The purpose of learning language is not just to acquire the language, but to use 
the language to do things. The latter should be the main aim.” (Anya, Interview, 
16/10/2007)

“I don’t know whether students can realize this, whether this is the kind of 
teaching that they want...but I still decide to do this. Maybe some of them don’t
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understand my motivation now, but I’m sure they will understand me in the 
future.” (Anya, Interview, 10/05/2008)

Anya’s belief in the role of CLT activities is obvious particularly in the second

comment, in which she voices a determination to do CLT activities despite some

students’ low recognition.

No matter how teachers express their orientations towards CLT activities, no data 

shows any of them denying the role of CLT activities in students’ learning. Baijuan 

questions whether a CLT approach helps the learning (6.1.2). Caili, Denghua and 

Enchu believe that form-focused instruction is more efficient than CLT activities in 

examination preparation (6.3.1.). However, their comments do not suggest they are 

denying the role of CLT activities, just they believe their application is constrained 

because of the examination-oriented system.

This relates to a discussion about Chinese teaching and American teaching in the 

literature. Gardner (1989) argues that the differences between Chinese and 

American may lie in beliefs about the appropriate order of learning-related activities. 

Americans generally believe that exploring precedes skill development. However, 

the idea of one right way makes the Chinese believe in skill development first after 

which there is something to be creative with. Skill is developed first in pursuit of the 

‘right way’. The end is a product, not a process while Americans are more 

concerned with the process than with the product. With such a perception, teachers 

seem to perceive form-focused instruction as the skill development and CLT 

activities as the display and development of such skill. Denghua’s comment that “for 

those with a higher level of language proficiency, overall ability may be more 

important because they already know language points, grammar, vocabulary...” 

seems to support such a view. Additionally, ‘ordinary class’ teachers’ 

encouragement of their ‘top students’ to participate in English corner26 also seems 

to be an evidence of their recognition of CLT activities in developing English 

proficiency (Fieldnotes, 20/03/2008).

26
This is a weekly occasion organized by the Am erican teachers for students to talk w ith each 

other in English.
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Pressure brought by the official discourse to use CLT activities

Section 6.1 has argued that although orientation towards the NEC varies, principles 

suggested in the NEC seem to be generally accepted by teachers as 'good practice' 

or 'received practice'. This seems to have also become a pushing force for teachers 

to use CLT activities in their teaching. Additionally, as voiced by Baijuan (6.1.2), it is 

a requirement in teaching competitions that CLT activities are used. Such discourse 

may push teachers to use CLT activities, particularly in demonstration lessons or 

teaching competitions, if their teaching skill is going to be recognized by others. The 

need may be higher for teachers such as Anya who are often asked to demonstrate 

lessons to other teachers in her role as mentor for some junior teachers.

“Many people come to observe my classes and I think I should set a positive 
example for them. I shouldn’t be too selfish just thinking about examination 
scores.” (Anya, Informal Conversation, 12/04/2008)

This comment is very interesting. On one hand, Anya considers using CLT activities 

as positive examples for other teachers. On the other hand, the second sentence 

seems to suggest she is not highly convinced of the effectiveness of CLT activities 

for achieving examination results. There may be two reasons underlying her 

decision to use CLT activities. First of all, because the NEC is promoted by 

education management organizations, Anya may feel the obligation to show 

teachers that she is using it and they should also support the decisions of education 

management organizations by using NEC approaches. Secondly, since CLT is 

regarded as a ‘received practice’, Anya may feel the responsibility to demonstrate it 

to teachers in order to facilitate their learning of the ‘best practice’. Additionally, 

given Anya’s influence in Grade Two English Team and her active promotion of CLT 

activities, the recognition of CLT activities seems to be higher in Grade Two English 

Team than in the other English teams. It clearly shows how teachers shape the 

discourse and on the other hand being shaped by the discourse (Ball, 1994).
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The possibility that NEC principles may be incorporated in NUEE

Section 6.3.1 discusses the potential constraints of NUEE on teachers’ 

implementation of NEC principles. However, given the possibility of NUEE reform 

(see 4.4.1), the NUEE may serve as a double-edged sword in teachers’ decision 

making. If the prospect of incorporating NEC principles is clear to teachers, the 

NUEE can serve as an important stimulus for the NEC principles to be taught. Given 

the ambiguity in the change agenda at the moment (4.4.1 & 6.2.1), the expectation 

of change seems to vary between the five research participants. Anya has shown a 

most positive view towards the prospect for change (see 6.1.1). Caili and Enchu 

show some levels of conviction about the prospect for change (see 6.1.3 and 6.1.5) 

and show some suspect at other times (Caili, Informal Conversation, 09/06/2008; 

see 6.1.5 for Enchu). However, Baijuan and Denghua seem to be less convinced of 

the prospect for change (see 6.1.2 & 6.1.4).

6.3.3 Conclusion

This section analyses the goal conflicts faced by teachers. The goal conflicts can be 

represented in a continuum ranging from short-term purpose to long-term purpose. 

It can also be represented in a figure representing two orientations. It has discussed 

different pushing and pulling forces that may influence teachers’ orientation towards 

the NEC implementation. Teachers believe the following factors have pulled them 

from teaching the NEC.

■ “Form-focused instruction is more 'efficient' and ‘effective’ than CLT 

approaches”;

■ Examinations and the need to see 'immediate results';

■ Their own lack of English proficiency;

■ Production skills are difficult to convert to examination scores;

■ Students’ low English proficiency and their low motivation for CLT activities.

Teachers also think that the following factors have pushed them to teach the NEC:

■ Activity as a way to please students;

■ Belief in the role of CLT activities in students’ learning;

■ Pressure brought by the official discourse to use CLT activities;

■ The possibility that NEC principles may be incorporated in NUEE.
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The next section discusses each participant’s orientation in response to the goal 

conflicts.

6.4 Teachers’ orientation towards goal conflicts

Having discussed the goal conflicts perceived by teachers, this section discusses 

each participant’s orientation in relation to the goal conflicts.

6.4.1 Anya: attach equal importance to both form-focused instruction and CLT

From the analysis in section 6.1.1 & 6.3, it can be seen that: Anya has expressed a 

strong belief in the role of CLT activities in students’ learning; she shows confidence 

in the prospect of NUEE reform in incorporating NEC principles; she feels the 

pressure to use CLT activities because of official discourse to promote CLT; and 

she states that she has the responsibility to set positive examples for others by 

using CLT approaches in her teaching. Therefore, Anya appears to show no 

hesitation in using CLT approaches in her teaching. She also states that 

communicative competence and cognitive development (e.g. the development of 

perception and thinking) is primarily important in her teaching (Interview, 

16/10/2008).

However, Anya also has conflict at times. The first reason is that some students in 

one of the classes she teaches have shown less motivation for CLT activities. The 

second reason is that with the external pressure to have “immediate results”, very 

often she has to place ‘immediate results’ ahead of long-term development, 

although she states a belief that the latter is more important (see 6.3.1). Therefore, 

her dilemma is the extent to which CLT is used. The weighing of the pros and cons 

of focusing on form-focused practice or using CLT activities is a recurrent theme in 

the data for Anya. Constructing her talk at different occasions, it seems that Anya’s 

approach is to attach importance to both, for example, the talk that CLT is important 

(e.g. 6.1) and the talk that she has to value “immediate results” (e.g. 6.3).

6.4.2 Baijuan: Focus on form, use CLT at times to please students

As shown in the analysis in 6.1.2 & 6.3.1, Baijuan is less convinced of the 

effectiveness of CLT approaches in supporting learning and teaching, particularly 

due to the examination-oriented education system. She states that she does not see
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much possibility that NEC principles are incorporated in NUEE. Additionally, she 

does not see the definite benefit of CLT activities for her students because she 

thinks many of them are struggling to enter universities and communicative 

competence is less useful if students cannot go to universities. Therefore, she thinks 

that it is more practical if she emphasizes on examination preparation because of 

the ‘immediate needs’ of her students to enter universities. She believes students 

can develop communicative competence in universities when they have time to do 

so. In such conditions, she has made a decision to focus on form-focused 

instruction. However, activities are sometimes used in order to please her students 

who think activities are fun (see 6.3.2).

Despite her belief that language development is most important, Baijuan places 

good learning habits as the primary focus. It is because she thinks it is particularly 

needed as her students lack such skills, and such skills are the foundation of 

learning. She also places emotional communication with students in her agenda 

because she believes a positive relationship between teachers and students is very 

important for students’ learning (Interview, 29/05/2008). Although Baijuan seems to 

have shown no hesitation in focusing on form, interview data seem to suggest that 

she perceives such a choice as her sacrifice for ‘students’ good’. On one hand, CLT 

is promoted by the official discourse and not doing CLT seems to show she is not 

following a ‘good practice’. On the other hand, she believes her English proficiency, 

particularly her spoken English, is helpful in her use of CLT activities, and she 

perceives doing CLT activities is an easier job than using form-focused instruction 

(“we want to do it. It’s easy for me...”) for her (Interview, 10/04/2008).

6.4.3 Caili: Link form and meaning in one activity

The discussion in section 6.3.1 shows that Caili believes examination preparation 

should be the focus in her teaching because of the students’ immediate needs. 

Although she expresses certain level of confidence about the prospect of NUEE 

reform, she is not totally convinced of the effectiveness of CLT activities in 

supporting students’ learning, particularly examination preparation. Additionally, she 

also feels that her English proficiency has limited her use of CLT approaches. 

However, Caili also feels the pressure to use CLT activities because of the official 

discourse in favour of CLT activities, the expectation for CLT being used in ‘top 

classes’, and some of her students’ wishes and requests for CLT activities to be
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used. In such a context, Caili says examination preparation is the top of her agenda, 

but she consciously creates the link between examination preparation and NEC 

teaching. She believes she has the ability to create such a link, as illustrated in 

Table 6.2. The data is based on interview on 12/05/2008.

Table 6.2: Caili’s belief in the incorporation of examination preparation with 

teaching the NEC

Key areas of development 
identified in the NEC

Caili’s Comments, Strategies & Rationales

Main objective: all-round 

ability to use English

“Examination preparation gives you the pressure 

(to learn and teach)...It definitely pushes you to 

work harder...”

Language Skills

“For example, in the examinations, there are a 

lot of questions about main ideas, the writers’ 

intentions or structure analyses. I guide students 

to notice these areas when they are reading 

articles...”

“When they are talking, they are developing their 

abilities to convince other people and structure 

ideas...”

Linguistic knowledge

“Vocabulary, definitely No. 1...I think the main 

aim of English learning is for students to learn 

more words through different articles.”

“ If they know more about phonetics, they can 

spell words more correctly, for example, 

international, in-ter-na-tion-al...it’s easier to 

remember words by phonetics. They don’t need 

to memorize by rote”.

Cultural awareness
“ ...use language in the process of obtaining 

information”.

Emotional Attitudes
“Some students take forever to memorize an 

article...because they don’t value English
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learning...In the process of listening to their 

reciting, I can guide them. And also, for the class 

I’m in charge of, I have more chances to have 

one to one interaction with my students. 

However, for the other class, I don’t have many 

chances to have one to one interaction with them 

and I regard it a good chance to interact with 

them and communicate with them.”

Learning strategies

“...it may not be the kind of approach you will 

use in this unit. It can be the approach that you 

can use in the future. For example, their 

self-learning habit can be developed through 

doing exercises (e.g. time management and 

independent thinking). This is beneficial to their 

whole life.”

174



6.4.4 Denghua: focus on form

As the discussion in section 6.3 indicates, Denghua thinks all-round ability is an 

addition to those students who already have a high level of language development, 

for example, students from the ‘top classes’. As an ‘ordinary class’ teacher, 

Denghua believes his main duty is to prepare students for examinations. He has two 

reasons. First of all, he thinks NUEE is the top priority for high school students and it 

decides their future. Everything else is subsidiary in comparison with the 

examination. Secondly, he believes that examination-focused instruction is 

preferred by students. Therefore, he would teach according to requirements set by 

examinations (Interview, 02/06/2008). Therefore, Denghua seems to see little need 

in developing communicative competence because this is not directly relevant to 

examination preparation. He also appears to show little interest in doing CLT 

activities. Based on his interpretation of the current examination system, he says the 

exclusive focus in his teaching is vocabulary and grammar, along with doing mock 

examination papers.

6.4.5 Enchu: focus on form

The analysis in section 6.1.5 & 6.3 shows that although Enchu thinks there is 

possibility that NEC principles will be incorporated in the NUEE, she is less 

confident about the prospect. However, she feels a certain obligation to use CLT 

activities due to her role as Head of the Grade two English Office. The feeling is not 

strong due to her identity as a teacher of arts classes because students in her 

classes have lower language proficiency and show less motivation in CLT activities. 

In addition, she is less convinced of the effectiveness of CLT activities because the 

difficulty of turning production skills into examination results. In this context, she has 

also developed an emphasis on form in her practice. She thinks language learning 

consists of three areas: vocabulary, grammar and information. Her teach of 

vocabulary includes lead students to read words because students in her classes 

are not able to pronounce many words without being taught; present words in 

sentences and passages because it creates situations for enhancing students’ 

understanding. Her teach of grammar includes analysing grammar structures and 

creating opportunities for students to practise through translation. Her teach of 

information is primarily focused on materials in the textbook. At the time this study 

took place, Enchu’s primary focus was on listening because listening examination 

for the NUEE was going to be held in September 2008. Her second focus was
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reading because the score for reading is 60 out of 150 in the NUEE. The third focus 

was writing, which occupies 30 out of 150 in the NUEE, and speaking was least 

important because there was no speaking test in the NUEE. As can be seen in her 

position of the four skills in her teaching, her decision is largely guided by NUEE 

(Interview, 14/05/2008).

6.5 Two levels of thinking?

The previous sections have discussed participants’ orientations towards the NEC,

their new emotions associated with teaching the NEC, their perceived goal conflicts

and responses in teaching the NEC. A certain level of tension is identified in

teachers’ thinking, as exemplified in Baijuan and Caili’s comments:

“A lesson will look good if there are a lot of activities, but for a lesson like that, how 
much can students learn?” ...I know these are definitely good in the long run, but 
we need to see the immediate results...! know communicative competence is 
important, but my students are struggling to enter university. The examination is 
about grammar and vocabulary...If they can’t go to university, they may be 
workers or shop owners...and they may never have the chance to use English...If 
they pass the examination, they still have the chance to develop spoken English 
in university...! think we have to choose at times.” (Baijuan, Interview, 
20/05/2008)

"Students asked me: can you teach like Miss Fang? I know your teaching is good 
and enjoyed by students, but I can hardly do this..." (Caili, Interview, 20/03/2008)

The above comments have clearly illustrated tensions and dilemmas in Baijuan and 

Caili’s thinking: Baijuan thinks CLT is “important” and “good in the long run”. 

However, she chooses not to focus on CLT because “the examination is about 

grammar and vocabulary” and she needs “to see the immediate results”. Caili thinks 

my teaching is “good and enjoyed by students”, but she “can hardly do this”. It can 

be identified that teachers have espoused two levels of thinking: what is ‘good’ [$?] 

and what works, and there is conflict and tension between the two levels of thinking.

On one level of thinking, all teachers have a view of what is ‘good’. This can be 

classified into two categories: good/ideal practices and desirable outcomes. Further 

examples are: demonstrated in Table 6.3.
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Table 6.3: Teachers talking about what is 'good'

Areas Exem plar Quotes

Good/Ideal practices

To incorporate many activities in 

teaching

“A lesson will look good if there are a lot o f ac tiv ities ...” 

(Baijuan, Interview, 20/05/2008)

To enlighten students “ I know your teaching is good and enjoyed by 

s tudents ...” (Caili, Interview, 20/03/2008)

To use role play “ If I have time, it is o f course good to organise many 

activities, for example, role play, group work, 

d iscussion ...” (Caili, Interview, 20/03/1008)

To use group work “Group work is good for students’ learning. A lthough I 

don ’t have time to organise such activities in class, I try 

to give them opportunities to work in teams in after-class 

projects, for example, designing and editing 

new spapers...” (Denghua, Interview, 02/06/2008)

To encourage students’ self 

learning

“Students in the top class should have freedom with 

regard to time and space...They have d ifferent thinking 

and learning hab it...But they are driven by teachers 

too...They are given so much homework and there ’s no 

time for self-reflection” (Caili, Interview, 25/03/2008)

Desirable outcomes

Support the development of 

communicative proficiency

“The purpose of learning language is not just to acquire 

the language, but to use the language to do things. The 

latter should be the main aim .” (Anya, Interview, 

16/10/2007)

Support the development of 

cognition

“We often think this kind of study and teaching is not 

supportive for students’ development. We should create 

opportunities for students to develop their 

communicative proficiency, cognition and affective 

communication. However, we have the exam ination 

system ...” (Baijuan, Interview, 20/05/2008)

Support the development of affect

Support students’ skill development “The great Chinese ancient philosopher Lao-Tzu said, 

Give a man a fish and you feed him for a day. Teach a 

man to fish and you feed him for a lifetime. Therefore, 

developing students' skills to study is more important 

than pouring knowledge into them." (Anya, Interview, 

09/04/2008)

Support long-term development “Ms. He teaches very good lessons. Her lessons are 

beneficial for students in the long ru n ...” (Denghua, 

Interview, 02/06/2008).

177



As can be seen from the table, teachers’ views of what is ’good’ are largely 

consistent with the NEC guidance and practices advocated by the official discourse: 

practices suggested by the NEC (e.g. CLT) are regarded by teachers as being 

good/ideal and the outcomes brought by it as being desirable. This means that the 

NEC is reflected in teacher thinking.

However, much thinking at the level of what is ‘good’ has not turned to practices. It is 

because there is another level of thinking in teacher cognition: what works. This 

level of thinking is more powerful in teacher cognition and it is this level of thinking 

that has a major influence on teachers’ practices and even their perceptions towards 

the NEC. Further examples are:

Table 6.4: Teachers talking about ‘what works’

Forces Exemplar Quotes Results

Workable practices

Students’ English 

proficiency

“Yeah, if students have better English level, I 

may teach differently. In stead o f going 

through the vocabulary one by one, I may 

just tick out the few important phrases or 

words. I may use situation to set out. I may 

repeat these phrases or words whilst talking 

or writing on blackboard, not merely 

translate and explain. Now I normally use 

sentences. Students are busy taking notes. 

This is actually not good ...” (Baijuan, 

Interview, 09/05/2008)

■ To focus on 

form -focused 

activities

■ To use less CLT 

activities

Students’

motivation

“ If you use activities, some students may not 

listen. Although students seem like 

activities, most students prefer grammar 

instruction. When we are doing activities, 

many students don’t listen because they 

would think it’s not relevant to 

exam inations.” (Interview, 02/06/2008)

Teachers’ own 

English proficiency

“And also, my ability as w e ll...no t able to 

express all this in a short tim e ...If someone 

has better English, they can do it. . .” 

(Denghua, Interview, 19/06/2008)
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Tight syllabus “ I have to complete a unit in one week and a 

half, so I don’t have enough time to do some 

more pro jects...” (Enchu, Interview, 

03/05/2008)

Large class “ ...There is also the reality. We have about 

60 students in one class. Even if I give each 

person 30 seconds to talk, half an hour is 

gone ...” (Denghua, Interview, 19/06/2008)

Needed/acceptable outcomes

Examination 

oriented system

“Students have the requirements. They want 

to achieve high results in exam inations and 

they want to go to top universities.” (Anya, 

Telephone Conversation, 20/04/2009)

“Most parents can not speak English. They 

do not know how well their children speak 

English, but they know the score. Score is a 

hard fact." (Enchu, Interview, 19/06/2008)

■  To focus on 

examination 

preparation

■  To emphasise 

form-focused 

practices

Parents’ and 

students’

expectation to 

achieve high 

examination results

The school 

evaluation system 

to value 

examination results

“A lthough the head teachers say ability is 

more important, they still look at students’ 

examination scores. Salary is linked to 

students’ sco res...” (Mr. Wang, Informal 

Chat, 10/03/2008)

Peers’ views of 

good teaching

“Then there ’s face. Other people will say, 

you are trusted to teach ‘top classes’, but 

your students have such low scores..." 

(Anya, Telephone Conversation, 

20/04/2009)

While teachers’ thinking on what is ‘good’ may be more ideal and has a sense of 

‘ought’ (some kind of compulsion, perhaps more moral), their thinking on what works 

is very much context-bounded and pragmatic. Teachers are highly aware of the 

forces in the field. They understand what practices may work and what outcomes 

are more needed in order to maintain or improve their capital (also see 6.1 & 6.3) 

and they act according to the possibilities given in the context (also see 6.4).

The teachers’ thinking can also be understood in terms of habitus (see 3.7.2) in 

Bourdieu’s conceptual framework: (1) It is through this system that teachers judge, 

perceive and act. It is a state of mind (Bourdieu, 1992). (2) Teachers’ thinking
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system has integrated the contextual conditions (e.g. students’ needs and the 

education system) and it is therefore the embodiment of social structures and the 

internalised social schemes (Bourdieu, 1998). (3) Habitus is pragmatic and 

context-bounded (Bourdieu, 1998). Teachers’ thinking on what works is more 

context-bounded and pragmatic than their thinking on what is ‘good’ and it occupies 

a more central position in teachers’ thinking system.

Habitus is produced by the field and also reproduces the field (Bourdieu, 1998). 

There are different forces in the field, for example, parents' expectations, students' 

needs and the school system of evaluating teaching and learning. Most of these 

forces seem to place examinations, particularly the NUEE, as the most important 

capital. The impact on teacher thinking and practices is that examination 

preparation and form-oriented practices are very much valued and focused (see 6.3 

& 6.4).

The NEC and the discourse it promotes is a new force in the field. It is referred to as 

good practice by many teachers. The rationale may be various: (1) the NEC has had 

some influence on teachers and its principles have become a part of teacher 

thinking: (2) principles suggested in the NEC have reflected teacher thinking about 

good practices and ideal outcomes; (3) Since the NEC is promoted as good practice 

in the official discourse, teachers may need to talk the talk in order to sustain their 

impression management (see e.g. 6.1 & 6.3).

The NEC has very different characteristics from many other forces in the field. For 

example, the ideal environment for CLT is very different from the context teachers 

have: examination-oriented system, tight syllabus, large classes, students’ limited 

English proficiency and non-native speaker English teachers. Therefore, although 

the NEC principles may be favourably regarded by teachers, they are difficult to be 

transferred to everyday practice. From another aspect, although other practices (e.g. 

form-focused practices) are regarded by teachers as less ideal, they are more 

frequently used because they are needed by the context. Furthermore, although 

teachers recognise that CLT can not be implemented in everyday practice due to 

contextual constraints, they have to use it on public occasions (e.g. demonstration 

lessons and public lectures) because it is promoted as good practice in the official 

discourse (e.g. 6.1.1). Teachers’ habitus reflects the tensions: teachers are highly 

aware of the possibilities and constraints in their contexts. They may not be happy
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about their existing practices, but they accept them, and they act within the given 

possibilities.

As illustrated in Figure 6.4, the boundaries between different levels of teacher 

cognition are blurred and the changes in the field may also bring changes to the 

cognition system. As discussed earlier, the level of thinking on what is ‘good’ is 

peripheral. The level of thinking on what works occupies a more central position in 

teacher cognition, and is most durable and persistent in teachers’ habitus. Therefore, 

those changes more compatible with teacher thinking on what works may be more 

easily accepted by teachers.

There are three levels of habitus: individual, intersubjective and social. On the first 

level, habitus is unique and therefore teachers have different views, orientations and 

engagements towards the NEC. On the second level, individual habitus also bears 

the stamp of a group’s collective story, due to the shared institutional and social 

context. Therefore, there are also shared habituses between teachers in the school 

and outside the school (Bourdieu, 1992; 1998). This explains why particular 

approaches are more accepted by teachers in the ELT field and there are norms 

and patterns in teachers’ orientation and engagement (see 6 .1).

Teachers occupy different positions in the field, due to the volume and composition 

of the capital they possess (Bourdieu, 1986). Teachers’ habitus and the positions 

they take are closely related to the capital they have. This explains why ‘top class’ 

teachers are in a better position to teach according to the NEC guidance than 

‘ordinary class’ teachers (see 6.1). The NEC principles are more compatible with the 

contextual conditions ‘top class’ teachers have. Therefore, the NEC has more 

impact on the habitus of ‘top class’ teachers and ‘ordinary class’ teachers feel more 

distant from the NEC principles.
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Figure 6.4: The relationship between teacher cognition, habitus and the field
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6.6 Chinese teachers, Western approaches

A number of researchers argue that some CLT principles are in conflict with the 

Chinese culture of learning, due to the different assumptions about the nature of 

teaching and learning (Hu, 2002; Rao, 1996; Scollon, 1999). I have identified the 

notion of ‘big culture’ and ‘small culture’ in 2.2.1, it would be interesting to 

investigate these areas as identified to be contradictory to the Chinese learning 

culture with teachers’ data, and compare to see the relationship with them.

6.6.1 Is the teacher’s role to transmit knowledge or to facilitate learning?

The first area of investigation is the respective roles of teachers and students in the 

process of learning. In most literature about the Chinese culture of learning, 

teachers are described as authoritative figures who transmit knowledge to students 

(Hu, 2002; Cortazzi and Jin, 1996). It is argued that such dispositions make it 

difficult for Chinese teachers to adapt to the facilitator role as suggested in CLT 

approaches (Hu, 2002). The NEC guidance (MOE, 2003:25) also seems to accept 

that such a discrepancy does exist by stating “teachers should change their 

perceptions in order to fit in with the NEC. The teacher-centred and 

textbook-centred transmission mode should be changed.”

The first level of analysis of teachers' overtly stated beliefs seems to suggest that all

five research participants position themselves in the role of facilitators (rather than

transmitters), as exemplified in the following quote:

“The great Chinese ancient philosopher Lao-Tzu said, Give a man a fish and you 
feed him for a day. Teach a man to fish and you feed him for a lifetime. Therefore, 
developing students' skills to study is more important than pouring knowledge into 
them." (Anya, Interview, 09/04/2008)

"I told students not to look to me as an authoritative figure. I said to them, 
'teachers are no different from students. The curriculum is new to me as well. I 
just read the text before they did, checked the dictionary and books for 
explanation on words and grammar structures, to save their time. I'm here to 
facilitate their learning, not to guide their learning..." (Enchu, 23/05/2008)

Anya's comment shows that she believes facilitating learning is more important than 

transmitting knowledge, and such a belief has a historical source in Chinese culture 

(exemplified in Lao-Tzu's saying). Her reservations about knowledge transmission 

are also supported in a comment on another occasion "I can't talk too much. They
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should be the managers of their own learning. I always believe they should learn by 

doing" (Informal Conversation, 28/11/2007). Enchu's comment shows that she does 

not accept herself as an authoritative figure. She places herself as a facilitator and 

helper of students' learning. However, a contradictory is also apparent in her 

comment. She states that her job is to check the dictionary and explain to students. 

This seems to suggest a notion of knowledge transmission. Such a tension is also 

noticed in Anya's comment at another occasion: "I cannot do too much, but I will try 

to make at least half of the lesson meaningful, for example, give students 

opportunities to talk and discuss" (Interview, 16/10/2007). In this comment, Anya 

tries to support her argument as a facilitator of students' learning. However, the 

wording "I cannot do too much, but I will try..." seems to imply that opportunities to 

talk do not form part of the dominant method in her instruction, because she has to 

consciously incorporate such strategies in her teaching. Similar tensions are also 

noticed with all other research participants. All of them state an overt belief in 

teachers as facilitators through comments such as "learning by doing" (Baijuan, 

Interview, 06/05/2008) and "students are the masters of their own learning" (Caili, 

Interview, 08/01/2008). However, their illustrations on their teaching methods seem 

to suggest that the notion of knowledge transmission is implicit in their beliefs. This 

is highlighted in their discussion on the need to "cover the syllabus" (6.3.1). Based 

on the above discussion, two comments can be made:

■ Although not all teachers state this overtly, their positioning of themselves as 

both transmitters of knowledge and facilitators of learning is identifiable with all 

participants.

■ Teachers tend to state an overt belief in teachers as facilitator of learning. 

However, the notion of knowledge transmission is also apparent in their words, 

although they may or may not be aware of it. Additionally, their emphasis on 

knowledge transmission is obvious.

The apparent tension between teachers' dispositions leads to further investigation in 

literature. Marton et al. (1993) propose six stages of learning in the Chinese culture: 

increasing one's knowledge (from books or experts, is true and unquestionable), 

memorizing and reproducing, applying, understanding, seeing something in a 

different way and changing as a person. Therefore, knowledge accumulation is a 

prerequisite for reflection, creativity and deep understanding. Gardner (1989) also
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comments that the idea of one right way (e.g. to produce a product of an acceptable 

and recognized standard) makes the Chinese believe in skill development first after 

which there is something to be creative with. Therefore, in order to direct their 

students towards the right way, Chinese educators tend to 'hold students by the 

hand'. Using the literature discussion to analyze the apparent tension, some 

possible explanations are suggested:

■ The roles of facilitator and transmitter may not be as contradictory as they 

appear to be. Teachers in this study may present themselves as both 

transmitters of knowledge and facilitators of the learning process (skill 

development).

■ Teachers may perceive knowledge transmission as a part of their role as 

facilitator of learning, given the assumption that skill is developed out of the 

accumulation of knowledge.

■ In Chinese culture, teachers' roles normally extend outside classrooms (e.g. as 

a moral guide) (Cheng and Wong, 1996). Teachers in this study may have seen 

their overall roles as the facilitator of learning, but their classroom roles as the 

transmitter of knowledge.

■ The previous two explanations offer interpretations for the difference between 

teachers’ stated beliefs and the beliefs constructed from their talking about 

teaching. The other possible explanation is that the promotion of teachers as 

facilitators (not transmitters) of knowledge in the official discourse may have 

caused teachers to overtly state their perception of teachers as facilitators of 

learning. This is implied in Enchu's objection of the authoritative role.

6.6.2 What is the language to be taught?

In comparison with the previous topic on teachers' roles, the language to be taught 

seems to be a less investigated area in studies of the Chinese culture of learning. 

However, this theme recurs in the data. In ELT literature, there is much discussion 

of the language to be taught, represented in Howatt and Widdowson's (2004) 

discussion on whether to conform to native-speaker norms or to use English as 

appropriate to context (e.g. lingua franca uses of English). Traditional Chinese 

culture must favour the former because the notion of true knowledge is dominant in 

Confucian culture (Watkins and Biggs, 1996). Knowledge is regarded as monolithic 

and therefore no approximation to understanding is tolerated. This is illustrated by a
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quote in the Analects of Confucius "say yes, when you know; say no when you 

don't"

The current debate about ELT is represented in the variety of writing styles added to 

the NEC textbooks, for example, informal writing and the variety of accents added to 

listening tasks. However, many teachers seem not to be receptive to the change. 

This is represented in the data on teachers’ complaints about the NEC, as shown in 

Baijuan’s comment:

“Their purpose is to expose students to various writing styles, formal and 
informal. In this unit, there’s an article about informal writing27. However, I don’t 
think students should be exposed to it before they reach a certain level of 
language proficiency. Otherwise, they will be confused as to what is the correct 
way of writing. I know it’s alright to say this in everyday life in English countries, 
but students need to take examinations and they should know the standard way 
of writing...” (Baijuan, Interview, 20/05/2008)

It can be inferred from Baijuan’s comments that:

■ Baijuan shows understanding of the choice made by the textbook writers. 

Therefore, she is very likely to be aware of the current debate about varieties of 

language;

■ She believes there is one correct type of language which is not informal writing;

■ She thinks that correct way is the standard way. However, it can not be inferred 

from her comment what she means by the correct way of language, whether it is 

the language used for examinations or it is the 'real' language (see Widdowson, 

2003, discussion on real language and genuine language);

■ She thinks students should learn genuine language because of examination 

needs, but it can not be inferred whether she thinks students should learn other 

varieties of language if there was no examination;

■ She understands that informal language is the genuine language, but she may 

think it is not real language;

■ She thinks students should first learn the correct type of English. After they 

learn the correct type of English, they can be exposed to other varieties.

The last inference relates to the previous discussion of the sequence of learning 

(e.g. sequential accumulation of knowledge). The teacher selects points of 

knowledge from authoritative sources, interprets, analyses and elaborates on these

27 The text used an informal letter and example of sentence is: Dear Dad, arrived in California, enjoyed it...
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points for the students, helps them connect the new points of knowledge with old 

knowledge, and delivers a carefully sequenced and optimally mediated dose of 

knowledge for the students to memorize, repeat and understand (On, 1996). It is 

believed that "learners must first master the basics and only when this is 

accomplished are they in a position to use what they have mastered in a creative 

manner" (Brick, 1991:154).

In the inferences above, Baijuan's monolithic view of language is apparent. However,

a few points are still ambiguous (e.g. her definition of the correct language). The

following field note shows some other teachers' efforts to find correct or acceptable

English seems to support this discussion.

There is one sentence in the new text: “It would be many years until the 
Australians learned to respect the aboriginals”. Teachers think this sentence is 
wrong because the word “until” should be replaced by “before”.
Ms Wang: “What shall we teach then? Shall we tell the students the textbook is 
wrong or leave it here?”
Ms Tao: "I asked a foreign teacher just now and she said both before and until are 
OK”.
Ms. Liu: “Foreigners are often confused about grammar points themselves. Andy 
(an American teacher) did an NUEE examination paper last time and he got many 
answers wrong. There’s no point asking him. Ask Miss Fang, she’s a PhD28."
Ms. Liu said and walked to me with the textbook.
Researcher: “If you ask me to write the sentence, I would perhaps use before, but 
I have no idea whether until is right or wrong.”
After this, I searched on google and got a detailed comparison between before 
and until in a Chinese website forum. The answer seems to be "before" according 
to the analysis. I showed this to Ms. Liu. She said: “That’s right. The textbook is 
compiled by Americans. American English is often less formal. This kind of 
problem will be found less in the books compiled by the British.” (Fieldnotes, 
10/09/2007)

The fieldnotes reveal teachers’ views of the language to be taught. It can be seen 

that they have a view that there is only one correct type of language and they are 

very persistent in the pursuit of the 'one correct way ' to speak and write. Ms. Liu's 

comment in the last sentence connects with the discussion on standards and norms 

of language (see 4.2.1). The view of native speaker norms as standard is obvious. 

However, her comment also shows the power and competition of American norms 

and British norms in ELT. As discussed, the language promoted by official discourse 

was rather monolithic in the 1980s and 1990s. British norms seems to have fostered

28 PhD (rather than PhD student) is used here to show teachers’ reference as in China, a PhD student is often 
regarded interchangeably as someone who has a PhD (see 3.5.3).
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the discipline of ELT in China through organizations such as British Council, 

television programmes such as Follow me, textbooks such as New Concept English. 

However, since the late 1990s, official discourse seems to promote a variety of 

language by introducing American English into teaching, for example, pronunciation 

is presented in both American and English. It is difficult to say whether the recent 

introduction of American English in textbooks is the result of an emphasis on 

varieties of language or the influence of American expansion. Although American 

English is included in the NEC, British norms still seems better accepted by 

teachers.

In addition the influence of traditional Culture that leads to teachers' monolithic view 

of language, another possible reason is the examination-oriented system, as 

mentioned by quite a number of teachers. Widdowson (2003) states that the 

purpose of language learning is largely influential in learners' perception of the 

language to be learnt. For example, a learner wishing to live in an English speaking 

country may be interested in 'real' language. However, if the purpose of learning 

language is only to pass examinations recognized by the educational system, the 

learner may be more focused on the styles promoted by the examinations, rather 

than those promoted in the ELT discourse.

6.6.3 Do learner activities promote learning?

In addition to the great importance given to education, the Confucian tradition has 

placed strong emphasis on the significance of effort in the process of learning (Zhu, 

1992). Stories are told about grinding an iron bar into a needle

or a famous scholar who supported his head on a beam or stuck an awl in 

his leg when he fell asleep during reading to encourage learners to

be diligent and persevering (On, 1996). Such ideology predisposes Chinese 

teachers and students to regard education as a serious undertaking that requires 

deep commitment and painstaking effort but is unlikely to be associated with 

enjoyment (Hu, 2002). Rao (1996) finds in his study that ‘the Chinese tend to 

associate games and communicative activities in class with entertainment 

exclusively and are skeptical of their use as learning tools’ (Rao, 1996: 467).
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Rao's study echoes findings in this investigation. It seems that many students and 

teachers underestimate the role of activities in providing opportunities for learning. 

This is highlighted in Baijuan and Caili's doubt in 6.3.1 "how much can students 

learn?" Although teachers have expressed a wish to ‘make learning fun’. They seem 

not to see the direct effect of enjoyable activities for learning, rather than as 

something that helps learners to concentrate.

6.6.4 Do CLT activities pose disciplinary challenges?

Challenges to the maintenance of discipline seem to be another area of discussion 

in applying CLT approaches in the Chinese culture of learning. For example, 

Carless (2004:656) claims in his study that teachers in Hong Kong find that 

"concerns over noise and discipline inhibited task-based teaching". Li (1998:691) 

quotes a South Korean teacher in his study commenting that with large classes, "it 

is very difficult for classroom management if we use the communicative method for 

example, when everyone starts to talk, the class can be very noisy". Linking to CHC, 

Cheng and Wong (1996) states that discipline is a fundamental part of education in 

China. It is not a mere training for obedience and keeping class order. Instead, it is 

regarded as an important training for compliance to collective norms.

In this study, no conflict between discipline and noise is discovered. Teachers seem 

to have displayed little concern about discipline (e.g. the noise generated by talking). 

Teachers are very tolerant in terms of the noise and seem to appreciate the noise. 

When there is a demonstration lesson, people can hear the noise and it is taken as 

a sign for good and active class. The only problem seems to be the control of voice, 

for example, how to make the students sitting in the back to hear the discussion 

(also see 7.4.1). Teachers do not see CLT or loud student discussion as the 

discipline problem. Rather, it is taken as an active sign of students’ participation.

6.7 Teacher development

Another theme arising from the data is the developmental history of teachers. This is 

particularly recurrent in Baijuan and Denghua's accounts. In Borg's (2003) review of 

teacher cognition, he identifies a need to investigate the process through which 

language teachers have transformed their cognitions and practices. Therefore, this 

area is further investigated and discussed in this thesis. I will first present two cases:
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Baijuan and Denghua's accounts. Secondly, I will draw on Baijuan and Denghua's 

data, refer to other research participants' experiences and compare these with 

areas of influence (e.g. schooling, professional coursework and classroom practice) 

as identified in Borg's framework.

6.7.1 Case 1: Baijuan’s changing perceptions and practices

As shown in 5.5.2, Baijuan has experienced three main phases of teaching. She 

states that she has also experienced a number of changes in her perceptions and 

practices of teaching. This section discusses the changes from Baijuan’s 

perspective.

Baijuan states there is one belief that is persistent in her teaching, which is to “make 

learning fun”. She says this belief is very much influenced by her own learning 

experience in high school, particularly her experience of learning geography. She 

declares this belief is deep in her mind and most influential:

“Er...the one who has influenced me on teaching...My geography teacher in the 
high school? He used to work in the National Geographical Investigation team 
and had plenty of practical experience. His teaching was so different from other 
teachers. For example, when we were learning an ore, he would tell us his own 
experience (e.g. the first time he saw an ore) and he would show us pictures of an 
ore. At that time this kind of teaching practice was rarely seen. I used to hate 
geography. Since he became our teacher, I became interested in geography and 
my knowledge improved rapidly ...This experience had great influence me. 
Whether it comes to example sentences or language situations, I often try to 
choose those that may arouse students' interest and resonance (e.g. things 
closely relate to them or newly happened)..." (Interview, 05/05/2008)

However, Baijuan thinks her effort to make learning fun was limited at the beginning 

of her career, due to her insufficient knowledge and confined understanding of 

teaching. Although her major at university was English Teaching, she thinks she has 

benefited little from the training on teaching pedagogy because she has not “thought 

about teaching” and the focus was placed on learning English either by the 

university or by herself. At the beginning of her teaching career she relied heavily on 

the way she was taught, that is, what Lortie (1975) referred to as the “apprenticeship 

of observation”. In order to make learning fun, she applied strategies that were used 

by her geography teacher, for example, told stories and made jokes with students. 

However, Baijuan believes she made some changes in her first year of teaching,
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particularly due to the influence of Ms. He, one of the ‘expert teachers’ in the school. 

CHS encourages an apprenticeship system through which experienced teachers 

are expected to share knowledge and experience with their junior colleagues. 

Baijuan was assigned to be Ms He's mentee and the Academic Affairs Division 

intentionally timetabled their teaching hours so that Baijuan could have time to 

observe Ms. He's teaching every day. Baijuan observed Ms. He's teaching for one 

year between September 1998 and July 1999 and she classifies her change in this 

year into three stages:

■ The first stage: incorporating interesting lead-in topics. Baijuan first noticed from 

observing Ms. He's teaching that a good lead-in could greatly enhance students' 

learning interest and participation. Therefore, she paid much attention to the 

design of lead-in topics. Recalling that experience, Baijuan says she paid too 

much attention to lead-ins that she neglected many other aspects of teaching 

whilst planning, for example, she did not consider how a new word could be 

better explained and she relied so heavily on lead-in topics that she could not 

plan her teaching unless ideas about lead-in were ready.

■ The second stage: increasing the diversity of classroom organisations and 

activities. Baijuan says she gradually noticed the various strategies Ms. He used 

for her teaching, for example, Ms. He often taught language in situations, used 

activities such as role play and group discussion and she encouraged students 

to teach the class. Baijuan thought these activities were effective in motivating 

students and she gradually incorporated these activities into her teaching in 

order to increase the diversity of classroom organisation and better engage 

students' interest. For example, she frequently borrowed Ms. He’s ideas of 

vocabulary explanation, grammar illustration and text introduction and she used 

role plays in her class. However, recalling this period of experience, Baijuan 

thinks her learning from Ms. He at this stage was more mechanical imitation than 

systematic reflection. One example is that she often copied Ms. He's language 

situations without considering the relevance to her class and the motives behind 

Ms. He’s situation design.

■ The third stage: becoming a reflective observer. Baijuan recalls the first and the 

second stages of change to be micro (e.g. different organisation of a particular
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activity), fragmented (e.g. there was no systematic link between different 

changes) and superficial (e.g. without reflecting on the applicability of change). 

She believes the third stage of change is more critical in comparison with the 

previous two stages. First, she says rather than mechanical imitation, she 

started to adapt Ms. He's activities and classroom organisations according to her 

students' needs. Secondly, she started to think about the logic of a lesson and 

the connection between different elements, for example, from simple to difficult 

and from input to output. Thirdly, she started to link different scenarios in Ms. 

He's teaching and investigate the underlying principles, for example, learning by 

doing and involving students. Three reasons might have contributed to these 

changes. The first reason was students’ complaint. When I asked Baijuan to 

recall the most unforgettable experience in her career, she mentioned a 

comment made by a student in 1999 that her teaching was "useless". 

Heartbroken to hear this, Baijuan started to critically assess her teaching. She 

also attributes the reason to her experience of participating in LQ City County 

A ’s teaching competition, during which, she actively tried to raise her teaching to 

a higher theoretical level and tried to teach with her own style. The third reason 

was her growing understanding of teaching. She says she found some activities 

did not fit well in her class and she felt a need to develop these activities. These 

reasons led Baijuan to change from passively receiving Ms. He's information to 

actively reflecting on her observations and practices. As she concludes, “the 

more I observed, the stronger I felt I was such a bad observer in the beginning.”

Dreyfus and Dreyfus (1980, in Tsui, 2003:10-12) propose a five-stage model of skill 

acquisition: novice, advanced beginner, competent, proficient and expert. Although 

my intention is not to judge the proficiency of Baijuan’s teaching, it can be seen from 

her account how she has developed her knowledge and skill, how she has moved 

from simply guided by rules to combining rules with situations and how she has 

progressed from a passive recipient to a reflective observer. Baijuan believes that 

she was more reflective at the end of the 1998 academic year than she was when 

she started teaching. Her classroom organisations were more diverse and coherent. 

She still believed that learning should be fun and relaxed. She used more activities 

in her teaching and she still thought explaining language points was old-fashioned, 

but she made efforts in perfecting her knowledge of grammar for fear of being 

questioned by students (she was embarrassed on a few occasions when she failed
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to explain and clarify answers to some exercises). Although her students’ 

examination scores were low, Baijuan thought her teaching style benefited her 

students' "ability development" because of the opportunities she created for 

students to use English. Although changes continued to take place in the following 

years, Baijuan attributed the second critical point of change to her teaching 

experience in the bilingual school.

In September 2004, Baijuan was assigned to work in the bilingual school attached to 

CHS. As introduced previously, the bilingual school accommodates students with 

much lower academic performance than those in CHS. Baijuan discovered that her 

strategy did not work well in the bilingual school:

"The students in the bilingual school have very low English levels. They wouldn’t 
be able to talk too much. Therefore, I started to use less classroom activities and 
paid more attention to the details of the reading passages. For example, I would 
explain texts sentence by sentence and introduce vocabulary one by one." 
(Interview, 05/05/2008)

This teaching approach would perhaps have seemed old-fashioned to Baijuan a few 

years earlier, but now she started to appreciate the value of methods like 

grammar-translation:

"In the past, I paid too much attention to the splendid aspects of teaching and I 
ignored foundation building. I tried to incorporate loads of activities to make 
lesson look good, but I ignored whether students really like these and whether 
they benefited from this.” (Interview, 05/05/2008)

Her change was initially involuntary as a consequence of “students’ poor English”. 

However, at a later stage, the focus on grammar seemed to become her motivated 

action because her practice was confirmed by students’ high performance in the 

examinations:

“They achieved No. 4 in the city, although they were admitted with very low 
academic performance. I am very happy. It shows my strategy works. Although 
the teaching approaches are not modern, but it works...” (Interview, 
05/05/2008)

Although Baijuan does not say, another reason to have confirmed her existing 

practice might be her awareness of the relationship between student examination 

scores and institutional positions (see 5.4.1). She was assigned to work in the 

bilingual school when her students had low examination scores. In September 2007 

she was assigned to return to CHS because her students achieved high scores.
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Baijuan attributed the third critical point of change to her experience of participating 

in LQ City's teaching competition in November 2007. She attributed the main trigger 

to be the discussion with Anya in terms of lesson planning:

"...After the discussion I started to realize my problems in teaching...She enabled 
me to think language teaching and ability development are not two separate 
points in a pole...There's chance that we can smoothly connect these two 
together. Every time I make improvement it was through other people’s 
guidance..." (Interview, 05/05/2008)

In this stage, although she may not perceive a change in her practice, she perceives 

a change in her perception, that is, language development and ability development 

can be integrated. Baijuan’s changing perceptions and practices are illustrated in 

Figure 6.5. As can be noticed, apart from the three breakthroughs (in her word 

‘critical changes’), most changes are gradual and minor (e.g. the steady increase of 

activities and a better way of explaining a particular grammar point). Main factors 

leading to changes include peer influence (working with Ms. He and discussions 

with Anya), students’ feedback (students’ criticism), students’ learning effectiveness 

(examination scores) and teaching plan competitions. However, Baijuan thinks the 

NEC had little influence on her. The next sub-section discusses Denghua’s 

changing perceptions and practices.
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Figure 6.5. Baijuan’s changing perceptions and practices
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6.7.2 Case 2: Denghua’s changing perceptions and practices

Having discussed Baijuan’s developmental history, this section explores the 

process in which Denghua develops his perceptions and practices. Comparing the 

two teachers, a number of similarities are found. When asked about the influential 

factors in his teaching, Denghua also states that his own classroom experience and 

interaction with colleagues are the two main sources that have influenced his 

teaching. He also acknowledges the influence of his high school teachers. When he 

was studying in CHS, he had two English teachers: Mr. Pan and Mr. Li. The latter 

was better liked by students because of his approachable self presentation and his 

interesting classroom presentation style:

“Mr. Li’s classes are very interesting. Now I don’t remember clearly how he taught, 
but I remember that the class environment was very good. Students all liked his 
class and we listened attentively. Maybe their teaching approaches were more or 
less the same? They placed emphasis on form and asked us to do a lot of 
underlines? Anyway, I learnt from their experiences that a positive 
teacher-learner relationship helps teaching.” (Interview, 02/06/2008)

He states that the experience he drew from Mr. Li has become the core principle in 

his teaching. That is, learning should be fun and teachers should try to establish a 

positive relationship with students. Denghua says during his six years of teaching, 

he has questioned his teaching approaches, but he has never doubted his self 

presentation. Similar to Baijuan, Denghua also seems to devalue university 

education.

Researcher: What about your university education? How does it help your 
teaching?

Denghua: I don’t think it helps much...No.
Researcher: Why?
Denghua: You also studied in a normal university. You should know. Most of the 
subjects are language-related...I didn’t study hard enough for courses on 
teaching pedagogy as well, though. It was offered in the final year and 
everybody was looking for teaching practice and jobs.

(Interview, 02/06/2008)

Like Baijuan, Denghua also voices changes of perceptions in his teaching:

Researcher: So the experience you have now...or I should say your conception of 
teaching right now, where are they from?

Denghua: ...Maybe the conclusion drawn from my teaching...or I should say 
lessons learnt from that.

Researcher: So what are the lessons? Or what is your conclusion? In these six
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years of teaching, did you change your teaching method at all? What are the 
changes?

Denghua: I think I teach differently at different stages. In the first round, I focus 
more on students’ all-round skills. For example, I give them a lot of opportunities 
to talk and I tell them my own stories. In the second round, I focus more on 
language practice, grammar, vocabulary...Now I’m adjusting my teaching 
approaches again...(Interview, 02/06/2008)

Denghua’s changing perceptions and practices are illustrated in Figure 6.6. As can 

be seen from the figure, there are mainly four stages of development. When he 

started teaching in September 2002, Denghua says he had no systematic 

understanding as to how teaching should be delivered due to his lack of training and 

experience. Therefore, he struggled to fulfill his tasks and he was also eager to learn 

either from books or from others. His assigned mentor was Mr. Wang, who is a firm 

believer and implementer of grammar-translation method. However, Denghua 

constantly observed Ms. He’s classes because her lessons were “more interesting 

with a lot of activities”. Reflecting on that period of time, Denghua states that his 

teaching was very much the mechanical imitation of others’ approaches that lacked 

critical reflection and understanding:

“When I saw something interesting in Ms. He’s class, I copied them. When I saw 
something good in others’ classes, I might copy them too. Everyday I searched 
desperately on the Internet and in the school library for new activities in order to 
get students’ interest.” (Interview, 02/06/2008)

In the first half of the semester, Denghua was content with his teaching because 

students seemed to like his teaching. There was active class participation and the 

learning atmosphere appeared to be good. He used various activities to support his 

teaching, which he believed at that time was “more advanced” than his colleagues’.

The first point of change happened after mid-semester examination in November

2002. His students ranked one of the lowest in the grade. Surprised as he was,

Denghua began to question his practice, particularly the effectiveness of his “CLT

approach”. In his reflection a scenario came into his mind which probably never

occurred to him in the past:

“ In the university, the Intensive Reading class used Rich Teaching Method...I 
think this approach was perhaps developed in my university. It is a CLT approach. 
It uses a lot of group work and presentation. It emphasizes passages and 
sentences and there was little detailed analysis of words (for example, identify the 
differences between two words). Three to four students in my class didn’t pass
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Specialized English Test Band 4 ...teaching method is definitely related (to 
students’ examination scores)...I began to think maybe CLT approach wouldn’t 
work at all in the current examination-oriented educational system.” (Interview, 
02/06/2008)

This scenario, along with his students’ poor performance, made Denghua suspect 

the validity of CLT approaches and search for new teaching approaches. Meanwhile, 

Denghua noticed that his mentor Mr. Wang had excellent student achievements in 

the examinations. As introduced earlier, Mr. Wang implements grammar-translation 

method in his teaching. This further supported Denghua’s assumption of the 

ineffectiveness of CLT approaches. After the mid-semester examination, Denghua 

began to increase his observations of Mr. Wang’s classes. He also made gradual 

changes in his teaching. For example, he started to use Chinese as the instruction 

language and he started to use less group discussion. Additionally, he spent longer 

time teaching grammar structures and identifying the differences between words. In 

the end-of-semester examination, his students raised their ranks in the grade. This 

further confirmed Denghua’s assumption that the grammar-translation method 

worked better for his students, and led to the change from the second stage in which 

he used grammar-translation with hesitation to the third stage in which the 

effectiveness of the grammar-translation method for his teaching was confirmed. In 

the NUEE in 2005, Denghua’s students ranked one of the highest in the grade and 

he was assigned to teach another ‘round’ of grade 3 (see 5.5.4). The student 

examination scores further confirmed his practice and provided the rationale for his 

continued use of grammar-translation when the new ‘round’ started in September 

2006.

In September 2006, Denghua was admitted to study an MA in Education at the 

university where he received his BA degree. During his MA study, Denghua learnt a 

lot of educational theories, including modern research on ELT. Books he studied 

include the Chinese translation of Approaches and Methods in Language Teaching 

(Richards and Rodgers, 2001) and The Learner-centred Curriculum (Nunan, 1989). 

Denghua began to realise that his previous perception of CLT was perhaps too 

narrow:

“I began to think, maybe it wasn’t CLT’s fault? I think my actions at that time 
were more or less the mechanical imitation of Ms. He’s teaching and strategies 
introduced in my reading. My approaches lacked coherence and logic, plus I 
didn’t explain many ideas clearly...’’(Interview, 02/06/2008)
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Continued knowledge and reflection resulting from his CPD made Denghua more 

receptive towards different teaching approaches. He began to reevaluate methods 

he considered to be ineffective and these included CLT approaches. Additionally, 

Anya’s influence in the group also exposed Denghua to CLT approaches, for 

example, hearing the discussions on CLT around him and using materials 

developed by Anya. He says he began to raise his trust of CLT (Section 6.1.4 also 

shows his attitude towards CLT approaches and that the NEC is not critical). 

However, he says he still thinks grammar-translation is more effective in supporting 

students’ examination preparation. Additionally, he thinks his students are more 

used to grammar-translation and their low English proficiency has also constrained 

the use of CLT activities. Therefore, grammar-translation is still the main method for 

his teaching until he sees further changes in the NUEE system (Interview, 

02/06/2008; 19/06/2008).

Reviewing Denghua’s accounts, a few factors are particularly influential in his 

change of perceptions. The most influential factor seems to be students’ academic 

performance. The reflection and change from stage 1 to stage 2 and from stage 2 to 

stage 3 is triggered by students’ academic performance. Students’ poor academic 

performance triggered his change and their good academic performance confirmed 

his assumption. Secondly, peer influence is also a main factor in his change (e.g. 

Ms. He’s in stage 1, Mr. Wang’s in stage 2 and 3, and Anya’s in stage 4). Thirdly, his 

CPD also promotes him to reflect on his perception and practice. These factors are 

further examined in the next section.
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Figure 6:6: Denghua’s changing perceptions and practices
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6.7.3 Main factors in teacher cognition development

The previous two sections examined Baijuan and Denghua’s developmental history. 

As can be seen from the discussion, a number of factors come into play in their 

development, for example, classroom practices and the influence of their colleagues. 

This section draws findings from the previous chapters and from other research 

participants, and compares these with areas of influence as identified in Borg’s 

(2003) framework.

Teacher cognition and prior learning experience

In his review, Borg (2003) identifies prior language learning experience as an 

influential factor in teachers’ cognition development and he claims that such 

influence may be persistent throughout teachers’ professional lives. Baijuan and 

Denghua’s accounts support the view that prior learning experience is related to 

teaching. Both of them voice the influence of their teachers on their teaching. 

Similarly, all other research participants acknowledge the role of their teachers on 

their practices, as summarised in Table 6.4.

Table 6.5: The influence of teachers

Research Participants Source of Influence

Anya English teacher in college

Baijuan Geography teacher in high school

Caili English teacher in high school

Denghua English teacher in high school

Enchu English teacher in college

It can be seen from the table, three participants mention the influence of high school 

teachers and four participants mention the influence of English teachers. 

Interestingly, all research participants attribute the influence to the teacher’s 

personality and their relationship with students. Two participants (Anya and Caili) 

attribute the most influential aspect to personality (Anya: “nice and sincere”; Caili: 

“friendly”). Caili also identifies the self presentation of the teacher (“approachable” 

“not strict”). Three participants (Baijuan, Denghua and Enchu) recognise their 

classroom strategies (e.g. Baijuan: “make learning fun”; Denghua: “telling jokes”;
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Enchu, “funny, make students laugh”). My findings resonate with the study of Bailey 

et al. (1996) who finds that affective factors are often reported by teachers as more 

influential than methodologies.

Teacher cognition and pre-service teacher education

The influence of pre-service education on teacher cognition has been controversial, 

although most researchers tend to think that teacher education has an impact on 

teacher cognition (Borg, 2003).

As the accounts show, both Baijuan and Denghua think the influence of their 

pre-service education is minimal. The other three research participants also think 

their university education has had no influence on their teaching skills, apart from 

the improvement of their English. Caili is the only person who has expressed a 

positive view, but her reason is still limited to English improvement: “Now that I have 

improved my English, I have the confidence to teach and I can put many things into 

practice. For example, I can explain grammar points very clearly.” (Interview, 

08/01/2008).

Borg’s (2005) review shows that many researchers agree that the effect of 

pre-service teacher education on teacher cognition varies between programmes 

and trainees. Denghua’s comment may explain the reason to some extent (1) Lack 

of methodological training (in training non-native speakers of English to become 

English teachers, most Chinese normal universities have emphasised subject 

knowledge rather than teaching skills in their teacher training); (2) Delayed teaching 

practice: In contrast to the provision of teaching practice being integral to teacher 

education courses in UK universities, teaching practices are usually offered in the 

last year in most Chinese normal universities.

Admittedly, although all teachers argue that university education had no influence 

on their teaching, they may have not recognised such an influence. For example, 

both Baijuan and Denghua deliberately chose to follow a CLT approach at the 

beginning of their teaching and this might be the influence of their university 

education because these were the strategies taught in the university.
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Cognition and classroom practice

The relationship between cognition and classroom practice is another area 

discussed in Borg’s (2003) work. In Borg’s framework, classroom practice is used to 

include both classroom experience and the factors that may relate to classroom 

experience. Findings in this study confirm the well-documented assertion that 

classroom practice is influential for teachers’ cognitive development. As evidenced 

in Baijuan and Denghua’s developmental history, their classroom experience is the 

main factor contributing to their development, for example, Baijuan chose to focus 

on form because of students’ low English proficiency. Later, her focus on form was 

confirmed by students’ high English scores. In terms of Denghua, students’ poor 

academic performance triggered his first change, and students’ good academic 

performance led to the third stage of his teaching when he uses (without hesitation) 

the grammar-translation method. As for other research participants, students’ 

influence on teachers’ decision making is evident throughout the discussion in 

previous sections, for example, Baijuan’s decision to use CLT activities to please 

students (see 6.4.2) and Enchu’s decision not to focus on affective factors (see 

6.4.5). Based on the previous discussion of Baijuan and Denghua’ experiences, the 

following inferences can be made:

(1) There are two types of change: change in terms of pedagogical principles29 and 

in terms of pedagogical techniques. Teachers may constantly add new ideas to 

their repertoire of pedagogical techniques either by teaching, discussing with 

colleagues or observing others’ practices. The change may happen gradually, in 

fragmented fashion and on a daily basis (see Baijuan’s change). However, 

teachers may revise their pedagogical principles when there are significant 

changes, particularly those in relation to students’ learning outcomes (see the 

changes for both Baijuan and Denghua).

(2) Students’ learning outcomes in terms of examination scores are very influential 

in triggering change (see both Baijuan and Denghua);

(3) Failed experience is more influential than successful experience in triggering 

change, particularly as regards pedagogical principles. Positive feedback may 

serve as reassurance and confirmation, but may not help teachers to take a 

critical look at their work (see both Baijuan and Denghua);

29 The term ‘pedagogical principle’ was borrowed from Breen et al. (2000) to mean principles shaped and 
generated by underlying and more abstract beliefs to serve to mediate between beliefs and on-going decision 
making in particular instruction contexts.
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(4) Peers are influential in triggering change (see both Baijuan and Denghua).

(5) The findings support Borg’s (2006) view that cognitive change and behavioural 

change may not happen consistently. For example, cognitive change may not 

accompany behaviour change, and vice versa (see Denghua’s last stage of 

change).

(6) The findings also support Tsui’s (2003) argument that while external factors 

may affect teachers’ professional development, it is the way they respond to 

these external factors that shapes their development (see Baijuan and 

Denghua).

It seems to me from the discussion that teachers’ belief system is a moving 

mosaic30 which is fluid, dynamic and messy. By moving mosaic I mean teachers 

are constantly changing their belief system. Very often it is not a breakthrough, 

rather a fragmented change. They may bring in new ideas into their belief system 

everyday. Some of them are central and others are peripheral. This is highlighted in

6.7.1 on the discussion about Baijuan’s change. By fluid, dynamic and messy I 

mean teachers have accommodated so many different dimensions of beliefs and 

some of them seem in contradictory with each other, but they seem to exist in 

harmony with each other in teachers’ belief system. A piece of evidence is the 

discussion on the role of teachers in 6.6.1.

6.8 Conclusion

This chapter has discussed the NEC experience from the five research participants’ 

views: it has introduced teachers’ general orientation and engagement with the NEC; 

discussed teachers’ new emotions associated with teaching the NEC; analysed goal 

conflicts perceived by teachers and different forces in teachers’ use of the NEC; 

discussed each participant’s orientation in response to the goal conflicts; analysed 

teachers’ two different levels of thinking; compared participants’ cultural orientations 

in comparison with the literature on Chinese learning culture; investigated the 

developmental history of teacher cognition and practices; and discussed factors in 

relation to the development. The next chapter analyses teachers’ classroom 

practices and out of classroom practices based on observational data.

30 The term moving mosaic is borrowed from Hargreaves (1994) to mean blurred boundaries, overlapping 
categories and membership, flexible and dynamic.
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CHAPTER 7: OBSERVING TEACHERS IN PRACTICE

Chapter 6 mainly explored the NEC implementation from teachers’ perspectives and 

this section turns to my observation of teachers in practice. The motivations for 

writing this section are: (1) it is often reminded in the literature about teacher 

cognition that there may be discrepancies between teachers’ statements and their 

everyday practices. For example, they may state what they would like to believe 

rather than what they actually believe (Woods, 1996). Therefore, it is necessary for 

researchers to collect different aspects of data in order to construct a more valid 

view of the participants. (2) As insiders for practice, teachers’ perceptions may be 

restricted due to their taken-for-granted knowledge (Bourdieu, 1998). It is important 

to observe and understand the situation from outside in order to think the 

unthinkable and question the unquestionable perceptions and practices of teachers.

Various aspects of the teachers’ implementation process are included in the 

analysis. As a participant observer, I was able to collect data on many occasions 

(e.g. teaching in classrooms, teaching for demonstration, preparing lessons and 

staff office discussions). Transcripts of classroom observations are kept in the 

participants’ original words if it was English. The main purpose is neither to examine 

teachers’ classroom decisions nor to defend (or disprove) views or arguments made 

in the previous chapter. The aim is to gain a holistic view of teachers’ work and 

further the understanding of teachers’ thinking and practices through data from 

different sources. The presentation structure of chapter 7 is outlined in Table 7.1.

Table 7.1: Scope of chapter 7

7.1 Use of NEC principles

7.2 High emphasis on form

7.3 Difference between teaching for external observers and teaching for 
students

7.4 Different levels of student participation

7.4.1 Managing large classes

7.4.2 Teaching differently in different classes
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7.5 Different ways of involvement?

7.6 Economic use of class hours

7.7 Teachers working long hours

7.7.1 Marking every assignment

7.7.2 reciting from memory

7.8 Conclusion

7.1 Use of NEC principles

Chapter 6 discusses teachers’ different positions regarding the NEC: Anya 

expresses the most positive orientation and highest engagement with the NEC; Caili 

comments that being a ‘top class’ teacher, she feels the pressure to use NEC 

principles in her teaching and she also states that she can incorporate NEC 

principles with examination preparation. Enchu voices a positive orientation towards 

the NEC, but a less active engagement with the NEC. Baijuan and Denghua seem 

to be less positive towards the NEC and their engagement also appears to be less 

active. Observational data shows that in spite of their different positions, all 

participants have used the NEC to a greater or lesser extent.

The first manifestation of teaching the NEC is the use of TBLT, as exemplified in an 

observational transcript of Baijuan’s class.

Table 7.2: Observational transcript: The World’s Most Useful Gift Catalogue 

(15/05/2008 at 8:25-9:10am)

Line

No.

Baijuan: What is the page about?

S1: useful things for poor people.

Baijuan: These are a list of practical gifts. How are the gifts listed?

S2: according to price.

Baijuan: The gift is listed in the order of the price, from cheapest to the 

dearest. How much is the cheapest and the dearest?

S3: 5 dollars and 1350 dollars.
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10

15

20

25

30

35

40

Baijuan: Why is the price of the gift vary?

S4: They are useful in normal life.

Baijuan: Any other reasons?

S5: People have different incomes.

Baijuan: According to the gift giver’s purchasing ability. Therefore, we can 

make sure every one makes a contribution. What of the gift matters? 

Price?

Ss: No.

S6: Whether they bring hope for the people in need.

Baijuan: So it’s not the price, but the act and willingness to share and help 

that matters...Why are these gifts most useful?

Ss...

Baijuan: Look at the list together...We have food, clothes, education... 

These are what?

Ss: basics.

Baijuan: Basic problems waiting to be solved...They are essentials...Are 

gifts like this a good idea? Why? Use the following structures, 2 minutes to 

prepare.

PPT: As is known to all, as far as I’m concerned, firstly, secondly...

Baijuan reminds Ss to discuss with their partners. She walks around, 

answers Qs at times, corrects mistakes when identified, intervenes when 

off-task activities are observed.

Discussion finishes. Baijuan selects a few Ss to read their sentences.

Baijuan: The destructive earthquake stroke Sichuan Province recently. A 

lot of people lost their homes and they are in great need of help. What kind 

of things do you think are needed for people in Sichuan? Shall we create a 

gift catalogue for them?

Baijuan: Work in groups of 4 and create a gift catalogue. You need to 

explain what and why. 5 Minutes to prepare.

Ss work in groups of 4 or 5, Baijuan walks around...

Baijuan: OK, report your catalogues.

S7: We’d like to add tent, clothes and water for people in Sichuan...
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S8: Do I need to think about money?

Baijuan: You just put the things here for others to buy. No need to think 

45 about money.

S8: I’d like to add a clinic because...

S9: I want to put CHS in Sichuan because children are in great need of 

education.

Baijuan: Are you going to use magic weapon to move CHS?

50 Ss laugh

S10: I'd like to add Panda...

Baijuan: Why?

S10: attract tourists.

S11:...

(As she listens, Baijuan corrects language mistakes occasionally)

Baijuan: Today’s homework is writing. You need to put your catalogue and 

explain the reasons using the sentence structures in PPT.

PPT: Firstly, I’d like to add...for...; Secondly, I think it’s better to put...as...; 

Last but not least, ...is also necessary for...Finally...

(See conventions for transcription) 

In the transcript, the main activity is to choose what to donate to survivors of the 

earthquake. This is classified as a task according to HSECS (MOE, 2003) in that 

there is a purpose, a process and a product. Additionally, the task has real life 

resonance (the Sichuan Earthquake was a recent event and there were nationwide 

donations at the time) and involves English use. Baijuan’s frequent classroom use of 

tasks is also supported by a transcript from the previous class in which students are 

asked to design a slogan for promoting tourism in Papua New Guinea. Apart from 

reflecting principles from the curriculum guidance, Baijuan’s use of tasks seems to 

have also incorporated strategies suggested in some major TBLT literature. For 

example, she applies Willis’ (1996) stages of pre-task (line 1-26, brainstorming and 

learning from a similar experience), the task cycle (line 28-47, task, planning and 

report) and post-task (line 48-53, analysis and practice). The focus is on meaning 

and more controlled practice is provided in the post-task cycle. Her students seem 

to be primarily engaged in meaning production (e.g. line 38 “Do I need to think about 

money?”).
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Observational data from Anya and Caili’s classes also suggest that their use of CLT 

approaches is consistent with the NEC guidance and reflect many principles 

suggested in the literature. Comparing the five research participants, Anya has used 

CLT activities most frequently in her teaching, followed by Caili and Baijuan. 

Denghua and Enchu, however, seem to have barely used CLT activities during my 

observations, apart from one occasion when Denghua used role play, because his 

students were sleepy and he used role play as a strategy to enliven his class 

(Observation, 12/06/2008). A discrepancy is noted here between Baijuan’s stated 

engagement and her practice. There are perhaps three reasons: (1) although 

Baijuan expresses a less positive view towards CLT approaches in supporting 

learning, she argues that she has to use them at times in order to please students 

who think activities are fun (6.3.2); (2) Baijuan seems to have a confused 

understanding of different teaching approaches (see 6.1.2), so that she may not be 

aware that she is implementing the NEC principles; (3) Baijuan often shares Anya 

and Caili’s teaching materials and she may have used TBLT without realising it.

In terms of other areas suggested by the NEC (MOE, 2003, see 4.3), a wide range 

of principles are applied by teachers in their practices. Referring back to Baijuan’s 

classroom practice (Table 7.2), her efforts to develop students’ all-round 

development have been identified. The transcript suggests that Baijuan actively 

involves students in the lesson: the transcript contains many examples of student 

answers in English (e.g. lines 4, 7, 9, 11). In the extract, Baijuan uses some famous 

people’s sayings to demonstrate the value of sharing. She also leads students to 

perceive donation in a more positive way (e.g. in lines 13-16, “So it’s not the amount 

of price, but the act and willingness to share and help that matters...”). She designs 

tasks for students to learn English through doing. Overall, Baijuan has integrated a 

range of NEC principles (see 4.3) in her teaching. A few patterns are observed:

■ All teachers have used a wide range of NEC principles in their teaching;

■ Anya and Caili have applied NEC principles to the greatest extent;

■ Anya, Baijuan and Caili have more frequently applied the NEC principles in their 

classroom practices than Denghua and Enchu, for example, use of TBLT.

■ Although Denghua and Enchu rarely use CLT activities in their classroom 

practices, they have used a range of NEC principles outside the classroom, for 

example, encouraging students to produce an English newspaper in order to 

promote information exploration; encouraging students to take part in the
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school’s ‘English corner’ 31 in order to promote students’ communicative 

competence by talking to American teachers.

■ In spite of teachers’ use of the NEC principles, a very high emphasis on form is 

identified for each participant. This is discussed in the next section.

7.2 High emphasis on form

The discussion in chapter 6 shows that Baijuan, Caili, Denghua and Enchu have in 

interviews given more priority to form than meaning. Anya believes that CLT 

activities are valuable for students. However, she has reservations about using CLT 

all the time. She therefore decides to place emphasis on both form and CLT 

activities. Observational data also shows that all teachers have placed very high 

emphasis on form. Denghua and Enchu hardly used any CLT activities in teaching 

during my observations. Although CLT activities are used by Anya, Baijuan and Caili, 

the focus on form is obvious: the main form of teaching is teacher-led controlled 

practice of grammar or vocabulary, for example, exercise explanations. This is 

exemplified by following Anya’s teaching for two weeks (Table 7.3: Anya’s teaching 

arrangement). As is shown in the table, among the 11 class hours in the two weeks, 

at least 6 class hours (class hour 3, 4, 5, 7, 8, and 9) are largely form-focused. In 

other classes, both CLT activities and form-focused instruction are used.

Table 7.3: Anya’s teaching arrangement between 10/03/2008 and 21/03/2008

Class hour Date Content

1 10/03/2008
Book 7 Unit 2: Robots 

Warming up and reading text 1

2 11/03/2008 Reading text 1

3 12/03/2008

Language study: using words and vocabulary 

(check answers of the post-text exercises on words 

and vocabulary)

4 13/03/2008 Explain papers of the monthly examination

5 14/03/2008: Explain papers of the monthly examination

6 15/03/2008 The 2nd reading text

7 17/03/2008 Language study: grammar

31 See glossary.
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8 18/03/2008 Explain questions in Student Times

9 19/03/2008

Explain self-compiled exercise papers, grammar 

points and language in the textbooks, the 3rd 

reading text

10 20/03/2008
the 3rd reading text, Student project: Robot Press 

Conference

11 21/03/2008
Book 7 Unit 3: Under the Sea 

Warming up and reading text 1

However, compared with other teachers, Anya’s teaching of form is less frequent. 

With data collected from both classroom observations and entry logs, I am able to 

make a comparison between Anya, Baijuan and Caili’s teaching of the same unit:

■ In class hour 1, both Anya and Caili spend 10 minutes on whole class 

discussion for warming up. The rest of the time is spent on form-focused 

instruction. However, Baijuan’s main focus is on teaching new words in the unit, 

for example, she teaches students how to pronounce the new words and 

reminds them of the spelling.

■ In class hour 2, both Anya and Caili spend about 15 minutes on group 

discussion before reading text 1. Baijuan spends about 10 minutes on group 

discussion for teaching reading text 1. The rest of the time is spent on 

form-focused instruction.

■ In class hour 6, Anya spends about 10 minutes on whole class discussion of a 

topic related to the reading passage. Both Baijuan and Caili devote the hour to 

teaching form.

■ In class hour 10, Anya organises a Robot Press Conference for students to role 

play characters in the text and she spends about 30 minutes on the activities. 

Caili uses an interview for students to role play and she spends about 15 

minutes on the activity. Baijuan does not use any CLT activity at this stage 

because she explains grammar points in the textbook.

■ In class hour 3, 4, 5, 7, 8, and 9, both Baijuan and Caili devote the time to form.

Referring to Table 7.2, although Baijuan’s use of tasks seems to prioritize meaning, 

her teaching of form appears to be more important than what is suggested in major 

TBLT literature. For example, most TBLT writers suggest free practice during the 

task cycle (e.g. Willis, 1996; Nunan, 2004), but Baijuan specifies words and
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structures for utterance production, which she justifies by saying that her students’ 

low English proficiency has pushed her to focus on form (e.g. 6.1.2). For example, 

her students often do not have the knowledge to follow up reading passages without 

prior explanation of new words and grammar structures (Anya and Caili comment 

that most of their students are competent to pronounce words according to spelling). 

Therefore, she has to spend much time teaching pronunciation, spelling and 

explaining grammar structures. Similar concerns have also been expressed by 

Denghua and Enchu (see 6.1.4 & 6.1.5). As is exemplified in an observational 

transcript of Denghua’s class (Table 7.4), he has almost exclusively focused on 

vocabulary and grammar practice in the class:

Table 7.4 Observational Transcript of Denghua's Class

(10/06/2008 at 7:30am-8:15am)

■ Denghua introduces the task: word dictation

■ Denghua reads 15 words (e.g. slavery, majority, immigrant and aircraft) [$L

Students write answers on the dictation book

■ PPT shows 12 sentences with cloze; Denghua selects 12 students to answer 

questions by filling the blanks with new words

■ PPT shows a passage with cloze of 20 blanks; Denghua selects 20 students 

to answer questions by filling the blanks with new words

■ Denghua leads students to read the passage

■ PPT shows some phrases in Chinese; Denghua asks students to find these 

phrases in the text and underline them

■ Denghua explains these phrases one by one, an example is:

> PPT shows: 3rd largest state

the +ordinal number + superlative degree + noun

> Denghua selects a student to translate the sentence: The yellow river is 

the longest river in China [ScMt§ 'T SllS-fc

> Denghua selects a student to translate the sentence: Hangzhou is the 

most beautiful city in China rff]

Denghua’s emphasis on form is exemplified in the transcript. Another theme 

observed in the field is that teachers seem to teach differently in teaching for
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external observers and teaching for students. This is further discussed in the 

following section.

7.3 Difference between teaching for external observers and 
teaching for students

In section 6.1.2, Baijuan voices the opinion that teachers may wear two pairs of 

shoes: they use NEC principles in teaching for external observers and they focus on 

form-focused instruction when teaching for students. Her statement is supported by 

observational data.

There are three main occasions when teachers need to give demonstration lessons 

for observers, either in CHS or outside CHS.

■ Demonstration lessons:

> According to regulations in the English department, each teacher needs to 

demonstrate teaching to all other English teachers in the same team at 

least once per semester in order to provide opportunities for mutual 

exchange and development. During the school year I observed 18 

demonstration lessons given by teachers in the English Department in CHS, 

including teachers from all grades.

> Experienced teachers demonstrate teaching to less experienced teachers 

from the same school or other schools. I observed 3 demonstration lessons 

organized by County A Education Committee and 2 demonstration lessons 

organized by LQ Education Bureau.

■ Teaching competitions: there are on average two to three teaching competitions

per year organised by either LQ Education Bureau or County A Education

Committee. On these occasions, Anya assigns one or two teachers to

participate. I observed 15 teaching competitions organised by County A 

Education Committee.

■ Teaching plan competitions: LQ Education Bureau organises teaching plan 

competitions once each semester. On these occasions, teachers from each 

school work in a team to produce Powerpoint presentations illustrating their 

plans for teaching the new units. I collected 19 Powerpoint presentations for the 

teaching plan competitions.

Analysing observational fieldnotes and teachers’ Powerpoint presentations shows 

that:
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■ In all Powerpoint presentations for the teaching plan competitions (see 

Appendix 7 for an example), the emphasis on CLT activities is obvious and a 

wide range of activities are designed for each unit.

■ In teaching competitions, CLT activities seem to be predominant. Form-focused 

activities are rarely used.

■ In demonstration lessons organised by LQ City Education Bureau and County A 

Education Committee, the emphasis on CLT activities is also obvious. 

Form-focused activities are rarely used.

■ In in-school demonstration lessons, most teachers (apart from two) have 

predominantly used CLT activities. For the two exceptional cases, on one 

occasion, the teacher doing demonstration lessons forgot about her 

demonstration lesson and the lesson focused on grammar practice. On another 

occasion, the demonstration lesson was organised after the monthly 

examination and the teacher decided to explain the examination papers. She 

warned the other teachers that she would focus on form-focused instruction, 

and that there was no need to observe her lesson (It is apparent in her 

notification that she views CLT as ‘good practice’ that is worth observing).

Similar experience of front stage and back stage difference is also reported in the 

ELT literature. In the investigation of the implementation of a CLT approach in a 

Japanese secondary school, Sakui (2004) finds that teachers were "wearing two 

pairs of shoes". They used CLT approaches when observers were present and they 

returned to the grammar-translation method when there was no observer.

As Baijuan comments in section 6.1.2, incorporating CLT activities is a requirement 

of the City Education Bureau and County Education Committee in teaching 

competitions. This may offer a possible explanation for teachers’ conscious 

incorporation of CLT activities in demonstration lessons and competitions. The other 

explanation is Goffman's (1959) impression management theory. According to 

Goffman, on the front stage, performers carefully present themselves in ways that 

are expected for their roles. Flowever, backstage where the audience are absent, 

the performers can step out of character without fear of disrupting the performance. 

Applying Goffman's theory to teachers’ practices, demonstration lessons and 

teaching competitions are the front stage; and everyday classroom teaching is the 

back stage. The audience, therefore, are 'experts' and teachers who observe or
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judge the class. Teachers’ use of CLT activities in front stage clearly shows that CLT 

activities are received as ‘good practice’ and teachers consciously use CLT in order 

to present a favourable impression of themselves to other colleagues and 

authorities.

In these circumstances, it is difficult to say during my research, whether teachers 

have presented their front stage performance or back stage behaviour (e.g. whether 

I was treated as an audience or part of the scene). Anya, Baijuan and Caili all admit 

that in the first stage of my observation, they taught differently when I was present 

and they spent longer time preparing lessons in order to perform a 'good lesson'. 

However, Anya told me at a later stage that there was not much difference whether I 

was present or not because I was there almost every day (Informal Conversation, 

25/06/2008). While it is possible that Anya may have become used to having me in 

the classroom, the extent to which she switched from front stage performance to 

back stage behaviour is still hard to say.

7.4 Different levels of student participation

Although Anya, Baijuan and Caili have organised CLT activities in their teaching and

created opportunities for students to speak and present their ideas in classroom, not

all students seem to be willing to participate in these activities. This is exemplified in

the following two fieldnotes. The first fieldnotes was taken in Anya’s class when two

students were doing a presentation on the platform and many other students

showed low engagement in listening to the presentation. The second example of

fieldnotes was taken in Caili’s class. She was covering sick leave for an arts class

teacher and the fieldnotes documented the difficulty she met when she was trying to

deliver an activity that required student participation and performance.

Two students are talking on the stage as interviewer and interviewee. Their 
voices are small and I can hardly hear...Some students are listening, but some 
other students seem not to be listening. Lintao is doing exercises on the Student 
Times, Liying is looking at the vocabulary list.. .(Fieldnote, 20/03/2008)

...Caili asks for student volunteers to participate. However, there is no volunteer. 
Caili chooses three students and asks them to go to the stage. She gives the first 
instruction to the student, the student acquiesces. She gives the instruction to 
another student, the student stands there, face flushed...Caili has to ask the 
student to go back to her seat (Fieldnote, 27/02/2008)
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Observational data demonstrate that there are different levels of student 

participation in different classes, and among students in the same class. Two 

reasons may have contributed to this: large classes and varying class culture. 

These are discussed in the following sections.

7.4.1 Managing large classes

As previously mentioned, there are on average 55 to 60 students in each class in 

CHS. Therefore, classrooms are often large and overcrowded (see Figure 7.1: 

Layout of a typical classroom in CHS). In the literature, large classes are reported by 

many researchers as a main obstacle to the use of CLT (Li, 1998; Littlewood, 2007).

Figure 7.1: Layout of a typical classroom in CHS

Blackboard and projection

Platform

Teacher's desk

As represented in the figure, there are normally seven or eight rows of seven or 

eight pairs of desks in each classroom. The gang ways, often between the second 

and third rows and between the sixth and seventh rows, are narrow. Therefore, 

teachers usually conduct their classes from the platform, which is in the centre at the 

front of the classroom. For one thing, there is more space on the platform than in the 

gangways; for another thing, from this position teachers have easy access to the 

blackboard and their computers. If CLT activities are organised (e.g. role play or 

students’ presentations), students are often asked to give their talks or perform role 

plays on the platform. Teachers are aware that the opportunity for each student to
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talk is limited, due to the large number of students they have. However, Anya

(Interview, 16/10/2007) and the expert teacher Ms. He (Informal conversation,

08/12/2007) argue that listening to other students’ presentations is an important way

for students to pick up language from their peers. However, the reality seems less

desirable than teachers’ predictions. For example, students in the back rows attend

less than students in the front rows during students’ presentations. In her research

of Pakistani secondary schools, Shamim (1996) notices similar reactions. She

writes of the front of the classroom as the surveillance zone of the teacher and the

back of the classroom as outside the teacher's attention zone. As Shamim (ibid)

explains, more engaged students may prefer to sit in the front and less engaged

students may prefer to sit in the back in order to be outside the attention zone and

hide from the teacher. Data arising from my observations suggest that the distance

between the back row and the platform and the lack of voice projection by students

presenting seem to be the main reason for student in the back not to be engaged.

Students in the back often complain that they cannot hear the presentations: as one

student claimed: "their voices are like honey bee. I can't hear what they say at all, so

I'd rather look at the vocabulary.” (Informal conversation,18/06/2008). During my

observations, I myself was often not able to hear students from where I sat in the

back. The concern that some students may not be able to hear the talk reduces

teachers’ use of students’ presentations, as exemplified in Baijuan’s comment:

Researcher: “ In class 12, when the students gave you the assignments, why did 
you read the compositions yourself instead of asking students to read?”

Baijuan: “ I have a little bit concern in doing this kind of tasks. There must be 
mistakes in students’ writing. If I read it, I can correct the mistakes when I’m 
reading. Additionally, students have this or that sort of problems in reading, for 
example, one of the students I asked today has accent in reading and the other 
one has very low voice... It may also take too long for them to finish reading. In 
order to safe time, I decided to read it myself.”

(Interview, 28/03/2008)

In addition, due to the small size of the classrooms, the use of group work is also 

limited. It is difficult to get students to move around to do group work. Therefore, 

most teachers choose to ask students to work in groups of four in their seats, 

instead of arranging groups according to students’ language levels. The groups 

normally stay the same and students’ language levels are different in the group. It is 

observed that in many groups there are often one or two dominant students who do 

most of the talk and others are less active. Thus, a ‘virtuous’ circle for the front row 

students and students with a higher language level is identified; and a ‘vicious’ circle
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for the back row students and students with lower language level is observed.

7.4.2 Teaching differently in different classes

Another difference noted is the difference between different classes. In chapter 6, 

both Anya and Baijuan state that they teach differently in different classes. Anya is 

concerned that students in one of the classes she teaches are less motivated by 

CLT activities while students in another class have shown more interest in CLT. 

Similarly, Baijuan also states that she teaches differently in different classes. They 

have given two reasons: students’ language proficiency and students’ attitudes. This 

is exemplified by Caili’s experience when she was asked to cover sick leave for an 

‘ordinary class’ teacher.

The topic was on Living Together of Module 7 Unit 1. For the warming up, Caili 

planned a guessing game for students to learn new words: ask some students to act 

according to instructions and the rest of the class to guess the word according to the 

performance. Examples are:

■ Instruction: Go back to your seat quickly with your eyes closed; answer: blind.

■ Instruction: go around the class with one leg; answer: crippled.

■ Instruction: Use your body language to express that you want to have lunch with 

your friend; answer: dumb.

Caili used this activity in her own classes and students performed according to the 

instructions. There was active participation from her students. However, the activity 

was less successful in the arts class. As shown in the transcript above, students 

were shy and did not want to participate. Caili commented on a later occasion that 

she was not going to use activities in arts classes 

A number of reasons may have contributed to this:

(1) Students’ English proficiency, for example, students in the ‘ordinary class’ may 

not know the word ‘crippled’ or ‘dumb’.

(2) Students’ attitudes towards learning, for example, students in the arts class may 

have less desire to speak in English. I discovered this in my role as a teacher for 

both ‘top classes’ and arts classes.

(3) Class culture: Ms. He, the expert teacher, argues at one point that other 

teachers may be able to use CLT approaches in her classes, but she may not be

218



able to use these strategies in other classes because of the different class 

culture, and she believes class culture is most important for teaching (Informal 

Conversation, 15/03/2008). A Similar view is also expressed by Anya (Informal 

Conversation, 06/04/2008). They argue that through their use of CLT activities, 

students have formed the habit of talking and participating in classroom activities 

and accept it as an important part of English learning. Therefore, they are more 

willing to participate in CLT activities. They believe this is the most important 

factor in their use of CLT and they are very conscious of working to form a 

positive class culture at the start of the ‘round’. Baijuan’s effort on developing 

student habits (see 6.4.2) may also support their views. As a participant 

observer, I also felt that in a later stage of my teaching, students in arts classes 

were more accustomed to being asked to do activities in my class, perhaps 

because they had accepted talking and discussion as a norm in my class.

Caili’s experience of teaching an arts class is illustrative of class culture: on one 

hand, teachers bring culture to classes; on the other hand, they bring cultures out of 

classes through the interaction with students (e.g. Caili’s decision not to use CLT at 

a later stage).

7.5 Different ways of involvement?

As discussed in the previous section, large classes may have affected students’ 

participation in classroom activities, for example, the challenge to arouse and 

maintain students’ attention, concentration, listening, interest and also to enable as 

many individuals as possible to speak. Similar concerns are also expressed by 

Cortazzi and Jin (2001). However, during the observations teachers revealed a 

range of strategies to organise the participation of learners.

As discussed previously, there are generally two patterns of teaching among the five 

research participants. Anya, Baijuan and Caili use CLT activities to a greater or 

lesser extent. On the other hand, Denghua and Enchu have barely used CLT 

activity during my observations (see 7.1). Table 7.5 and Table 7.6 summarize the 

two patterns of commonly employed interaction patterns. The former is used more 

often by Anya and Caili and the latter is used more often by Denghua and Enchu. 

Baijuan’s practice seems to lie in between the two patterns.

219



Table 7.5: Anya and Caili’s handling of texts

(exemplified by Table 7.7)

■ The teacher poses questions in relation to the topic, selects students or 

students volunteer to answer questions;

■ The teacher asks questions about information in the text (e.g. the main idea),

gives students a few minutes to read through the text, selects students to

answer questions;

■ The teacher explains the text (e.g. content information, organization, 

vocabulary and grammar) and selects students to answer questions in 

relation to the explanation;

■ The teacher asks questions about information derived from the text (e.g. 

inferences based on the text), gives students a few minutes to discuss 

(normally in groups of 4), selects students to report the findings of the 

discussion to the whole class;

■ The teacher presents Power point presentation of clozes (to review the

information, words or grammar structures in the text), and selects students to

fill in the blanks with new words;

■ The whole class read the cloze in chorus (or selected students read).

Table 7.6: Denghua and Enchu’s handling of texts

(exemplified by Table 7.4)

■ The teacher presents new language points (e.g. phrases and sentence 

structures) with a Power point presentation;

■ The teacher uses the cassette recorder to play the reading passage, students 

underline language points in the text;

■ The teacher explains language points one by one (selects students to give the 

points they have underlined, explains the rules/phrases, selects students to 

practise the language points often by translating);

■ The teacher presents a Power point presentation of clozes (to review the 

information, words or grammatical structures in the text), selects students to 

fill in the blanks with new words;

■ The whole class read the cloze in chorus (or selected students read).
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Whether it is in form-focused practice (Table 7.6) or CLT activities (Table 7.5), a 

high frequency of student participation is identified. In addition to the transcripts 

shown in this thesis, an observation transcript in Baijuan’s data suggests that in one 

lesson alone (45 minutes), she has involved all students and over half of the 

students are given more than two turns (observation transcript, 07/05/2008). An 

observation transcript in Denghua’s data suggests that for explaining and practising 

one grammar structure alone, he has involved over twenty students (observation 

transcript, 10/06/2008). A popular strategy often used by teachers is “Ride the train” 

( j f^ T ^ ) ,  in which students answer questions one after another according to their 

seats (normally from front to back or from back to front). Teachers state that this 

strategy takes less time while a larger number of students can be involved in 

speaking. Other strategies include calling students by their student numbers and 

selecting students from left to right, or from right to left.

7.6 Economic use of class hours

Another theme identified in teachers’ practices is that all teachers seem to be very 

economic in the use of class hours. This is exemplified by a transcript from Caili’s 

classes (Table 7.7).

Table 7.7 Observation Transcript of Caili’s Class

Line
No.

1 The researcher enters classroom
Five students are writing sentences on the blackboard

Caili announces the start of class, students stand up, greet teacher 
and teacher greets students, students sit down

Analyzes sentences on the blackboard: error correction, structure 
analysis, explanation of words

10 Explains questions in the exercise book, Caili picks S1 to answer Q1
S1: to have issued 
Caili: Why?
S1:...
Caili explains the different usage of “to have issued” and “to issue” 

15 Caili: S2,Q2
S2: be sure of
Caili: What preposition can also come after “be sure”?
Ss: be sure to
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20

25

30

35

40

45

50

55

60

65

70

Caili explains the difference between “be sure o f  and “be sure to”
Caili: S3, Q3 
S3: Strike
Caili: We mentioned this word last time. Now take out a piece of paper 
and let’s do some dictation:
(1) Strike while the iron is hot.
(2) Clock strike the hours.
(3) She struck the match.
(4) An idea suddenly struck me.
(5) The area was struck by an outbreak of cholera.
PPT shows the answers, Caili asks students to refer to the answers
and make self corrections
Picks 5 Ss to translate the above sentences
Caili explains the different meanings and tenses of “strike”
Ss read all sentences together
Caili (in Chinese): The reason why I asked you to do this is that I want 
you to link the new knowledge with knowledge you learnt before. In 
that case, you can deepen your understanding.
...In total, 15 exercises are explained...

Explains reading comprehension in the exercise book
Picks Ss to sum up the main meaning, analyze structure, and asks Qs
about content of the text, e.g. how to treat junk emails?

PPT shows some words, e.g. politeness, knowledgeable...
Caili: Some of you told me questions on the Student Times is difficult 
because they don’t understand some words. I picked out some new 
words. Let’s have a look. Politeness is similar to a word?
S1: Polite
Caili: So what does it mean? With “ness” in the end?
S2: It means...

Caili: Actually many new words are not new. You have to pay attention 
to their formation and word out their meanings according to rules of 
word formation.

Refers to Workbook p. 55 Using words and expressions
Put words in their proper forms in the cloze
Picks Ss to answer, spell words, introduces similar words, explains
grammatical structures at times, Ss read cloze together.

PPT shows a cloze, picks 4 students to do the cloze

PPT shows another cloze, picks 2 students to complete 
Ss read the completed cloze

Caili: The second cloze tells you a story about robot. What opinion do 
you want to give to this robot?
S1:...l advise...
Caili: If you want to give opinions, what words would you use?
PPT shows: I think, I advise, in my opinion/view, as far as I’m 
concerned, personally speaking...________________________________
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Caili: Now work with your groupmates and introduce your opinions. 
Use the given structures and at least five new words in the unit.

As is shown in the table, the 45-minute lesson involves a variety of activities, for 

example, the explanation of exercises in Student Times and the Workbook, dictation 

and group discussion. Caili has paid particular attention to the structure of her 

lesson, for example, linking different activities in order to save time. Another 

example is that Caili arrives at classroom five minutes before the class starts and 

asks five students to write sentences on the blackboard while others are still having 

a break. Therefore, she can start sentence explanation as soon as the class starts 

(line 1-9).

Saving time and being economic in using class hours seems to be an important 

concern for all teachers. Other strategies include: extending class hours and 

teaching out of class hours.

Extending class hours: all research participants have the habit of extending class 

hours. For example, out of the 15 lessons that I observed, Anya extended class 14 

times. The longest one was 9 minutes (out of 10 minutes’ interval between two 

classes). The class finished when the teacher for the next class was waiting outside 

the classroom. Using another example, out of the 10 classes I observed, Denghua 

extended class 10 times. Leaving aside the research participants, extending class 

seems a common practice in the school and I was once kept waiting outside the 

classroom until five minutes after the time for start of class (Fieldnotes, 20/03/2008).

Teaching outside regular class hours: Many teaching activities are arranged outside 

class hours, for example, listening. Evening readings normally starts at 6:20pm (see

5.2). However, Anya and Caili request their students to be in class 20 minutes 

earlier than the scheduled time. Therefore, they can use 6pm to 6:20pm for listening 

practice, which is organised every day. Additionally, vocabulary pronunciation is 

often taught during morning readings. Reciting is often done during lunch breaks. 

Films are often shown during evening studies or break time. The NEC suggests that 

ELT should include not only language learning but also information acquisition and 

skills building. Supplementary information is expected to be taught in conjunction 

with the texts (MOE, 2003). For example, it is suggested that teachers should play 

the film Artificial Intelligence when teaching the Unit Robot. Most of these films are
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shown outside regular class hours. All teachers state that they cannot afford to do 

too many CLT activities during regular class hours because they need to complete 

the syllabus.

Teachers’ economic use of class hours and out of class hours for teaching seems to 

indicate their orientation to transmission of knowledge because they want to use as 

much time as possible to transmit more information and knowledge to students (see 

6.5.1). Such a perceived need may be more strongly felt with the NEC when 

teachers feel there is ‘more knowledge’ to be communicated to students following 

the increased difficulty level of the texts and more words being included in the new 

textbook. Another example of the pressure brought by the NEC may be the extra 

hours worked by the teachers.

7.7 Teachers working long hours

As discussed in 5.3, the school requirement is that teachers have to be in the school 

between 8am and 5pm, with about 2 hours’ lunch break (as shown in Table 5.3). 

However, most English teachers work much longer hours. Based on the 

observational data, a timetable based on their actual work can be constructed for 

grade two English teachers.

Table 7.8: Timetable for Grade Two English Teachers

Time/Period Activities

7:00am -  7:25am Supervise morning reading (three mornings per week)

7:30am-11:20am Teach two classes, mark assignments collected from 

students

11:20am-1:30pm Go to the classroom:

Hand out students’ assignments;

Maintain discipline (ensure students keep quiet);

Ask students to recite texts from memory one by one; 

Answer students’ questions.

1:30pm-5:25pm Prepare lessons/Mark assignments

6:00pm-6:20pm Listening practice for ‘top classes’

6:20pm-9:15pm Supervise evening reading (once a week) 

Prepare lessons/marking assignments
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10:30pm-11:00pm monitor students’ sleep (to ensure every student sleeps on 

time)

Most English teachers state that they work over 15 hours per day, which seems to 

be a common scenario in CHS. Many teachers leave office after 10pm and go back 

home after 11pm. Anya even works in spite of a tumour. Admittedly, the school 

regulations may be one of the reasons why teachers work overtime, particularly 

monitoring students’ sleep at night (the purpose was to ensure that students sleep 

on time in order to have energy for the next day’s teaching). The introduction of the 

NEC might also have worsened the situation. As discussed in 6.2.1, there have 

been frequent changes of textbooks in the past ten years and therefore teachers are 

first-time users of the textbooks every time they start a new round. As discussed in 

chapter 6, all teachers state in interviews that one main change brought by the NEC 

is the additional time spent on planning lessons, due to the increased difficulty level 

in the texts and their unfamiliarity with the textbooks. Observational data suggests 

that on average teachers spend 4 to 5 hours planning lessons every day. Most 

teachers often stay in the office until after 10pm. It seems that the following reasons 

my have contributed to the large amount of time they spend on lesson preparation: 

(1) the pressure to incorporate new methodologies in teaching: For example, Anya 

often discusses with colleagues about activities arrangements and during my study, 

she often comes to talk to me or the expert teacher Ms. He about her plan on 

activities arrangement; (2) the pressure to use IT in teaching: the design of 

powerpoint presentation seems to take much time for all teachers with an aim to 

make powerpoint more interesting. It seems that they have spent a long time in 

designing the animation and finding pictures from the Internet.

Additionally, some other practices may have also contributed to teachers working 

overtime, for example, their insistence on each student reciting texts from memory 

to them and marking every student’s assignment. These are introduced in the 

following sections.

7.7.1 Marking every assignment

Another recurrent teachers’ practice is the heavy homework load given to students 

and their insistence on marking every assignment. Every day, students’ homework
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includes: an A4 sheet of grammar and vocabulary exercises designed by teachers; 

an A4 exercise on the Student Times, one or two A4 exercises from the General 

Practice section of the textbook; and about one A4 size exercise from the textbook, 

and one composition per week. All five research participants spend at least three to 

four hours every day marking students’ homework. However, all teachers 

acknowledge that the work is mechanical, constraining students’ higher-level 

development on one hand and taking their own time away from preparing lessons 

on the other hand. However, all teachers still continue the approach. This is 

apparent in the following conversation with Baijuan.

Researcher: "Do you have to mark all the homework?"

Baijuan: "Last night I stayed with students when they were doing homework. I 
waited until they finished the assignment. They did really well. If I hadn’t been in 
the classroom, they might not do my homework, because the chemistry teacher 
would definitely go there...I shouldn’t have given them so much homework 
because they really need time to think, but if I don’t give them homework, 
physics teacher may give them more homework...”

Researcher: "You mark each assignment mainly to ensure students finish their 
homework?"

Baijuan: "Yeah, and also to see the rate of correctness. I talked about 
vocabulary and the exercises and I want to see how well they know this. For 
example, I taught the phrase "comment on", but many students write "comment 
for". If many students make the same mistake, I will make sure I explain it again 
and emphasize it later. Also, if I don't mark assignment and check answers one 
by one, some students may fool me because they may just write some "A, B, C 
and D" on the homework without actually looking at the questions...This group 
of students are like this... you have to supervise them all the time and watch 
them, just like they are studying for teachers. If you don’t watch them, they may 
not study...”

(Interview, 29/05/2008)
Baijuan gives two reasons for giving students a heavy homework load: pressure

from other teachers (to use students’ self-learning hours) and the low motivation

of her students. Such concerns are also voiced by Anya and Caili. In Anya’s class,

the mathematics teacher often goes to classrooms outside regular class hours (to

ensure students are learning mathematics) and in Caili’s class, the physics

teacher often gives a lot of assignments. Anya and Caili believe that they have to

give students paper-based homework in order to keep them working.

“Students in the ‘top class’ should have freedom with regard to time and 
space...They have different thinking and learning habits...But they are driven 
by teachers too...They are given so much homework and there’s no time for 
self-reflection...If I don’t give them paper-based homework, they are not going
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to do it because they have too much homework...” (Caili, Interview, 
06/05/2008)

In addition to the influence of teachers of other subjects, Baijuan also thinks the 

relatively prosperous economic situation in LQ has also affected students’ 

motivation to learn and she uses a heavy homework load to ensure students are 

learning.

“When I was in high school, one effective strategy for teachers to motivate 
students was to tell stories about the beautiful outside world, particularly the 
power of education in changing people’s lives. For students from less 
developed areas, they have to study hard if they want to have better lives 
because for many people, education is perhaps the only way to have better 
lives. However, this strategy may not work so effectively in this city. Students 
won’t think they need to study harder in order to live better, because they all live 
very comfortably...”

(Interview, 29/05/2008)

7.7.2 Reciting from memory

In CHS, nearly all English teachers require their students to memorize texts and 

insist on each student reciting texts from memory to them. During morning readings, 

evening readings or lunch breaks, teachers often go to classrooms and ask students 

to go to the corridor (in order not to disturb students in the classrooms) one by one 

and recite texts to them. There are three texts in each unit. Normally one text is 

selected for memorization. Text recitation takes considerable time for both teachers 

and students. Each teacher has about 110 to 120 students and each student takes 

about 5 minutes to recite one text. Therefore, in each unit, teachers have to spend 

at least 9 or 10 hours to check students' recitation. Some teachers say that their 

"ears are roaring" after hearing so many students' recitation and other teachers say 

that they feel freezing in winter standing in the corridor. On the other hand, text 

memorization is considered by some researchers as 'rote learning' and 'mechanical 

learning' that has constrained students' 'deep learning'. The approach also appears 

to contradict the NEC guidance that students should be encouraged to be reflective 

thinkers and questioners (HSECS, 2003).

Many teachers attribute the use of text recitation to a tradition in CHS. When the 

expert teacher Ms. He was a student in CHS in late 1970s, her English teacher Mr. 

Pan, then Head of the English department, requested students to memorize every 

text in the textbook. Mr. Pan became Anya's mentor when the latter started teaching 

in CHS and he suggested Anya take the same approach. Caili and Denghua, being
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former students of CHS, also had the experience of reciting texts to their teachers.

In the literature, there is much discussion about text memorization in the Chinese 

culture (Biggs, 1996; Ding, 2006; Marton et al., 1996). Biggs and Moore (1993) 

make a difference between 'rote' learning: a mechanical way without thought of 

meaning, and repetitive learning which uses repetition as a means of ensuring 

accurate recall. The former is a surface approach and the latter is a deep approach. 

They argue that the Chinese approach to text memorization may not be a surface 

approach as is often perceived. Citing Confucius, they claim that text memorization 

may be used as an approach to deepen understanding and reflection.

On (1996) claims that memorization, understanding, reflecting and questioning are 

the basic components of learning in the Chinese culture. Memory, understanding 

what is in books, and incorporating what one gets from books into one's own 

experience are the three significant aspects of learning. In CHS, it is frequently 

found that teachers use memorized texts as the source for CLT activities, for 

example, role play or debate based on the text. Text memorization may have been 

taken by teachers as a strategy for teachers to conduct explorative learning and 

reflective thinking. This also shows a respect for knowledge and a belief that 

thinking can only be developed after mastering knowledge (see 6.6.2).

Anya and Enchu state that reciting from memory helps students borrow 'beautiful 

sentences' for writing and speech. Caili says it helps students to develop a habit of 

attending to the details of language. However, all teachers state a belief that reciting 

by memorization gives students "a better feel for English " [ipMS] by helping students 

to subconsciously acquire language. With "a better feel for English", students may 

know the correct answers for the questions in the examinations, although they may 

not know the reasons.

Secondly, teachers who choose text memorization may not be using a surface 

approach but making a strategic choice in the examination context, because of the 

assessment systems in use and the life choices hanging on the results (Biggs, 

1996). Before the curriculum changes started, most examination questions were 

directly from the textbook, for example, content information (e.g. fill in the blanks 

according to the right words in the texts). In such circumstances, text memorization
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has to take place if a satisfactory examination score is desired. After the NEC was 

implemented, administrators from the Provincial Department of Education 

communicated the information that no direct question from the textbook would be 

used in the examination. The need seems less apparent for teachers. However, 

many teachers still take this approach. It is partly because of the reason of "playing 

safe". As argued previously, policy on NUEE is still not clear and teachers are 

uncertain about the prospects for examination change. Another aspect of "playing 

safe" is that, since text recitation is regarded as a tradition in CHS and all other 

teachers use the same approach, there is a concern that there may be blame from 

students if text recitation is not used and high student examination scores are not 

achieved (see 6.2.1).

Another reason is the pragmatic approach, or a "resort" to ensure students learn. As 

Baijuan states:

"Text memorization is taken as a strategy to ensure students study actually. As 
long as they really read, it may not be necessary for them to recite. It achieves 
the same purpose. Anyway, text content information will not be included in the 
examinations. However, if I don't ask them to recite, they may not read at all. It 
is a strategy for me to check whether students are learning." (Interview, 
29/05/2008)

7.8 Conclusion

Chapter 7 investigated teachers’ classroom practices and out of class practices., 

discussed norms and patterns in their practices, and the reasons for similarities and 

differences. It is shown in the discussion that all teachers have implemented NEC 

principles to a greater or lesser extent in their teaching, although three of them have 

stated a low-level engagement with the NEC. Teachers have used more NEC 

principles in teaching for external observers, but their everyday classroom practices 

are more form-focused. There are different levels of student engagement with CLT 

in different classes or among students in the same class. The discussion has shown 

that large classes may have brought challenges for the use of CLT, and that class 

culture is important in teaching. It is also illustrated in this chapter the energy 

teachers commit to teaching, for example, they spend long hours planning lessons, 

extend class hours and engage in some time-consuming activities to support 

students’ learning. In addition to school regulations, the introduction of the NEC has 

brought additional pressure to teachers, for example, the challenges brought by the
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increased length and difficulty level of the texts and the effort to incorporate more 

NEC principles while form-focused practice and some other existing practices (e.g. 

reciting from memory) are still maintained. The next chapter compares and 

concludes findings reported in chapter 4 to 7.
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CHAPTER 8: DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION
Having discussed the educational context of China and the context in which the 

NEC was initiated and developed in chapter four, examined the school context for 

this ethnographic study in chapter five, explored the NEC implementation from the 

five main research participants’ perspectives in chapter six and investigated the five 

research participants’ practices in chapter seven, this chapter tries to connect 

findings presented in the previous chapters and summarises points made in the 

study.

The three research questions addressed are:

■ What are teachers’ experiences of teaching the NEC?

■ What is the role of teacher cognition in teachers’ practices?

■ What is the role of social context in teachers’ practices?

This chapter summarizes findings to these questions. The presentation structure of 

this chapter is illustrated in Table 8.1.

Table 8.1: Scope of chapter 8

8.1 Teachers’ experiences of teaching the NEC

8.2 Teacher cognition and teachers’ practices

8.3 Social context and teachers’ practices

8.4 Conclusion
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8.1 Teachers’ experiences of teaching the NEC

The main purpose of this study is to explore and understand the experience of five 

grade two English teachers in a Chinese high school in their implementation of a 

new English curriculum (NEC). This enquiry is the centre of discussion in chapter 6 

and chapter 7. Chapter 6 explores teacher orientation and engagement with the 

NEC, teachers’ new emotions associated with teaching the NEC, their perceived 

goal conflicts and their decisions in response to the goal conflicts, along with their 

cultural orientations. Chapter 7 examines teachers’ classroom practices and out of 

class practices based on observational data.

Although the NEC is described as a ‘radical change’ (see 4.4.2), teachers do not 

seem to see such change as ‘radical’. Both Anya and Caili state that they have been 

using such strategies long before the NEC was implemented (Anya says that she 

started using CLT activities in the early 1980s and she has been using such 

strategies throughout her career). The other three participants all state that they 

have used NEC procedures to a greater or lesser degree before the NEC was 

introduced (see 6.1). One teacher in fact claims that the NEC is only "old wine in a 

new bottle" because it only changes the name rather than the approach (see 6.1.2, 

analysis of Baijuan).

Despite the different levels of the teachers’ orientation and engagement with the 

NEC, principles suggested in the NEC seem to be generally accepted by all five 

research participants as 'good practice' or 'received practice' (see 6.1). However, 

curriculum change seems to have also led to some new emotions among teachers, 

particularly insecurity, uncertainty and ambivalence. For example, a lack of clarity in 

the agenda for change has brought insecurity and uncertainty to teachers, the 

frequent change of textbooks has brought insecurity to teachers and the perceived 

goal conflicts has brought a certain ambivalence to teachers (see 6.2 and 6.3).

The complexity of curriculum implementation is well illustrated throughout the 

discussion. Some issues discussed by earlier studies of TBLT implementation in 

China and other Asian countries (Butler, 2004; Carless, 2003, 2004; Li, 2003) are 

also identified in this study, for example, an examination-oriented education system, 

large classes, English teachers' self perceived deficiencies in communicative
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competence and students’ motivation. However, through extensive and in-depth 

teachers' accounts and the participant observer field notes, this study has examined 

how these issues are locally experienced by teachers, for example, how the NUEE 

is seen as a potential constraint as well as a possible impetus for teaching the NEC 

and how students' motivation works both as a pull force and push force in teachers' 

use of CLT activities. Some frequently reported constraints on CLT application in 

China, for example, lack of resources (Hu, 2005), are not identified in this study. 

This is perhaps due to the highly developed economic situation in LQ city along with 

its considerable investment in education. However, its highly developed economy 

also seems to work as a constraint at times, for example, difficulties in motivating 

students (see 6.3 and 7.7.1).

Discussion shows that there are possibilities as well as constraints for the NEC 

implementation. Decision making for teachers is not always straightforward. Often 

they have to make decisions out of conflicting situations, negotiations and 

compromises (see 6.3 and 6.4). Four factors may have pushed teachers to 

implement the NEC: the possibility of incorporating NEC principles in their teaching 

for the NUEE, the belief in the importance of CLT in facilitating learning, the demand 

of some students for the use of NEC principles and the official discourse advocating 

CLT as an ‘advanced’ approach (see 6.3.2). In contrast, the following factors are 

identified as the main obstacles for the NEC implementation: suspicion of the 

efficiency and effectiveness32 of the NEC, examinations and the need to see most 

immediate results, English teachers’ perceived insufficient competence in English, 

the difficulty of turning production skills into examination scores and some students’ 

limited English proficiency and their low motivation in engaging with CLT activities 

(see 6.3.1). It is interesting to see how some forces act both as constraint as well as 

possibility for all teachers, and how a force may act as constraint for one teacher, 

but may serve as possibility for another teacher (see 6.3 and 6.4).

Among all of the forces, NUEE seems to be the most influential in teachers’ decision 

making (see discussion throughout chapter 6). Analysis shows that the NUEE has 

largely or exclusively guided Denghua, Baijuan, Caili and Enchu’s decision making. 

It may not be a ‘guiding baton’ for Anya, but clearly the NUEE is one of the important

32As previously discussed, effectiveness is used to mean whether CLT promotes learning and efficiency is used to 
mean whether teachers can complete the syllabus economically (i.e. in shorter time).
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considerations in her decision making (e.g. 6.3.1 and 6.4.1). The ‘washback’ of the 

NUEE is largely perceived as negative (e.g. 6.3.1), despite the call of the NEC 

guidance (MOE, 2003) for the initiation of an assessment shift from summative to 

formative, and from norm-referenced to criterion-referenced (see 4.3). Denghua 

states that he does not see the link between teaching the NEC and preparing for the 

NUEE and he also expresses his doubt about the prospect of NUEE reform (see

6.1.4). Baijuan, Caili and Enchu are also not convinced of the effectiveness of using 

NEC principles in preparing for the NUEE (e.g. 6.3.1), although Caili argues on 

another occasion that she can find links between preparing for the NUEE and 

teaching the NEC (see 6.4.3). Anya seems to be the most positive about the 

incorporation of the NEC principles in the NUEE. However, the need to cope with 

other examinations (e.g. unit examinations and end-of-semester examinations) and 

produce more immediate results also seems to be a pulling force against Anya's 

NEC implementation (see 6.3.1 and 6.4.1).

The study supports Ramanthan and Morgan (2007) and Ball’s (1994) arguments 

about teacher agency in curriculum implementation. It also confirms previous 

assertions that teachers are knowing decision makers (Elbaz, 1983; Borg, 2006). It 

is obvious from the discussion that all five research participants’ decisions around 

the use of the NEC are not simply because it is prescribed by education authorities 

or because they are told by their managers to implement the NEC. They have 

knowledge about a wide range of issues in relation to their jobs, for example, subject 

matter, their students, their contexts of teaching and themselves. They are also 

aware of the possibilities and constraints around their work (see 6.3). The decisions 

on whether to engage with the NEC or the extent to which they are going to engage 

with the NEC are the result of their reflection, particularly hinging on whether they 

can see themselves or their students benefiting from teaching the NEC (e.g. 

whether their decisions can be carried out and whether students can achieve high 

examination scores). In this sense, all five participants are pragmatists (e.g. 6.1 and

6.4). Not to engage with the NEC does not mean teachers have no knowledge about 

the NEC nor imply that they do not know how to implement these strategies. Rather, 

they have knowledge and beliefs about when and where which approaches may be 

accepted and they teach according to what they believe is the best for the situations 

they find themselves in. For example, they may teach differently in front of different 

student groups. They may also use CLT activities more often for demonstration

234



lessons while they tend to use grammar-translation method more often when there 

is no external observer (see 7.3).

The interpretation also shows the power of discourse in teachers’ experience of 

implementing the NEC. Although there may be complex ways in which the NEC can 

be encoded and decoded (e.g. 4.4, 6.1 and 6.2.1), the possibilities teachers have for 

thinking and responding to the NEC are clearly influenced by the effect of the NEC 

(Ball, 1994). For example, CLT is promoted by the official discourse as an 

‘advanced approach’ (e.g. 4.4). Therefore, criticism of CLT on public occasions may 

seem impossible (e.g. 6.1.1), not using CLT in demonstration lessons may be 

unacceptable (e.g. 6.1.2 and 7.3) and questioning CLT as ‘advanced’ may be 

unthinkable (e.g. 6.1). In this process, teachers have also participated in shaping the 

discourse. This is particularly evident in Anya’s experience. She actively promotes 

NEC principles in her group of teachers and this brings higher pressure for her to 

teach the NEC because CLT is recognized as a ‘received practice’ and she has to 

use CLT in order to preserve her authority (see 6.3.2).

We have also identified norms and patterns in teachers' thinking and practices along 

with their individualized thinking and practices. The relationship between 

institutional position and curriculum implementation is clearly illustrated in the 

discussion. This is revealed in the difference between ‘top class’ teachers and 

‘ordinary class’ teachers. ‘Ordinary class’ teachers have experienced more 

contextual difficulties than ‘top class’ teachers, particularly in terms of their students’ 

English proficiency and low motivation for CLT activities. Top class’ teachers on the 

other hand are positioned by their roles in a place where obvious NEC 

implementation seems to be more needed than for ‘ordinary class’ teachers (e.g.

6.1.1 and 6.1.3). In this context, the two ‘top class’ teachers both choose to engage 

actively with the NEC. Their students, who are accustomed to such a teaching style, 

also show a higher degree of participation (see 7.4.2). Thus, for teaching according 

to NEC principles a 'virtuous circle' is identified with ‘top class’ teachers (e.g. 6.1.1) 

and a 'vicious circle' is identified with ‘ordinary class’ teachers (e.g. 6.1.4). However, 

there are also differences between teachers with similar positions. For example, 

Baijuan has taught more NEC principles than the other two ‘ordinary class’ teachers, 

although she has shown similar orientation towards the NEC to the other ‘ordinary 

class’ teacher Denghua. Therefore, it can be seen how a similar position or
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orientation may lead to different practices and how similar practice can also be the 

result of different orientations.

The discussion in 7.7 also shows the energy teachers commit to teaching. Most of 

them work over 15 hours per day, often above and beyond their job requirements. 

They spend long hours planning lessons, tightly structure phases of the lesson, 

extend class hours and commit themselves to some very time-consuming activities 

to support students’ learning (e.g. marking every assignment and checking every 

student’s memorization of texts). One of the participants, Anya, even continuous 

working in spite of diagnosis of a tumour (see 7.7). Their pressure may result from 

considerations about maintaining or improving their capital and institutional 

positions through the improvement of student performance (e.g. 6.1). It may also be 

the result of pressure from the school management to outperform their competitors 

(e.g. 4.1.3). Clearly one of the reasons is that the introduction of the NEC has 

brought additional pressure to teachers, for example, the challenge due to the 

increased length and difficulty level of the texts (e.g. 6.2) and the effort to 

incorporate more NEC principles while form-focused practice and some other 

existing practices (e.g. reciting from memory) are still maintained (see chapter 7). 

Another factor may be the cultural expectation of teachers’ responsibility for student 

learning (e.g. 5.6). Culture of teaching is discussed in 8.3, after the discussion of 

teacher cognition.

8.2 Teacher cognition and teachers’ practices

Data in this study also shed light on the investigation of teacher cognition. Findings 

confirm the literature on the importance of teacher cognition in teacher practices 

(Borg, 2005; Pajares, 1992; Richards, 2001). It is evident throughout the discussion 

(especially chapter 6) that teachers are actively making their decisions about their 

teaching and their beliefs are very influential in their practices. It can also be seen 

from the discussion that different dimensions of teacher cognition come into play in 

their teaching, for example, their knowledge of areas in relation to their teaching, 

their beliefs in good practices or their orientations towards the NEC. In 6.7.3, I have 

also examined some areas that are identified by Borg (2006) as worth investigation 

in his review of teacher cognition in language teaching, for example, the 

developmental history of language teacher cognition and the patterns of thinking
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among teachers. Data show that there is a close relationship between teacher 

cognition and prior learning experience. All research participants acknowledge the 

influence of their previous teachers, particularly high school teachers and English 

teachers. All of them attribute the influence to affective communication with students 

(e.g. personality and the relationship with students) rather than pedagogical issues. 

In terms of pre-service education, all five research participants in this study state 

that the pedagogical elements in their university education have had no influence on 

their teaching. Apart from giving as a possible reason that teachers may have not 

recognized such an influence, the interpretation also suggests that the lack of 

pedagogical training for pre-service language teachers and the delayed teaching 

practice opportunities in China’s teacher education system may have limited the 

effect of pre-service education (see 6.7).

In 6.5 and 6.7, I see a teacher’s cognition system as a moving mosaic which is fluid, 

dynamic, messy with blurred boundaries and overlapping categories. I also 

conceptualise teacher thinking into two levels: what is ‘good’ and what works, and I 

link the discussion of teacher cognition to Bourdieu's theory of habitus. In contrast 

with existing teacher cognition literature (e.g. Borg, 2003), which often sees 

contextual constraints as preventing teachers from applying their thinking in practice, 

the discussion in this study shows that teachers are highly aware of the possibilities 

and constraints in their context, which are reflected in teachers' thinking systems. 

This indicates that context is not just a constraint for teachers’ application of their 

thinking, but embodied in their thinking. Although teachers may not be able to use 

their ideal practices in teaching due to the contextual constraints, they have another 

level of thinking on what works, which has integrated the contextual conditions and 

is most powerful in teachers' decision making.

It can be seen from the discussion in chapter 7 that teachers have a number of 

pedagogical principles to guide their teaching (e.g. emphasizing form-focused 

activities) and they also have a repertoire of pedagogical techniques (e.g. drill and 

inductive practice) to realize/maximize their pedagogical principles. Pedagogical 

principles and pedagogical techniques are largely consistent (e.g. Anya uses group 

work to support CLT), but there may also be conflict (e.g. Denghua does not favour 

a CLT approach, but he used role play one afternoon as a strategy to enliven a 

sleepy class). Comparing chapter 6 with chapter 7, it can be seen that teachers’
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pedagogical principles and pedagogical techniques are developed from their two 

levels of thinking. Habitus leads teachers to hold particular pedagogical principles 

and use particular techniques. Some of these may act beyond the level of 

consciousness (e.g. some practices may be taken as granted, and very often 

teachers do not think on the spot). Teachers’ pedagogical principles are more 

consistent with their thinking on what works. Although the level of thinking on what is 

‘good’ is less central, due to the discourse in the field in which practices such as 

CLT are promoted, teachers may consciously incorporate certain new pedagogical 

techniques in their teaching (e.g. use group work and role play), particularly on 

occasions such as demonstration lessons where there is more pressure to use CLT 

techniques (e.g 7.3). These pedagogical techniques that work well may become 

teachers' pedagogical principles and become more central in teachers' habitus 

(illustrated in Figure 8.1).

Teachers may have conflict and struggle in their decision making (e.g. 6.4). 

However, it seems that most of the struggles are about pedagogical principles rather 

than pedagogical techniques, for example, the extent to which CLT activities are 

used in their classes (e.g. 6.4.1). Teachers may borrow (e.g. from others and books), 

develop and expand their pedagogical techniques at any time, perhaps without 

conscious awareness. However, the formulation of pedagogical principles appears 

to happen after reflection and careful thought (e.g. 6.7.1 discussion on Baijuan’s 

developmental history).
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Figure 8.1: The relationship between teacher cognition, habitus and the field (summary)
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Additionally, data also confirms the statement of the ‘symbiotic relationship’ between 

cognition and classroom practice (Foss and Kleinsasser, 1996). As discussed 

above, teachers’ classroom practices are largely influenced by their pedagogical 

principles and pedagogical techniques. Furthermore, the data also suggest that 

classroom practices are particularly influential on teachers’ cognition development 

and future classroom practices. This is highlighted in Baijuan and Denghua’s 

developmental history (see 6.7), along with the discussion on classroom culture 

(see 7.4.2).
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Comparing the discussion in chapter 6 and chapter 7, a number of conclusions

about teacher cognition can be made:

■ The concept of teacher cognition can be understood in terms of habitus in 

Bourdieu’s theoretical framework.

■ Teachers have two levels of thinking: what is ‘good’ and what ‘works’. Having 

internalised contextual conditions, the level of thinking on what works is more 

central in teacher cognition, more durable and persistent in their habitus, and 

more influential on teachers’ practices. This shows that teacher cognition is 

pragmatic and context-bounded: teachers’ practices are pragmatically oriented 

towards the maintenance and improvement of capital (see 6.4) and their 

rationality is bounded with the possibilities and constraints given in the field (see

6.3).

■ Teachers’ thinking system is fluid, dynamic, messy with blurred boundaries and 

overlapping categories. Through habitus teachers perceive the NEC and other 

forces in the field. The NEC and the discourse it shapes, on the other hand, 

feed into teachers’ thinking system and their habitus. Those principles that are 

more consistent with teachers’ habitus are more easily accepted by teachers.

■ The NEC has influenced different positioned people differently. It has had more 

impact on ‘top class’ teachers and teachers with higher institutional positions 

(e.g. Anya and Caili), who also have higher pressure and are more concerned 

to incorporate the NEC principles in their teaching. The NEC has less impact on 

‘ordinary class’ teachers, who also have less pressure to incorporate it in their 

practices and have expressed less emotional conflict in determining the level of 

incorporation of NEC principles.

■ Teachers have shared habituses as well as individual habitus. Therefore, 

although teachers' orientation and engagement towards the NEC differs, certain 

thinking and practices are shared between teachers due to their shared context 

of teaching.

■ Different from the literature, this study argues that context is not a constraint on 

teachers’ application of their thinking, but embodied in teacher thinking and 

subsequently reflected in their decision making.
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8.3 Social context and teachers’ practices

Data in this study also confirms the importance of social context in teachers’ 

cognition and practices (Burns, 1996; Fullan, 2007; Holliday, 1994). I have identified 

the difference between macro context and micro context (Holliday, 1994) (2.2.1). 

The focus of the investigation is the influence of the macro context on teachers’ 

cognition and practices.

Chapter 4 focuses on the investigation of the social context in China, particularly 

features that are believed to be closely related to the development and 

implementation of the NEC. In China, education is highly valued (4.1.1), the 

education system is highly hierarchical (4.1.2), the education environment is highly 

competitive (4.1.3), high school schooling is crucial and the NUEE is considered as 

a life-changing endeavour (4.1.4), the NEC is seen as a part of the political agenda 

in China’s modernisation and globalisation (4.2.1) and a response to the critique of 

China’s education system (4.2.2). The investigation also shows that the NEC is 

promoted as an ‘advanced’ approach by the official discourse (4.4.2).

Chapter 5 emphasises the institutional context of CHS. Apart from introducing the 

norms and routines in CHS, the discussion also shows that the organisation of 

teachers and students in CHS is highly hierarchical (5.1 and 5.4). Four forms of 

capital are defined to be of high importance and reproductivity for teachers: 

institutional positions, teachers’ teaching skills particularly manifested in students’ 

examination scores, ‘face’ and ‘social connections’, and seniority in terms of age 

and years of working. The local context of CHS is also discussed, along with the 

opportunities and challenges faced by CHS (e.g. opportunities as a key school and 

challenges brought by the competition between schools in LQ, and the pressure to 

cover the cost of the school construction) (see 5.1).

The discussion in chapter 6 and 7 clearly shows that teachers’ decision making and 

practices are related to their social contexts (e.g. 6.3). As is also discussed in 8.1, 

teachers have high awareness of the broader social and institutional context and 

their decisions are made in relation to their considerations of the possibilities and 

constraints in the contexts. Section 8.2 also discusses that teachers have two levels 

of thinking on what is ‘good’ and what ‘works’. The latter, largely guides teachers’
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practices, is highly contextual bounded (also see 6.5).

An important element in social context is culture (Boyd, 1992) (see 2.2.1). I have 

distinguished ‘small culture’ from ‘big culture’ (Holliday, 1999) and have discussed 

dimensions of both cultures (national culture in 5.5 and classroom culture in 7.4.2). 

The interplay of culture with teacher cognition, practices and other elements of the 

social context is recurrent throughout the discussion, a piece of evidence of which is 

the discussion of class culture (7.4.2). It can be seen from the discussion that 

teachers can bring cultures to the classroom and the classroom interactions may 

also influence teachers’ subsequent practices. In teachers’ interaction with each 

other, they bring cultures to the team (e.g. Anya’s promotion of the NEC) and the 

team culture also influences their thinking and practices (e.g. the value placed on 

reciting from memory and the collegiality between teachers), which in Bourdieu’s 

terms, built into teachers’ habitus (Webb et al., 2002). Therefore, although teachers 

differ from each other in terms of their practices and their orientation and 

engagement with the NEC, certain thinking and practices are shared between them 

(e.g. 6.1 & 7.2).

The interaction and competition between different dimensions of culture are also 

evident in the discussion. There are existing cultures in the Grade Two English 

Team manifested in the norms of teachers’ practices and their shared thinking. Such 

culture may be the influence of the national culture (e.g. teacher as role model), of 

the professional-academic culture (e.g. grammar-translation) or of the institutional 

culture. However, the NEC has brought new cultures to CHS (e.g. the increased 

value given to CLT and the emphasis on teachers as facilitators of learning) and 

may redefine the relationship between different elements of culture, for example, the 

perception of teachers as facilitators may outperform the perception of teachers as 

transmitter, and the competition between CLT and form-focused practices. It can be 

seen from the discussion how teachers keep their existing practices, and 

incorporate new practices, how their perception is influenced by both national 

culture, professional-academic culture and school culture.

The importance of national culture for teachers’ thinking and practice is evident. 

Discussion shows that what those teachers consider as most influential on their 

teaching (e.g. teacher as moral guide) are characteristics of Chinese culture.
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Discussion in 6.5 shows that teachers’ perception of knowledge (e.g. a monolithic 

view of language and their persistence in the pursuit of the 'one correct way' to 

speak and write) and the nature of learning (e.g. learning is a serious undertaking) is 

consistent with the literature in describing the Chinese culture of learning (Cortazzi 

and Jin, 1996; Hu, 2002; Rao, 1996). However, discussion also shows that there is 

a discrepancy between my research participants’ perceptions of their roles in 

learning (teachers as both facilitator and transmitter) and the description in the 

literature (Chinese teachers only as transmitter) (6.5.1). Additionally, the discussion 

also shows that teachers’ monolithic views can be a result of examination needs, 

rather than cultural factors (6.5.2). Therefore, ‘big cultures’ may have implications 

for understanding teachers’ thinking and practices, however, over reliance on this 

may cause stereotypes and prevent the achievement of in-depth understanding. 

‘Small culture’ is needed in understanding the complexity of teachers’ thinking and 

work.

A few key points are made in this sub-section:

■ Teachers’ cognition and practices are largely situated and contextually bounded. 

Their decisions are made out of the possibilities and constraints in the contexts.

■ There is an interwoven relationship between cognition, culture and practice. 

Teachers share with each other some similar cognition and practices due to their 

similar context of living (an important part of which is culture), and they also have 

their individualised thinking and practice.

■ The group culture is the result of the interplay between different dimensions of 

culture. The NEC has brought new cultures to CHS, increased the dynamics of 

the culture in CHS, and offered more possibilities (and constraints) for thinking 

and practices.

■ There are often blurred boundaries and overlapping categories with regard to 

different dimensions of culture. Similar behaviour is often shared by different 

cultures, although they may occupy different levels of importance in the system.

■ Behaviour is influenced by the interplay of different dimensions of culture. 

Although it is too dangerous to jump conclusions about 'big cultures', 'big 

cultures' do have some effects on behaviour. Therefore, researchers need to 

draw on a macro-micro methodology, acknowledging the influence of 'big 

culture' while questioning it, and understanding the complexity of the situation 

though the investigation of ‘small culture’.
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8.4 Conclusion

In this chapter, I have summarised the five research participants' experiences of 

teaching the NEC. I have shown the situated experiences of these teachers, for 

example, the possibilities and constraints of the NEC implementation posed by their 

local contexts, and how some characteristics that are believed to be shared by other 

contexts are locally experienced by teachers (see 8.1). Structure and teacher 

agency are highlighted in the discussion. Teachers are making decisions in 

response to the situation, which has also limited possibilities for their thinking and 

responses (see 8.1). I have also examined teacher cognition, classroom practices 

and social context. I have shown in the discussion that teachers have two levels of 

thinking: perception of what is ‘good’ and what ‘works’. The latter, largely guides 

teachers’ practices, is highly contextually bounded (see 8.2). I have also discussed 

that teachers may share similar patterns of thinking and practices due to their 

shared contexts, explored different dimensions of 'big cultures' and 'small cultures' 

and their impact on teachers’ thinking and practices. My discussion shows that 'big 

cultures' may have implications for teachers, but over reliance on this may produce 

stereotypes. My writing highlights the importance of using a macro-micro approach 

in understanding culture and practice. Having discussed and summarised findings 

from this study, in the next chapter I will review the whole research process and 

discuss its potential significance and limitations.
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CHAPTER 9: REFLECTION AND IMPLICATIONS
In this last chapter, my purpose is to reflect on the whole research process and 

research product, to evaluate whether I have achieved my agenda, and to reflect on 

potential implications and limitations. The presentation structure of this chapter is 

illustrated in Table 9.1.

Table 9.1: Scope of chapter 9

9.1 The research journey

9.2 Reflection on the methodology

9.3 Significance of the study

9.4 Practical implications

9.4.1 Implications for curriculum developers

9.4.2 Implications for teacher educators

9.4.3 Directions for future research

9.5 Final remarks

9.1 The research journey

I embarked on this study with an agenda: I wanted to know how Chinese teachers of 

English were teaching the New English Curriculum (NEC). Following my master’s 

study, I decided to follow a qualitative research methodology because I believed it 

was more appropriate for exploring real-life situations and experiences (Punch, 

1998). Reflecting back, my perspective at an early stage was more or less the 

fidelity perspective (see 2.3.1): my initial purpose was to investigate the extent to 

which teachers have implemented the NEC and possible constraints on their 

implementation.
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I started the investigation with reading on a range of topics. Examples are second 

language acquisition (e.g. Ellis, 1984, 1990, 1992); cultural awareness (e.g. 

Cortazzi and Jin, 1996; Hinkel, 1999; Holliday, 1994, 2004); teacher cognition (e.g. 

Borg, 1998, 2003; Woods, 1996); curriculum implementation (e.g. Bailey and Nunan, 

1996; Richards, 2001); research methods in language teaching (Nunan, 1992; 

Richards, 2003) and teaching pedagogy (e.g. Nunan, 1989; Richards and Rogers, 

2001). During the process, I became interested in Borg (1998, 2003) and Woods’ 

(1996) discussion of teacher cognition. I was also persuaded by Holliday’s (1994) 

arguments about culture. I began to see teachers as active decision makers and I 

was interested to see how their teaching practices may be related to their thinking. I 

also started to see the dynamic of culture and the necessity of in-depth 

understanding.

The pilot study (see 3.2), along with reading Woods (1996) and Holliday (1994), led 

me to use ethnography as my research methodology, in an effort to investigate the 

insider’s perspective and to gain an in-depth understanding.

On one hand, I started reading many works in relation to research methodology, for 

example, Denzin and Lincoln (1994, 2005), Hammersley and Atkinson (1995) and 

Silverman (2000; 2001). On the other hand, my interest in teacher cognition led to 

my further reading of work such as Elbaz (1983), the interest in ethnography led to 

readings such as Acker (1999), and the focus on teacher research in a Chinese 

context led to readings such as Tsui (2003). In this process, I began to be interested 

in concepts such as ‘knowledge-in-action’ (Schon, 1983), ‘situated knowledge’ 

(Leinhardt, 1988) and phenomenology (Becks, 1992). I became interested in 

Goffman (1969) and Mead’s (1934) theories and was interested in how teachers in a 

particular setting work, live and relate to each other, how their behaviour is 

influenced and on the other hand influences the setting. These theories added more 

perspectives to my previous understanding of culture and teacher cognition.

The ethnographic field work was carried out between September 2007 and July 

2008. I worked as a participant observer in CHS teaching English along with doing 

my field research. Ethnography proved to be an effective approach for answering 

my research question. Taking a part-time post as an English teacher also enabled 

me to experience the situation from within. Additionally, my prolonged engagement
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in the setting also enabled a firm research rapport to be established and research 

reactivity to be reduced. Therefore, I was able to gain more insights into the 

participants and collect rich data. Additionally, through day-to-day living with 

participants and other teachers, I was able to collect much information from other 

sources (e.g. field notes of staffroom talk) in order to triangulate the data. This 

served well in my efforts to understand what teachers think and do, and how they 

relate to each other in their context of living.

During the ethnographic field work, I began to understand the richness of teachers’ 

work and the complexity of investigation. Their work confirmed my previous thinking 

that teachers are making active decisions and I also saw how teachers relate to 

each other in their context of living. I started seeing their lives as full of possibilities 

and constraints and I saw how they find space out of possibilities and constraints to 

make their decisions. I also saw how their work is affected by the macro-context and 

this led me to go back to Holliday’s (1994) cultural model and take a macro-micro 

perspective in investigation. Seeing teachers as having agency but working in a 

social structure also led me to read Bourdieu (1992, 1986, 1998) and draw on his 

theory for my analysis, along with Ball’s (1994) policy model. In order to answer 

questions arising from the data, I have taken a wide range of areas (e.g. policy 

implementation, social theory, cultural theory, pedagogy and applied linguistics) for 

my analysis. With the assistance of these theories, I was able to deepen my 

understanding of teachers and their work.

9.2 Reflection on the methodology

I see my research as largely successful. My study has provided material 

corresponding to my initial research questions through the collection of rich data and 

use of a wide range of theories to understand teachers and their experience of 

teaching the NEC.

The first point of reflection is in terms of the generalisability of the research findings. 

This study aims to seek ‘depth’ of understanding, rather than ‘width’ of information 

(Hammersley and Atkinson, 1995). I believe the findings are 'transferable' (Guba 

and Lincoln, 1994) to some extent due to the similar features and contexts shared 

by other schools to that of CHS. Examples are:

247



■ The influence of the NUEE affects teachers throughout China;

■ Competition between schools and the need for teachers to produce short-term 

results in the forms of student grades affects teachers throughout China;

■ The impact of the Chinese culture may affect all Chinese teachers;

■ Features such as teachers’ English language proficiency and confidence in 

speaking English may also be shared by many other non-native speakers of 

English.

However, this study has a specific context: a key school in an economically 

developed region. The experience may be different in a non-key school and in a less 

economically developed area. Therefore, the results of this study may be only seen 

as providing possible interpretations for these settings.

The second point of reflection is to do with my role in relation to the research 

construct. In a qualitative study, the researchers’ insights are a key instrument of 

analysis, described by Lincoln and Guba (1985) as the ‘human as instrument’. I 

realize I am unavoidably implicated in the study. The collection and interpretation of 

data are dependent on my knowledge, experience, skill and understanding. My 

purpose has been to represent a picture as faithful as possible to the participants’ 

life and I have used various strategies to reduce the effect of researcher bias, for 

example, triangulation of data collection, participant validation, multiple theories to 

triangulate my understanding and discussion with supervisors to ‘make the familiar 

strange’ (3.9.1), yet the possibility of researcher biases still exists, for example, the 

interview transcripts are translated by me from Chinese and my interpretation may 

be affected by my translation. Additionally, my empathy with teachers through living 

with them and doing the same work may also be implicated in the discussion. As for 

my participants, I sought teachers’ permission to participate in the study after a 

rapport was developed (3.4.2). However, their free will may have been affected 

because of the ‘rapport’. Additionally, during the validation process, some research 

participants might have chosen to agree with what I had described and written in 

order to support me with my PhD research (also see 3.9.2).

The third point of reflection is to do with my research benefiting the research 

participants. I had a constant concern during the research process about how my 

study was helping or might help my research participants, due to the time they gave 

to my research (also see 3.9.2). As the research and writing proceeded, I started to
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see more benefits. Although I was particularly careful to avoid influencing the 

interview data by offering my views on their teaching, I gave constant advice on 

other issues, for example, assisting research participants in marking assignments, 

covering absence for participants and offering support on English language usages. 

Research participants also commented that the experience of being observed 

allowed them to develop confidence in being observed and this helped their 

performance in demonstration lessons. Two of them said that talking to me allowed 

them to make some implicit thinking explicit and my questions enabled them to see 

and question some taken-for-granted practices which had not been the subject of 

reflection.

Having reflected on the research process, the following sections discuss the 

significance of the study and some practical implications for curriculum developers, 

teacher educators and researchers.

9.3 Significance of the study

This research has contributed to knowledge in at least three ways: the findings of 

this study has added to the literature of new curriculum implementation, teacher 

cognition and situated practices; the construct of the teacher belief system has 

furthered theories on teacher cognition research; and the use of sociological theory 

in understanding teacher cognition has broadened research perspectives.

9.3.1 Findings

This study has explored various issues in relation to teachers’ experiences of 

teaching the NEC, for example, their orientations, engagements, classroom 

practices and new emotions associated with teaching the NEC. It examines the 

reasons underpinning teachers’ thinking and practices and relates it to the broader 

institutional and social context. The study has provided important empirical data for 

curriculum developers and education managers in China in managing the change, 

particularly because the NEC is still at its experimentation stage (e.g. see 9.4.1. for 

implications for curriculum developers). Furthermore, it is also a valuable addition to 

the literature of language policy, for example, the analysis of teachers’ position 

taking is important for understanding discrepancy between new policy planning and
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implementation; and understanding different forces in association with teachers’ 

decision making in their NEC implementation is important in understanding lack of 

CLT implementation.

9.3.2 Theoretical contributions

In this study, I have proposed a construct of teacher beliefs, in which Bourdieu's 

sociological terms (e.g. habitus and position taking) are used to explain the cognitive 

world. This study has also provided more insights into the interplay of teacher 

cognition with teachers’ classroom practices and their context of living, into norms 

and patterns of teacher cognition and their practices, and into the developmental 

process of teacher cognition and their practices.

9.3.3 Methodological contributions

Additionally, my methodological strategy may be illuminating for future research. In 

this study, I have used Bourdieu’s sociological framework to understand teacher 

cognition, which is a fresh way to understand teacher cognition. In addition, I have 

also drawn on a wide range of theories (e.g. sociology, policy analysis, teacher 

cognition and cultural theory) for investigation and analysis, which present an 

alternative to traditional research. My enquiry offers possibilities and perspectives 

for the use of different areas of theory in one study to deepen understanding and 

may broaden the horizon and insights for future research.

9.4 Practical implications

In terms of the implications of the research study, I find the following to be worthy of 

consideration by curriculum developers, teacher educators and researchers.

9.4.1 Implications for curriculum developers

(1) A more positive link between NEC implementation and the evaluation of 

teachers and students could be built: as is shown in the discussion, one of 

the main forces pulling teachers against implementing the NEC is because they 

can not see themselves and their students benefiting from teaching the NEC. 

For example, the ‘washback’ of the NUEE is perceived by teachers as negative
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in teaching for the NEC and the evaluation of teachers is not related to whether 

the NEC is taught (see e.g. 6.3.1).

The implication is that in order to support change, policy developers could 

consider establishing a more positive link between curriculum implementation 

and the evaluation of teachers and students. Teachers need to see the benefits 

of following the curriculum.

(2) Change and the agenda of change needs to be clearer to teachers: In 4.4, I 

identify the promotion of the NEC in official discourse as a ‘radical change’, I also 

recognise that educational changes in China are often characterized by an 

official discourse to justify new curricula by criticising previous curricula for being 

'out of date' or 'backward' and promoting the new curriculum as being 'advanced' 

or 'modern’. In 6.2, I have claimed that such official discourse seems to have 

brought emotional insecurity to teachers because they cannot see continuity in 

prescribed practices. Furthermore, some teachers seem to see the frequent 

curriculum changes as a sign of a government lack of long-term strategy (e.g. Mr. 

Yang’s comment in 6.2.2 that “the curriculum is going to change again”). 

Teachers may also perceive the new curriculum as being only symbolic (e.g. 

Baijuan’s comment in 6.1.2). Additionally, a lack of clarity in the agenda of 

change has also brought emotional uncertainty to teachers (6.2.1).

The implication is that change and the agenda of change needs to be clearer to 

teachers. Rather than criticising the previous curricula, curriculum developers 

may consider finding strategies for teachers to recognise the links (along with 

differences) between different curricula in order to draw a physical and 

psychological proximity to teachers. New curricula should acknowledge 

teachers’ past experiences in order to gain their commitment for a new reform 

agenda.

(3) More practical support for the NEC implementation could be introduced:

as is shown in the discussion, although support is provided to teachers for the 

implementation of the NEC (e.g. ‘expert talk’), teachers seem to be sceptical 

about the benefits of these experiences for their teaching. They perceive these 

as propaganda (e.g. 6.1.2) or express view that discussion that address their
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contextual difficulties and situated experiences (e.g. how to handle a particular 

class) is more supportive because it can be immediately applied to solving their 

own problems with teaching (e.g. 6.1.3).

The implication is that instead of advocating change (e.g. 4.4.2), practical 

support for implementation should be increased if the NEC is really to be 

accepted and synthesized into teachers’ practices. Rather than trying to justify 

change by only providing positive information, a diversity of information with 

points and counterpoints should be provided in the official discourse for teachers 

to evaluate. This may also help increase teachers’ trust in the official discourse. 

Additionally, more opportunities for one to one communication on practical 

issues could be created where possible. Communication could be focused on 

issues that are directly relevant to teachers’ practices. Learning from the 

experience of the research participants, discussion among teachers should be 

encouraged for them to reflect on each other’s experience.

9.4.2 Implications for teacher educators:

As is shown in the discussion, the effect of pre-service education is devalued by 

teachers, which they attribute to the lack of training about teaching pedagogies and 

delayed teaching practice (e.g. 6.7).

The implication is that teaching practice opportunities should be offered at an early 

stage in order to create opportunities for students to reflect on their beliefs and 

motivate them to explore new approaches for teaching. Such a view is also 

expressed by Cabaroglu and Roberts (2000, cited in Borg, 2003:90) who propose 

that opportunities early in the teacher education programme for student teachers to 

confront their pre-existing beliefs are important. With regard to increasing 

pedagogical training, there may be potential difficulties due to the needs of 

non-native speakers of English (Ms. Ren, Personal Communication, 10/12/2008). 

My proposal is that pedagogical training could be integrated with language training, 

for example, the introduction of English writing on methodological issues (e.g. 

Works such as Willis, 1996; Nunan, 2004).
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9.4.3 Directions for future research

In this section, I would like to consider some possible directions for future research. 

Some of them are issues that I was not able to cover in this investigation. Others are 

issues that have arisen during my research and warrant further investigation.

(1) I have investigated the experience of a group of teachers in a key-school in 

Southeast China. Although some of the findings may have implications for other 

schools and other teachers, it would be interesting to investigate how my 

methods can be used in other settings. Examples are teachers in non-key 

schools and teachers in less economically developed areas of China, or 

teachers in other countries.

(2) Although my data include discussions or conversations with the head teacher, 

education administrators, parents and students, the focus of the investigation is 

the experience of teachers. It would be interesting to examine the NEC 

experience from the perspectives of other groups of people. For example, in 

6.2.3, I have examined teachers’ ambivalence brought about by the redefinition 

of the teacher-student relationship and it would be interesting to see how 

parents and students perceive such a change. Also, I have described the 

insecurity and uncertainty brought to teachers due to a perceived lack of clarity 

in the policy agenda and it would be interesting to investigate the experience of 

education administrators and to understand the possibilities and constraints 

around their work.

(3) This study also raises some interesting issues about research methodology. As 

previously discussed, I have discussed how ‘face’ and ‘social connections’ may 

have impacted on my research and I have discussed some ethical issues (e.g. 

3.9.2). It would be interesting to investigate further the culture of research, for 

example, how is the research process influenced by the culture of both 

researchers and research participants and how may the ethnographic process 

be experienced in a different culture?

9.5 Final remarks

As the journey through the research and writing ends, I increasingly realise how 

interesting and meaningful this journey has been. My study has covered some 

exciting areas of research: curriculum implementation, teacher cognition, culture, 

ethnography and sociology. It has investigated the curriculum implementation from

253



teachers’ perspectives and provided an opportunity for their voices to be better 

heard. It has extended and deepened knowledge and understanding in my chosen 

areas of research and it has also offered some practical implications for curriculum 

developers and teacher educators. Importantly, through this journey, I have also 

developed my thinking and research skills. The investigation of multiple theories and 

areas of research has opened multiple possibilities for my future research.
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Appendix 1: Gaining access

Extract 1: How did you know my telephone number?

Researcher: Hello, is that head teacher xxx?

Head teacher: He’s busy at the moment. Who’s that? Why do you look for him? 

Researcher: I’m calling from the UK. I’m a PhD student in education. I want to ... 

Head teacher: I’m the head teacher...How did you know my school/my telephone 

number?

(30/05/2007)

My reflection/comment: It was easy to get the telephone numbers of the school 

switchboard or administration office, but it required great effort to get the head 

teacher’s numbers, which are rarely publicized. As a matter of fact, these teachers 

worked as filters for the head teachers and a lot of questions must be asked before 

the number was given.

Obtaining the telephone number was only the start of the long march. I needed to 

make endless calls in order to get hold of the head teachers because they were 

often away from the office, due to teaching or endless meetings. In fact, I also 

discovered that some head teachers intentionally switched off the telephones in 

order not to be disturbed by countless calls.

Finally, when I was lucky enough to get hold of any of them, a number of them 

withheld their real identities in the beginning and was surprised to know how I knew 

the schools and their telephone numbers.

Extract 2. Why do you want to work in a high school?

Head teacher: Do you want to tell me more about yourself?

Researcher: I graduated from *** university, I had a master in Education from *** 

University, now I’m doing PhD Education in *** university in UK.

Head teacher: Why do you want to come to my school?

Researcher: I want to study how teachers teach...

Head teacher: It sounds very strange to me. You are a PhD. You should have a 

good knowledge about teaching. Why do you want to work in a high school and 

study the teachers?

Researcher: My methodology is ethnography and I...
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Head teacher: Very interesting. May be you can call some other schools?

(01/06/2007)

My reflection/comment: as a Chinese saying goes, “to be found in the books are 

golden mansions, beautiful wives and tons of corns S W fM n

3L to many people further education means gateway to more

money and higher positions. It might be difficult for the head teacher to understand 

that a PhD student would like to teach in a high school, plus this PhD student comes 

from a UK university!

Extract 3: Everything is so common! What is there to see?

“Don’t work in a high school! It is really tiring to work here. Everything is routinized. 

Everything is so common. What is there to see? I don’t think there’s anything worth 

studying. You have been studying in a Chinese high school. I’m sure you know all 

about it. It is waste of time for you to work here. If you have any question, just ask 

me, I can tell you everything...”

(06/06/2007)

My reflection/comment: Li Tao, team leader of the English Department in a high 

school, tried to be helpful. Some other people expressed the same concern. It 

seemed hard for them to imagine that a PhD student who must have known a lot 

about teaching would like to work in a high school. What is there to see?

Extract 4: Do you want to do some teacher training here?

“Well, I don’t think you should teach students here. It’s waste of talent really. You 

are a PhD from UK, I’m sure you know a lot about teaching. Do you want to do some 

teacher training here so that you can introduce the advanced teaching methods to 

teachers?”

(08/06/2007)

My reflection/comment: A number of head teachers suggested that I should do 

teacher training in order not to waste my “expertise knowledge”. Some other head 

teachers expressed the concern that students might experience difficulty in 

transition when I left for the UK one year after because “students may be unhappy 

with other teachers because it would be difficult for other teachers to reach your 

level of teaching”.



Of course, I would not accept a position as a teacher trainer: if teachers were told 

the “proper” ways of teaching, of course they would respond with the “proper” 

answers during the interview. My study would definitely lose sight.



Appendix 2: Research Agenda with Anya

September 2007: 

October 2007:

February 2008:

March 2008:

April 2008 

May 2008

June 2008

1 public speech: How to Teach Vocabulary (05/09/2007, 
keynote speaker of the city's teaching plan competition)

5 observations (between 08/10/2007 and 12/10/2007)

1 semi-structured interview (16/10/2007)

1 unstructured interview (11/10/2007)

5 observations (between 19/02/2008 and 02/26/2007)

1 semi-structured interview (25/02/2008)

2 unstructured interviews (20/02/2008, 24/02/2008)

1 public speech: Guidance on Teaching Module 8
(22/02/2008, keynote speaker of the city's teaching plan 
competition)

5 observations and 5 entry logs (between 10/03/2008 and 
21/03/2008)

1 public speech: Integrating Reading and Writing (25/03/2008, 
keynote speaker of the city's NEC seminar)

4 unstructured interviews (09/03/2008, 13/03/2008,
18/03/2008 and 26/03/2008)

2 semi-structured interview (06/04/2008, 09/04/2008)

7 entry logs (between 15/05/2008 and 23/05/2008)

3 unstructured interviews (10/05/2008, 22/05/2008,
29/05/2008)

1 semi-structured interview (08/06/2008)

1 unstructured interview (25/06/2008)



Appendix 3: Observation transcripts

Observation with Anya on 12/10/2007 Class 2 Grade 2 9:40-10:25

Unit 3: Life in the Future

Time Events My comments/

Reflections/

Questions

9:40 Class begins Normally how

9:42 Powerpoint shows photos of some ultramodern many hours do

apartments and houses you spend in one

9:43 Many students were amazed to see these photos unit? How do you

Two questions are shown on the Powerpoint: manage these

(1)W hat impression do these apartments and hours? How long

houses leave on you? for each?

9:44 (2) As a highest quality house, what factors do you What are the

think should be taken into consideration? classroom

Discusses Question 1 activities that you

Picks a student to answer the question, student often do? e.g.

silent for a few seconds group work/free

Anya shows the pics again and gives the student participation/pick

gesture hint/prompt students to

The student replies “comfortable” answer Qs?

Anya asks him to give sentences using comfortable when to use

Asks for more descriptive words for these 

apartments and houses

what?

9:50 Many more words are given by students (free There are often

participation) “silent” students

Writes “well” on the blackboard and asks for in different

“well ...-ed” phrases to describe the apartments classes, what

and houses does she often

More answers are given by the students (free do when the

9:55 participation) student is 

“silent”?

Talks about Q. 2 Very active
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Picks a student to answer classroom

More answers are given (free participation) participation

Asks for more answers, encourages students to here, are the

raise hands students very

Picks more students to answer 

Your imagination

used to this kind 

of activities?

(1) Besides living on land on the earth, where else So far, more than

do you suppose we humans will live in 1000 ten students are

years’ time? picked to answer

Some students stand up to answer the question Qs. When to pick

(some volunteered, some are chosen) students and

Some answers are very imaginative, e.g. We will when for free

live on the tree because the land will be covered participation?

with water, due to global warming

(2) And what is the future residential transfer 

closely related to?

Gives Chinese meaning: M

Any rationale 

behind?

10:05

Also gives English explanation: What causes have

led to the future residential transfer? It seems that she

Many answers are given, i.e. uses many words

surroundings/environment that are related to

Anya: this has caused serious what problems? the unit in the

Students: environmental previous section

Anya: Like what? or the current

Students: air pollution, the rapid increase of unit. How does

population... she word her

Ten more students are picked to answer the Qs. talking? Which

Powerpoint shows many sorts of environmental kind of words will

problems. she use? Does

Anya asks “Where can you see the future place?” she think of

More answers are given special words to 

say?
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Participants

Group A: agents of a real estate company 

Group B: journalists from newspapers and TV 

stations

Materials for reference Did you think of

Reading passage: p. 58-59 this activity

Speaking task: p. 60 yourself? Or

10:20 Presentation: report before the class what your suggested in

group have discussed somewhere

The task of group A: else? What was

Suppose a press conference is being held by a real the rationale

estate company to make the undersea city known behind this

to people and encourage people to buy their activity?

houses under the sea. As the agent what will you 

talk about in the conference?

Group B: raise as many questions as possible 

i.e. name of the city, purpose of building the house, 

children’s education, the structures, housework, 

solutions to problems

Asks students to work in fours within the big group 

Asks students to turn around and sit face to face to 

talk with each other

Some students seem to be somewhat confused, 

asks whether they understand the instruction 

Asks students to use the texts first and discuss later 

on

The paragraph is about 350 words (with many “big Is the task too

words”) difficult for the

The student have ten mins to discuss student or are

Stop discussion

they fast readers 

that are able to

Tells students that the report will be done the complete the

following morning task in such a

Will go over a number of questions today short time?

10:28



(1)W hat kind of writing it is? Advertisement? 

Something else?

Students respond advertisements

(2) What does challenge suggest here in the topic? 

What kind of challenges do we have?

Many answers are given by the students, i.e. the 

new design of challenge city, to design an undersea 

city is not an easy job, whether people will buy it or 

not is challenge/safety problem is also a challenge

Picks another student to continue the challenges

This seems to be an absent-minded student

Student silent for 20 seconds

Anya: “Do you think is it easy or difficult to ...”

Student respond: Difficult

Anya: This is another what?

Student: challenge (maybe with the help of his 

classmate)

Anya: We have something more to show challenge 

challenge E i f U

Anya: How many advantages the agents want to tell 

the public?

The first thing is easy contact 

The second thing is more personal space 

The third thing is personal security 

The fourth thing is no household worries

Class ends and reminds students that group 

leaders will be asked to come to the stage to report 

to the classmates

Who is the group 

leader? Is the 

group

established with 

a long period of 

time? With a 

fixed group 

leader? Or how 

to choose it?

How was the 

report going?
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Appendix 5: Example of interview transcripts and translation

Original version (in Chinese):

i?

m & n m . m .  a s  1978 ^ # a ***, a w ^ i ^ w k s f i a

* ,  K + ± M k M S A , ^ $ ! i* w * p ,  ^ 4 k * 3 i @ M .  H A a w

i m M J iH f t t S f t .  w s * .  "ItA ,

f e l A m 1 , R W I i i * 7 7 f-fg a . i i t P i g ,  g * $ iS W i£ iS ,  a S ig f f i ,  is|JC. -til

^ r ts t^ & M A ^ , s i a i a t f # j ! # ± ' f B g a @

T iS S ^ I lf tE p f t ,  f iL M & 3 W .

Jiti-^ep fcR e?  ffls££4«rfSa<J?

t e i l t H * M * k ^ S A S ! S i3 S 7 ,  ^ a a S C iE # f f i iA f f i0 ,  i l * M o  ftkiW W W Mtil 

*  lecture ig ffiS 5 ^W if± S , & - *  A a ilS W f£ ^ S 1 5 W Il

DlRlo a S ff iS W ^ W . giLtiSKllltf&gffl
s u m  aw a in -s tw * i i 9 «ibi^o 8 ^ ^ 1 1 * 9 9 .5 ^ ,  31-2, aaaf
B & M R lli,  f ia D ta @ S . 0 * iy ,js ffiiiS *** iS :4 1̂ ^ i g .  I5 -J S * ff i4 2  

a ***W ? E S A lft3 a g ^ M t* , ® D c * * * * t^ S 4 1 » ^ a jB * a j7 * i t« f :7 ) ,  S4A 

A P lA .  5 fe*A4f-, is 3 i5 *A f4 o  1996, 1997 3 ^A A ^4 k6 iJ , A ^ ^ i k S

***, *44©***^P^, fP S Iiig S W A iik . S S A i i ,  f f l tS ^ A K  S i ,

*g ¥ r£ F 6 .

a w j f e w w f i i ! ^ - ,  a i A f t s * * * ^

iS ftku /riiR  JiiS , iSJiAJt, W W S f i i iS k A S —S/tS, f f iA  role model — J ltf lt l i t f f l,

I P J m R A a i t ^ & Z W S S W f g A f f ia i .  H A ,  

a & * « ,  WaS^W^W*n7« , S?!j, kEif±f#S¥T*
s . wsa^BTfgsaw^mfrWvt*, ant^ffl, wfksa^mkfAfes^, -tn̂ r 
Sit. A04, tWfiSii&iaSS^Trtltil'S'li BM4TJI, SAAA-fcESSffiSSVtH, iSSI

M W & ic M W { £ ,  S S ^ a S ' f ,  7 T - S ^ r f t - S * f f / ^ i i ; ^ E p m if 9 J « ^ J ,  i t^ S 'J  

HSIP£4t7?
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¥ f—A t W ,  s i B i f f f *  Can I help you, mum? A T iflH JS , 

m , S B S A t i f f l W A K l ,  i f c ^ £ * S g .  aW til?F S n it

role play I tA W ,  R & i l  “ MxS” , a S S K g f ^ A ^ M W i t K i

a s —t i i w * ® ,  S f f i a M i A ® .

a i a # ± * ¥ r - A £ W i f t .  M H W & fc P W W fe l, W -& ^ £ iS ? fr£ ? fS f it ,  ifc—^ 5 ?  

M & m

■sw . a g m s g a w t t * & ¥ r A .  sp* w s # s7»?x , s s t f r i a ^ .  * t # & s t a * 7 .  

a t 5 i t k # g B « « jg ,  - B i t g - ia jg - ia i j i ,  T ? £ 7 s i i i s a j f s t e 7 . . . s p i 6 f :£ }e te ,  

I 7 M l * K l i i 5 ,  ^ ^ bI h & # g B A T 7 7 £ .  i t ^ A T g t i l i t g  

5Td.
fcWP role m odel-

t t .  ® £ 2 W * : i f S A A * « ,  S t S i m  # » J |g * .  S a f a r i

—* I A i # A f l <jA ... 'ft iiS S ± ® H iM 'P 4 k # p g S g 0 t, S iS S S 5 S # f tW # 7 ,  A

g A IS S ,  —A— A tfegM tiilf. ^ A n J t b A i l ' f t f lS I f 7 ,  a & lk A ^ A : © .

jto

IP f t fs a & m ^ T & ifc J t -A  role rnodel?m #®lS)!4 # m ^ ! l r p - # 5itr#?

S M , I P A W < g # a # 7 « S - # ^ J T

EpW, a W ^ ts iR ,  « H # J , f e & j t i t a iP j ,  W W W fiS iiJ ? t* M ,a .  IP 7 W M .6 W  

A A H titR A , [A ftiiA S , A IA A S A S  A ft ! i0 fg ,  A H A  A i l ,  A A -'tftp JP trfA 4 - I". 

7 A t t ,  D c * S ^ ,  { S ® £ M i t & g * 1 * * f a  g  B

te -S S A tE A W a a . 'S A S A .  f W W ^ a W i l ® ,  T A P iI® ;g ;A # 4 7 , fc A # K P / f

njTif, S lH f^ fS S E if itS H i, K l t & i m M ,  S ^ f t < ] E p m * g U L t i f l f t f f t  

fS, A A A ifA S f f iS  g  B A  A S . . .7 n S A t l i i lHA li'j personality R A S ,  S I- iB A t'/tL R  

tU S ig s M E f f l ,
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^asirsAwaAw, sbt*** 
AlM-M^A, tfjaasmTTiiA, StSgS'JAA...awaff]S***iiA, aSPSlra 

H***, R*jfe7/l£ti£-A«J, *iEA“*5ca*ISEAjB.
3 P ^S ***^1 ? W W M , mm\*T&&]%t$r3L\K.

is in iwepit?

a i s # a w » ig « ^ » .  a in ^ @ - t^ 7 - 7 # » 3 W [A i i ] ,  a fn w ^ w ,  n s # s * s  

H i ^ # t n * 7 .  ^ a i n s M f ^ M i g ^ r s ,

® J t& , i t t t ,  27S, ^ js * ig g q f f ^ ,  M

p m m .  m a w ,  a ® ,  jt tra ^ d ts ijp ^ o

S R fiiM A ffi,  7 7  IT is J O iA , ATAHA, S A  moral education, S f f i t t .  77iAfl;J 

0 4 S 7 « * i i — * ,  i » - T 7 J M ,  W W ^tb I, te & * r f t (5 | ,  S a a 4 # * t t$ x S r 7 o  

group discussion A|)|&i)?

sir. ariiiijsAASSKi.
Ok JP i#—T # £ ft  typical day SB, 'B 'ftA M  routine T iA A g f f t1!®?

a-®R-± 5:45 a 5:50 jgj*. 6:39 faSaT^SM, SiJAASK/B*-TK44, 7:00

u e n j i t s .  c .  ra. a  (A n n fijf f lA - ts M iS )  - m =,  s i t a .  a m r m  

i s .  A A A ® r7 4 k , f iJ i tS t fB - T ,  i b p £ - 7 7 W 1 A  T M & iS ,  6:00 

m , 2 0 A ! t jg i t i i ,  w ® 3 c .m ^ m m < k .  - f 7 s * 7 £ # w is ,

A. 

ass, s - tja+avi, wrtAsasm, « s s *7 ,

ilfeCHIAAA, SAAA, aiAlfTt, A « ,

S l'J A S a il# iS E iI# k M ] |P « S if :7 .  a « ,  S 4 5 A i4 6 <]

H f f iB ,  1SAW 30 A l't ’ S rgW S ifltl, ^ S l- 15 A r+ flW fB l, B ltc A :f —® s t waste Kj 

HAfSJo

S-vSW ^BtM ^EcA iiW , W W W fS an fe ^ tS fiA S # , $£JfP, £Si0 collect 

information, B f t i lr ,  .jf jg .ll, M A S S  2 7 ^ 7 0 4 ,  & *flS fR , T n tW M P M A A  

•> —A  A rsA A .  7 t7M tj4 i7  Aitt a  A  A. I jRA, S. A 37 AA^M, [4lTtT*ft'A>

^ S ± W « g * 'H -A 0 4 « * ^ K in 8 ?
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BF£n3ii^±fB7s, 3 % A ^ ^ £ p i I I I : ^ A ± i+ A i* ) # °  ^ A J t

& & ,  m « i a ^ A # ,  ^ n ^ A i m f

Jx.$;> t i c

* ^ * t t - K * s * w f l i i i i r # # « ?  » « £ * £ » s m h s * ?

iH f - h fh A ,  & J f f c i# f M ,  H i f f fM o

* n a ± « w « r - ^ s i S T * .  * & > M * * s g [! [ rm />

m m fc ,

m u j t m m ' > ^ j i ^  ( &  w n ^ a a : ^ * w « s * ± s i y i i a 5 * i ! f f ,  & # £ n  

t e ^ ^ g e a W A )  ,

® 3 £ ± A ,  & 8 f t£ 8 H £ £ - - T ,  ^ * pJ n f 7 ,  { S & J E ^ i iB * ® * ,

S A T ^ t f ^ l i B l S i ^  S es# ,  T T B B jn ^ A fa ^ . .  J ic J M  B A i i7

i m i t i f ,  m i A ,  f f i t £ I I * i i W W ± ,  ^ l - i o

w % & £ ¥ % ,

w , »

zAI7, E B ^ j J i j i a u t h e n t i c , W i n * i >  M  

$ ..7 b # P ± A $ c A ** *p/ f i f  > i f  pyâ J greeting, ^ f f i |n j^ fe :a re  you happy? W tR M M

boring, f j^ A A A B G ^ A  *E7f examAvlA  ^ P ^ ^ ^ r jj'J B 1

3&S, f s ^ i 7 t B 7 7 / f * W ftiir il§ z4 ® ,

Translation: 

Can you tell me something about your experience please? Especially those 

relate to your study and teaching and how these have influenced your 

teaching?
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After graduated from high school in 1978, I was admitted to study in *** Foreign 

Language Studies School (it is one of the best schools for foreign language studies 

in *** Province). My major was English Education. I studied there for two years and 

got a secondary school degree. The school has strict requirement on phonetics 

(listening, speaking...) because we are trainee teachers. We need to imitate 

Lingaphone’s programme. We won’t pass until it’s very close to the original. We also 

have oral English, free talk, grammar and vocabulary. On top of that, we have 

teaching method as well, but the focus is on language. With regard to teaching 

method, the Dean of the academic affairs has left a deep impression on me. He’s a 

very nice person.

You said he had left you a deep impression. What kind of impression is it? 

How does he teach?

I forgot most of the teaching methods that he taught us. I just remember he’s a nice 

and sincere person. This form of teaching is also lecture actually. Additionally, he 

says you should teach vocabulary and grammar in different contexts and this has 

influenced a lot on my current teaching. And also, the teacher for intensive reading 

has also left me a deep impression. The teacher taught us how to teach the first 

lesson, include how to teach, how to design the teaching material. We have 119 

students in that year and my graduation score is 99.5% (the highest). I had the 

chance to teach in the school, but I just wanted to go back home. After I came back, 

I had been teaching English in ***Normal School for two years. That was a 

secondary school course. After that, the English major was cancelled in *** Normal 

School, I came to teach in *** High School. While teaching here, I self-learnt higher 

degree courses, firstly a diploma, then a Bachelor degree. I graduated from my 

degree course in around 1996 or 1997. The college for my diploma course is *** TV 

university and that for my degree course is *** Institute of Education. My major was 

English Education for both courses. Anyway, I have to have further education in 

order to get a higher degree. You need to have higher degrees in order to get 

various professional titles.

So you have been teaching high school courses since then?

No, I taught junior school grade 1 students when I just came here. At that year, a 

new textbook was implemented. The teacher in charge of teaching and research of 

the city was ***. He observed my teaching when I was in *** Normal School and 

liked it somehow. Therefore, he wanted me to teach from grade 1 as a role model
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sort of teacher. There are many teachers from the suburb area coming to observe 

my teaching. This experience has helped my teaching a lot. Because, I’m always 

thinking, there are so many teachers here, how can I use different activities and 

methods to make the lesson more interesting? Some of the activities are very new 

at that time. I was just wondering how could I design activities that were both 

interesting and effective for learning? This experience was really helpful for me. 

When you started teaching, were there any things that had left you a deep 

impression that you can not forget them even until now?

I remember when I was teaching grade 3 students, there was a lesson and the title 

was “Can I help you, mum?” In order to make the teaching more interesting I 

brought aprons and other things from home to let students perform. I didn’t know 

such concept as “role play”, I just knew students might be interested in acting. When 

I was studying in the foreign language school one kind of teaching methods was 

performing and I really enjoyed it.

I remember one day a teacher said that when she started teaching in the 

beginning, a student refused to wipe the blackboard after her request, then 

she refused to teach. She can’t forget this. Did you have the same 

experience?

Never. Maybe this is related to my personality. If there was such a circumstance I 

may just go over it simply. I may wipe the blackboard and say: “Don’t let me wipe the 

blackboard...” If students refuse to do something and you just request them to do it, 

students may just do the opposite. This will make the circumstance difficult for both 

students and yourself.

When you just started teaching, was there any teacher that was particularly 

helpful to you? For example, role model that help you to teach?

There was team leader named *** and he had left me a deep impression, especially 

his hardworking. He didn’t often do other things apart from teaching. He had strict 

requirements on students and taught really hard—always grind (a Chinese way of 

expression to say that a person does the same thing very often). Actually he was a 

person with both praise and critique...He marked every assignment paper himself, 

he requested students to recite every article. He went to the classroom and asked 

students to recite each article to him one by one. Some people might say he had too 

strict requirements on students, but he claimed that this was responsible for the 

students.
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So he was sort of role model for you? Just like how you treat other teachers 

now?

Of course, he didn’t treat me as how I treat other people right now. At that time 

examination paper wasn’t printed and we had to use wax paper. He always asked 

me to write questions on the wax paper for him. Sometimes I had to work until 2am. 

At that time, many people wrote to him to ask about methods of teaching. He often 

asked me to reply these letters. I just mentioned he didn’t do many other things 

apart from teaching, therefore I had to do a lot of things for him. However, I found it 

was a kind of improvement for myself as well. His hard-working spirit had left me a 

deep impression. Of course I won’t do exactly the same way as him (for example, 

grind and grind). Sometimes I am confused as to how to teach, I would go back to 

the foreign language school to observe some classes. I often wrote to my 

classmates to discuss our teaching and sent to each other our teaching materials. 

Most of the ideas of teaching came from the foreign language school that I studied. 

When I was teaching I often thought how I learnt myself...Maybe this was related to 

my personality. The foreign language school paid great attention to the application 

of language, especially oral English.

You said sometimes how you learnt yourself, so how did you learn?

I was a good student, basically I recited whatever teachers requested us to recite. I 

also recited those that were not requested by teachers. I was seen reading under 

the street lamp at night. I studied in ***, but I didn’t have too much time to travel 

around ***. I had just been to several tourism attractions that were close to the 

school...

When you were studying in *** Foreign Language School, did any teacher 

(apart from the Dean that you mentioned) that had left you a deep impression?

Yes, the pronunciation teacher. We studied pronunciation for the whole term. Our 

teacher, now he is an interpreter in UN, was the pronunciation model of the whole 

school, native British excellent. The procedure of his classes were playing the 

record, students simulating the reading, correcting the pronunciation, dictating 

phonetic symbols, dictating paragraphs and dictating paragraphs...In the beginning, 

he would read three times before the dictation, then twice, finally one time...From 

phonetic symbols, words, sentences, paragraphs and articles...one stage by one 

stage...He has very good English and teaching skills. He was also a good person. 

He also had strict requirements on teaching...
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There’s also our intensive reading teacher. He didn’t merely teach us vocabulary 

and translation. He gave us moral education as well. When he was teaching, he 

didn’t merely read, translate the sentences and talk about the words, he asked us 

questions as well. This was innovative at that time.

Anything like group discussion?

No, not at that time. It was developed later on.

Ok, can you talk about your typical day? What is your daily routine?

I normally get up at 5:45 to 5:50 and wait for the school bus before 6:39, fetch some 

documents from the office and arrive at the classroom before 7:00am. There’s 

morning reading of English on Tuesday, Thursday and Saturday and there’s 

evening reading of English and Monday, Wednesday and Friday. In the morning, I 

have two classes to teach. After lunch, I go to the classroom to hand out students’ 

assignment, see what they are doing, and ask students to recite articles in the text 

book to me one by one. In the afternoon, I prepare for next day’s teaching. After 

dinner, we have listening starting from 6pm and evening reading starts from 6:20pm.

I need to tell students exactly what they need to read for each day. If you don’t tell 

them, they don’t know what to read.

Afternoon is more or less my own time. I usually prepare lessons and correct 

students’ assignments. Think what I’m going to teach, to present in what way. It is 

more complicated now because we need to let students participate. They need to be 

the master in learning, they need to actively participate in the classroom. Teachers 

are just guiders. Students will be sleepy if they are just asked to listen to what 

teachers are saying. There are a lot of things to do in each lesson. I think in 45 

minutes’ teaching, at least 30 minutes need to be very effective. There might be 

some waste time in another 15 minutes.

Planning lessons is sometimes endless. Sometimes I start thinking just after lunch. 

Firstly the sketch, then collect information, prepare and finally present. I need to 

spend at least 2 hours’ in preparing the lessons. This is minimum. Sometimes I can’t 

finish until 11-12pm. For example, I spent a long time in preparing yesterday’s 

teaching. I have been thinking as to how to use the information in the textbook and 

how to change it and what should be taught. The process of thinking is from 

suffering to happy.

Normally when do you prepare your teaching? One day in advance or long 

before?
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Normally, I plan my teaching one day beforehand. I can’t prepare my teaching one 

or two days beforehand. I don’t know what to teach, I can only prepare after I have 

finished today’s teaching. When I am teaching, I observe students’ reactions and 

responses, then I will know how well they have mastered the knowledge. After this, I 

will know what to teach tomorrow and how to teach. Unless you are lecturing, my 

class needs the active participation of students, so I need to know their levels and 

their responses. Maybe the head teacher won’t be happy to hear this...

Is it the head teacher requires teachers to plan lessons long time beforehand? 

Will the school spot check teachers’ lesson plans?

No. The head teacher didn’t say specifically you need to plan how many days in 

advance, but you need to have a clear short-term aim. For example, what to teach in 

this class and what needs to be completed before the end of this week/month. I also 

have this, but the details of teaching can only be decided one day in advance. 

However, the school needs to check teachers’ observation notes of other teachers’ 

lessons. Every teacher needs to observe at least 10 lessons each term and we have 

to hand in our notes. Of course, I’m observing and taking notes not just for 

completing the task. I observe at least 20 to 30 lessons per term (she mentioned a 

few days ago that she observes the foreign teachers’ teaching every time when the 

foreign teacher teaches her class so that she will know better which student 

participates in the activities and how well they have participated in the activities. She 

can also help the foreign teacher to involve students in the activities. Of course, she 

can improve her listening at the same time), plus I need to be the judger in some 

teaching competitions, so I observe many lessons every year. However, I don’t 

normally hand in the notes. I show them to the head teacher to prove that I have 

observed lessons, but I take the notes back because I think I need to keep these 

notes for future reference. To me, I sometimes feel I teach better when you are not 

observing my lesson because I’m more natural. My teachers also told us not to 

regard every lesson as high quality class because it is tiring. Just regard them as 

normal classes so that you will be natural.

You have been teaching for so many years, have you ever chanced your 

perceptions towards teaching?

Yes. Maybe it is to better involve the students, let them actively participate in the 

class, let them learn more effectively. I feel for the subject like English, students will 

not learn just by our teaching. How can make students active learners? This is 

closely related to teachers’ teaching methods. How to carefully design the teaching
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to make it natural, authentic? How to present the language situations to make it 

authentic? For example, I observed a lesson in *** last time, I feel the teacher’s 

greeting is not so authentic. The teacher asked students: “Are you happy?” I feel it’s 

not natural. After having been teaching for so many years, I even feel I don’t know 

how to teach. There are so many frames and constrains, will the students feel boring? 

Will the teaching be effective? And also exam, if I’m not confined to this the teaching 

will be more effective. Of course, this is not contradictory. If students are interested 

in English it will be helpful to the examination as well.



Appendix 6: Interview Schedule with teachers other than participants

1. Which year of teaching are you in? What’s your professional title?

2. How do you like the NC? What’s the difference between this curriculum and the 

last curriculum?

— What is the essence of the NC?

— What do you think is task-based learning?

— How do you like this curriculum?

— Do you think it can be implemented well? Why?

— How many curriculums have you used? Which do you like the best? Why?

3. What is your favourite way of teaching?

— How do you teach different elements: vocabulary, reading passage, listening, 

writing, speaking, others?

— (For example, any unit) How would you arrange your teaching? (How many 

teaching hours for what and how many teaching hours for what)

— What do you want your students to get after a unit’s teaching?

— When you are making teaching preparation, what do you consider? What have 

influenced your ways of teaching?

— What are the common classroom activities? How do you think these activities 

have helped your teaching?

■ Are these your favourite activities? If not, what? And why don’t you use it? Are 

there anything that has limited your teaching?

— Is there any change in your conception and teaching over the

years? If so, what have caused these changes?
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Appendix 7 : Excerpt of teachers’ presentation for the teaching plan 
competition 

Unit2  (book 8 ) 

Cloning 

I. Brief statements Based on the Unit

This unit is concerned with a controversial topic cloning .which will become more 

important as the years pass. So one of the aim of this unit is for students to be able 

to examine and discuss some of the issues associated with cloning .This should 

help them form their own opinions.In this unit the text explain how cloning works in 

mammals ,the history of cloning ,some of the issues that arise from this and whether 

it is possible to clone extinct animals.

II. Teaching Goals

1. The students can talk about their opinions about cloning.

2. Practise making acceptance and refusal.

3. The students are albe to use the Appositive

4. The students are able to write a composition about debate.

III. Teaching Plan: (Five Periods)

The first period Warming up & listening (WB)

The second period Reading

The third period Using language

The fourth period Learning about language (grammar)

The fifth period Learn about vocabulary

Period 1 Warming up & Vocabulary 

Goals:

1. Talk about clong .

2. Lead the students to be interested in clong .

3. Train the students listening ability.

- 2 2 -



Teaching procedures:

Step 1 Warming up

T: You must know about many famous people. But do you know about some 

famous animals?

Q:Why is Dolly famous world wide ?

She was c while the others were born naturally. It is the copy of another

about Dolly (Picture 1 )

* the world’s first cloned mammal

* created by Scottish scientist in 1996

* sparked worldwide interest and concern after its birth

* many countries including Germany, France etc. have banned human cloning 

since Dolly ‘s birth

* died in 2003 because of lung disease there are still many countries doing research 

on cloning technology

Q:What do you know about the cloning technology? Its characteristics ?

Natural clone Man-made clone

I IMItM M'HMMtHlMMt HMM$t »«*»*) »« » . » Ml

Cloning is away of making an exact copy of another animal or plant. 

Step 2  Pre- listening 

Task 1
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Turn to page 17 work in groups to discuss “What are you think about cloning? Is it 

cruel?”

Task 2 : The Ss are asked to read fast the questions to find out the listening points 

first, and then predict two questions :

What is the dialogue about?

Dose Xiao Qing agree with Mary?

Step 3  While-listening

T:Please open your books at page 17. Before you listen to the tape, please read fast 

the questions to find out the listening points. Pay more attention to these important 

points while listening. While listening, you’d better make notes of the listening 

points.

Ask students listen to the tape.While listening, you’d better make notes of the 

listening points.

A few minutes later.

T:Now, I’ll play the tape twice. Please listen carefully and pay more attention to the 

important points. You may make notes while listening. Notes taking are helpful for 

you to remember each oft the important points. After listening twice, check the 

answers and explain some difficult listening points if necessary.

After checking the answers, listen again and then finish the chart in exercise 2

Mary’s ideas about cloning Xiao Qing’s ideas about cloning

1 cruel to animals 1 scientists are doing a wonderful job

2 makes them do unnatural things 2 may bring back extinct animals

3 it is a "dead end” 3 problems because it is a new science

4 clone born at age of "mother” 4 scientists need encouragement

5 weakens the species 5 it may provide medicine for illnesses

Step 4  Speaking

1. Discuss the given topic in groups of four.

1) What do you think of the new kind of technology?
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2) Does it have advantages or disadvantages?

: That’s a good idea. :
■ H
* a

■ I cannot accept your argument :

: because... :

* I support... because... ■

■ No, I can’t agree with... because... :

: I agree with...because.... ■

* How can you believe that? J
53 gj

\ Your argument has convinced me because... :

: I would like to agree with you but... •
38 a

: I don’t care for your ideas because... :

: No, that is not reasonable because.... ■
8  a

\ That’s a great idea! \
8  a

: Your ideas sound very encouraging to me. :

« « H » B i i n i i » a » « a « i i H i ! i i n R s i i ! K 8 « a i i R n i i s a i i i a H 8 R R a i ) i R 8 i B s s i 8 9 « S B 8 i a i ( 9 i a R S i f i 8 a s s i ) i ! R i a R « a i i n x B a i i i e H « i i 8 » » 8 a

These useful structures may help you!

Step 5  Listening II (P5 4 )

(Turn to page 54) The Ss are asked to read fast the question and multiple answers 

to find out the listening points first, and then listen to the tape twice to choose the 

best answer.

“Please open your books at page 54. Before you listen to the tape, please read fast 

the questions and multiple answers to find out the listening points. Pay more 

attention to these important points while listening. While listening, you’d better make 

notes of the listening points.

(A few minutes later).

“Now, I’ll play the tape twice. Please listen carefully and pay more attention to the

important points. You may make notes while listening. Notes taking are helpful for

you to remember each oft the important points. After listening twice, check the

answers and explain some difficult listening points if necessary.

Step6 Listening task (p5 7 )

First asks the Ss to read these sentences and then listen to the tape and decide if 

they are facts or opinions.
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“Now turn to page 5 7 , there’re 1 0  questions. You should form the habit of going 

through the questions and the answers to get the important listening pints. Yes? 

And make notes if necessary. Ok?

Play the recording and check the answers with the class.


