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Abstract 

CHALLENGES IN IMPROVING HIGH SCHOOL STUDENTS’  

ENGLISH SKILLS IN CHINA 

Shulan Wang 

Under the Supervision of Dr. Laura Anderson 

English as a foreign language has become a very important part of the Chinese 

educational system due to globalization. English as a foreign language in Chinese high 

schools is important because of the need to meet the state curriculum requirements and 

improve students’ English language skills. This paper aims to analyze and discuss current 

challenges in improving high school students’ English skills in mainland China. A qualitative 

approach was employed in writing this paper. First, a literature review of the primary 

challenges in English language teaching in China was conducted. Then, a literature review of 

the major factors that impact students in their English learning was conducted. The paper also 

includes a review of measures that improve students’ English skills. The findings of the 

reviews suggest that the Chinese educational system needs to be changed if students’ English 

language skills are to be improved. The schools and educational institutions in China should 

provide the resources and support necessary to allow English teachers to focus on teaching 

the four language skills rather than on grammar-centered teaching to meet the requirements of 

the times. 
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Chapter I Introduction 

In today’s globalized world, English plays a very important role in international world 

affairs as a lingua franca, which has emphasized the importance of English teaching and 

learning both in China and all over the world. According to Nunan (2003), “governments 

around the world are introducing English as a compulsory subject at younger and younger 

ages” (p.591). English teaching in high school is an important aspect of improving Chinese 

students’ foreign language skills.  

Moreover, China’s entry into the World Trade Organization (WTO) in 2001 

encouraged China’s participation in international market competition (Ding, Yue, & Sun, 

2009). According to Ding et al. (2009), foreign trade has been affected most directly due to 

China’s entry into the WTO. Consequently, the demand for people with English language 

skills is growing. So far, many actions to improve English teaching and learning have been 

taken in China. For example, in recent years, English has been in the curriculum in primary 

schools in China (Wu, 2001). Many kindergarten classes offer English as a foreign language. 

Meanwhile, English training institutions in many cities in China have been established for 

those who want to improve their English. More and more foreign language universities and 

departments have been set up to provide educational opportunities for people who want to 

become proficient in the English language. However, as Wu (2001) points out, “learning 

English in a Chinese language environment is a rather daunting task” (p.191). Chinese 

students still have many problems in developing their English skills. This falls far short of 

meeting the needs of China’s rapid developments in the areas of economy, science, and 

technology. Hence, this study is an analysis of selected challenges in English language 
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teaching (ELT) and learning faced by Chinese instructors and students.  

Statement of the Problem 

At present, there are a number of challenges facing instructors of English who are 

teaching in the high schools of mainland China. First, high school English teaching is still 

test-oriented and teacher-centered. As Li and Baldauf (2011) point out, English teachers are 

still focusing on traditional grammar translation, structure approaches, and audiolingualism. 

Hence, the majority of high school students in mainland China still face problems in their 

English studies. For example, they express English in “Chinglish,” a language that is 

“negatively valued and labeled which does not conform to Standard English conventions of 

expression, but ‘deforms’ them in the process of expressing Chinese thought to a foreign 

audience” (Henry, 2010, p. 678). Another problem is that it is difficult for students to 

understand what English speakers say and how they express themselves in English when they 

meet English speakers (Rao, 1996). 

In addition, multiple-choice items account for a major part of English tests, which 

makes it impossible to effectively measure students’ language skills. An evaluation 

mechanism like multiple-choice items is not conducive to English teaching nor to cultivating 

students’ English ability. Many teachers do not emphasize English practice. They seldom or 

never teach English oral and listening skills in class because of the tight course arrangement 

and frequent tests required. Consequently, students’ motivation and interests in the study of 

English are focused on improving scores. 

Definition of Terms 

The term “skills” is frequently used in education (Boyles, 1993; Court, 1990). 
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According to Pring (2004), “skills” usually refers to “those specific competencies required 

for the successful completion of a particular activity” (p.114). Generally speaking, English 

language skills consist of four skills: listening, speaking, reading and writing (Hinkel, 2006). 

In 1986, Daloz defined the word “challenge” in teacher education as “opening a gap 

between student and environment, a gap that creates tension in the student, calling for 

closure” (Cameron-Jones & O'Hara, 1997, p.17).  

Purpose of the Study 

The primary purpose of this study is to investigate and analyze the current challenges 

in high school English teaching in mainland China from the teachers’ perspectives in the light 

of the data collected. This paper also aims to offer some effective suggestions based on the 

findings to improve high school students’ English skills in mainland China. To achieve this 

objective, this research will respond to three research questions: 

1. What are the potential challenges that teachers of English as a Foreign Language 

(EFL) face in teaching English? 

2. What are the factors that might impact the development of students’ English skills? 

3. What measures can be taken to improve high school students’ English language 

skills？ 

Significance of the Study 

English teachers and educational policy makers are able to take effective measures to 

improve students’ English communicative skills and meet the requirements of modern society 

only when they understand the challenges in English Language Teaching.  

 



 

 4 

Methodology  

 This paper is qualitative in nature. First, a brief review of literature on the primary 

challenges in English language teaching in China was conducted. Then, a review of literature 

on major factors that impact students’ English learning was conducted. Finally, a review of 

literature on measures that improve students’ English skills was conducted. The findings 

were summarized and synthesized, and recommendations made.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  



 

 5 

Chapter II Review of Literature 

 To study and analyze the challenges in English language teaching and the ways to 

improve Chinese high school students’ English skill, it is necessary to review the literature on 

the primary challenges in English language teaching in China, the major factors that impact 

students’ English learning, and the measures that can improve students’ English skills.   

Challenges in English Language Teaching in China 

According to Wang and Chen (2012), when China opened itself up to the world in 

1978, “English became the most widely taught foreign language in Chinese schools” (p.87). 

A more open Chinese society has also significantly influenced English education in China. Li 

and Baldauf (2011) point out that at different times, the orientation of English language 

curricula for schools has needed to be adjusted to meet educational trends. However, in the 

process of shifting the objectives in the new English curricula, a variety of challenges have 

also been identified that have constrained the implementation of the new curricula. This has 

been shown in different articles. For example, Wu (2001) notes that teachers’ English 

proficiency level and teachers’ knowledge about English language, teaching methodology, 

teaching materials, and assessments have been the main challenges to advancing English 

language teaching in China. According to Wu, teachers have been the key to the outcome of 

English reform. However, there has been a shortage of teachers with proficiency in English. 

The new curricula calls for high-quality materials to support systemic, efficient, and effective 

English language teaching. Li and Baldauf (2011) conducted an interview with groups of 

English teachers from Chinese public schools, including junior secondary school teachers, to 

examine the factors that were constraining the implementation of the 2001 national English 



 

 6 

language curriculum in China. The findings of their study indicated that teaching materials, 

teachers, educational systems, teaching methodologies, and assessments were the major 

obstacles to the implementations of the 2001 English curriculum. In their findings, the new 

textbooks required in the 2001 English curriculum were judged too difficult for students to 

learn from and for teachers to use in their teaching. This textbook factor caused difficulties in 

using communicative language teaching (CLT) in English teaching. In the study, Li and 

Baldauf found that the new textbooks might be helpful in improving students’ 

communicative competence in English, but the testing system had remained unchanged. 

Teachers had to teach students to pass examinations. In their study, Li and Baldauf found that 

the lack of teachers with proficiency in English was another factor that influenced the 

implementation of the new curriculum. The lack of financial support from the government 

for recruiting new teachers was reported as the direct reason for the shortage of teachers. The 

reason that the educational system was reported as a challenge in Li and Baldauf’s study was 

that the materials the new English curriculum emphasized were different from those used in 

the traditional educational system. The new English curriculum emphasized quality-oriented 

education while the traditional educational system was still examination-oriented. Teaching 

methodology was identified as another issue in their study because the new teaching 

methodology proposed in the new English curriculum was reported to be difficult to 

implement in practice. Some teachers thought the new methods might work, but nobody 

dared to try it in the classroom and be responsible for students failing the examinations. 

Assessment was identified as an obstacle for the implementation of the new curriculum in Li 

and Baldauf’s study because the recommendations in the new assessment were not in 
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accordance with the national testing system. No matter how students were required to be 

evaluated in the new assessment, “students will finally be evaluated based on the result of the 

examination, and teachers will be evaluated according to students’ marks” (p.800). 

In 2003, the Chinese Ministry of Education (MOE) approved and issued another 

English curriculum based on the 2001 English curricula. The new curriculum posed 

tremendous challenges to English teachers. According to Wang and Chen (2012), the new 

English curriculum required all English teachers to be multi-role teachers. The new 

curriculum specified for the first time the role of developing students’ four language skills 

(i.e., listening, speaking, reading, and writing) in English education at the high school level. 

According to Wang and Chen, teachers’ language proficiency and the goals of the English 

curriculum, such as “developing students’ language competence along with a healthy mind, 

high motivation, effective language learning strategies, and cross-cultural awareness” have 

been identified as the challenges for English teachers (p.98). In the new curriculum, one of 

the goals of English education for high schools is to promote quality-oriented and learner-

centered education. It emphasizes communicative and learner-centered teaching approaches. 

To achieve this goal, teachers need to improve their own teaching approaches and language 

proficiency.  

In Challenges in Teaching English to Young Learners: Global Perspectives and Local 

Realities, Corpland, Garton, and Burns (2014) identify a number of global key challenges 

faced by teachers of English, including those in China. In their article, pedagogy, a shortage 

of teachers with proficiency in English language skills, and class size are identified as 

common challenges. The spread of English as a lingua franca has required that English 
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curriculum emphasize communicative competence. This situation has “led to the introduction 

of some form of communicative language teaching (CLT) or task-based learning and teaching 

(TBLT)” in East Asia, including China (p.740). However, as Corpland et al. note, CLT is only 

appropriate for teaching small classes, but in many parts of the world, large classes are very 

common. Therefore, it is very challenging for teachers to introduce and implement these new 

approaches into their teachings. Another potential challenge mentioned in this review is the 

level of teachers’ proficiency in English. Many teachers’ low proficiency levels, especially 

their poor speaking and listening skills, are not in accordance with the demands of CLT.  

Major Factors That Impact Students in Learning English 

Some researchers have examined students’ problems in learning English, but they 

attributed the reasons for these problems to the learning environment, language itself, and 

teaching methods. For example, Rao (1996) has concluded that the obstacles faced by 

Chinese students in the learning of English stem from traditional Chinese teaching methods. 

According to the results from Wei and Zhang’s (2013) survey, “the autonomous ability, 

negative transfer of the mother language, the ability to choose the proper words, and oral 

English learning environment were the barriers that hindered Chinese college students’ oral 

English learning to a great extent” (p.73). Some other researchers, for example, Lebauer 

(1985), Mirshafiei (1994), Wang and Earle (1972), have found that culture was a factor that 

influenced students’ English learning. While these are all important factors to consider, this 

paper will focus on the influence of thought pattern and the educational system on English 

language learning. 
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1. English learning and thought pattern 

In many studies, thought pattern has been regarded as one of the important factors that 

influence students’ English learning. Gao (2010) studied the differences in thought patterns 

by analyzing the differences in English and Chinese sentence-making. First, Gao compared 

the differences in sentence-making components. For instance, in English, people say, 

“Playing football is his hobby,” but in Chinese, people say, “Play football is his hobby.” Gao 

found that the components of an English sentence were more grammatically fixed while 

Chinese grammatical rules of sentence-making were loose. Gao also compared the 

differences in logical relationships between Chinese and English sentence-making. In 

English, the logical relationships between different components is clear, but they are unclear 

in Chinese. For example, the sentence “The teachers are sitting on the podium” is normally 

expressed as “On the podium is sitting the teachers” in Chinese. In conclusion, Gao’s study 

indicated that the thinking pattern of Westerners is strict while the Chinese thinking pattern is 

loose; Chinese thinking is concrete while Westerners’ thinking is abstract.  

In addition, Ren and Wang (2014) have analyzed the relationship between language 

and discrepancies in thought patterns. They have studied the differences in thought patterns 

between Chinese and English from the aspects of wording, sentence structures, and discourse 

organization. To investigate whether the differences between Chinese and English thought 

patterns were factors that affect Chinese students’ English writing, they conducted a 

systematic survey about students’ learning in English writing on eighty-one students from 

North China Electric Power University in a qualitative approach. The results of the study 

indicated that the majority of students were not aware of the impact that differences in 
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thought patterns had on their English writing. Wang and Earle (1972) also pointed out in their 

study that the differences between English and Chinese sentence structure were due to the 

differences between Chinese and English thought patterns. Chinese students were described 

as “very imaginative, but never very analytic” (p. 668). 

According to Foley (1940), language is not only a way of communication but also a 

way of thinking. Students do not enhance their English writing merely by mastering the rules 

of English grammar. According to Kaplan (1966), even when foreign students have mastered 

the rules of sentence structures, they still cannot “compose adequate themes,” or write a good 

paper unless they first master the logic of English (p.13). As Kaplan notes, “logic is not 

universal, it varies from culture to culture and even from time to time within a given culture” 

(p.12).  

According to Shuren and Lin (2009), the primary difference between Chinese and 

Western thought patterns is the difference between their highest ideals. Shuren and Lin note 

that the two patterns of thought, “xiang (image) thinking” and logical thought, as the souls of 

Chinese and Western philosophy and culture, are very different from each other. For example, 

Chinese thought is mainly characterized by perception while Western thought is object-

oriented, which indicates that Western thought is logical thinking-centered while Chinese 

thought is imaginative thinking-centered. Therefore, people often say that Chinese students 

are very imaginative but never very analytical, and that they often tend to read passively. Zhu 

(2011) also points out that different cultures create different thought patterns. According to 

Zhu, “in Western culture, being straightforward is regarded as an acceptable manner in 

communication, while in Chinese culture, being implicit is more appreciated” (p.118).  
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2. Educational system 

According to Niu (2007), “Chinese students have impressed the world with their 

extraordinary abilities to achieve high scores in various educational tests, no matter whether 

these are international scientific Olympic exams, graduate record examinations, or simply 

second language proficiency exams” (p.71). This shows that the Chinese educational system 

is examination-oriented. 

The Chinese educational system has a long history. In his article Western Influences 

on Chinese Educational Testing, Niu writes, “China has one of the oldest educational testing 

systems in the world” (p.73). According to Niu, the traditional Chinese educational system 

originated with Confucius teaching. Confucius teaching emphasized rote learning. In the 

twentieth century, the Chinese traditional educational system underwent a series of reforms 

under the influence of the West, which led to the creation of the National College Entrance 

Exam (NCEE). However, the system retained many features of the old Imperial Examination 

(IE), such as being knowledge-driven and inseparable from state interests (Niu, 2007). Niu 

writes that, since the 1990s, “although the test format of the NCEE has become more similar 

to the American Scholastic Aptitude Test (SAT), the purposes of the test and its role in 

students’ lives have not changed,” even after undergoing several serious revisions (p.83). In 

this article, Niu also describes the influence of the Chinese educational system on students’ 

learning: 

 For many teenagers, especially those living in rural areas, a high score on the NCEE is 

almost their only chance to change their life paths. For them, the amount of knowledge 

they have obtained, supposedly reflected in their scores, becomes less important than 
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the scores per se. Both teachers and students are under intense pressure to invest long 

hours preparing for the exam with test-related materials, such as exams used in 

previous years. (p.83) 

Niu also states, “In reality, the high stakes nature of NCEE has distorted the Chinese public 

educational system. Thus, Chinese students live in a sea of exams and exercises from the day 

they enter elementary school” (p.86). 

The influence of the Chinese educational system on students has been addressed in 

other articles as well. For example, according to Liu and Dunne (2009), activities in schools 

have been subject to examination requirements and school practice has been contrary to the 

national quality reform. The examination system has been a key driver for Chinese schools 

because the promotion rate to higher-level education has been the main performance indicator 

for schools. That is why the educational reform in China has not had much impact on school 

teaching and learning. 

Furthermore, both Western and Chinese researchers have discussed the differences 

between Chinese and Western education and their influence on students in learning English. 

In order to explore Chinese students’ problems in developing communicative competence in 

English, Rao (1996) first traces the background of traditional Chinese education and then 

analyzes its effect on English acquisition in China. According to Rao, “English teaching in 

China is deeply rooted in the traditions of Chinese education…Confucius laid the 

philosophical foundation for education in China...His sayings and maxims still govern the 

behavior of learners in China” (p. 459-460). Confucius regarded learning as the accumulation 

of knowledge rather than as a practical process of using knowledge.  
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The learning styles and habits that Chinese people have formed based on the 

Confucian educational pattern have influenced the way that Chinese students learn English. 

One of the results is that English teaching in China focuses on the academic study of 

grammar and sentence structures, as well as on an in-depth analysis of literary texts. Luo and 

Wendel (1999) compared the differences between Chinese and American educational 

systems, focusing on the aspects of curriculum, instruction, methodology, and philosophy. In 

this study, they found that Confucian teaching played a role in the Chinese educational 

system. In a separate study, Biggs and Watkins (1996) found that teachers have absolute 

authority and that students are not encouraged to question or challenge a teacher's knowledge 

in Eastern educational systems (as cited in Liu X, Liu S, Lee, & Magjuka, 2010). 

Additionally, Robinson (1999) has concluded that dialogue and interaction are encouraged in 

the learning process in Western educational systems (as cited in Liu et al., 2010). 

In some other articles, Eastern education is described as a group-based, teacher 

dominated, centrally organized pedagogical culture with examinations as the essential way to 

define performance (as cited in Liu et al., 2010). In some areas of mainland China, academic 

instruction is still test-oriented. The only purpose of teaching and learning at many schools is 

for students to pass examinations in order to enter a top university (Li & Baldauf, 2011). 

In the context of English globalization, some foreign language proficiency tests have 

been introduced into China, such as the Test of English as a Foreign Language (TOFEL) and 

the International English Language Testing System (IELTS), but these tests are set up for 

those who are ready to study or work abroad. These language tests do not work well in 

Chinese middle schools. NCEE is still the only way for high school students to enter colleges 



 

 14 

in mainland China. According to Wang, Martin A, Martin H and Martin (2002), different 

educational systems produce different views and attitudes toward learning. The attitude of the 

educational system influences performance in class. For example, Rao (1996) has found that, 

“in the classroom, it is not unusual for students to keep silent throughout most of the course. 

When one question is asked, few students volunteer to answer it, even though many may 

know the answers. Therefore, there is little, if any, classroom interaction among students in 

Chinese EFL teaching” (p.463). However, American students are willing to participate 

frequently in discussion in class. According to Wang et al.(2002), American teachers 

normally talk briefly and most of the class time is spent in discussion. In another article, 

Cheng (1998) compares the differences in the characteristics of education between Asian 

countries, including China, and the Western countries: 

In the West, aims and objectives of education are often realized as a list of categories of 

expected knowledge and skills to be learned by students. In East Asia, education is 

often regarded as the holistic process of bringing up all-around [sic] human beings. In 

the West, the ultimate aim of education is to develop fully the potential capacity of 

individuals. In East Asia, the ultimate aim of education is to cultivate a person so that 

he or she can and will contribute to society. (p. 24-25)  

This section of the literature review dealt with the impact of the educational system on 

students’ learning. The next section of the literature review focuses on the measures that can 

be employed to help improve students’ English language skills. 

Measures That Improve Students’ English Skills 

According to Wang and Chen (2012), the 2003 new Senior High School English 
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Curriculum issued by the Chinese MOE specified that one of the roles of English education at 

the senior high school was to develop students’ reading, listening, speaking, and writing 

skills. Copland et al.(2014) have suggested that encouraging students to speak English in the 

class and creating an English communication environment in the classroom are useful 

strategies for improving students’ speaking skills. According to Copland et al., in order to 

motivate students to learn English, many teachers undertake substantial preparation before 

and during class to “ensure the lesson [is] well-organized, involving, and focused” (p.747). 

The researchers also suggest that “copying from the board, filling in gaps, or writing 

controlled sentences” have been successful strategies for improving students’ English writing 

skills (p.748). Skillful grammar teaching might help students increase their interest in 

grammar. In the article Challenges in Teaching English to Young Learners: Global 

Perspectives and Local Realities, Copland et al. note that it is also important that English 

teachers be supported in developing their own language skills in teaching the new curriculum. 

According to Wang and Chen (2012), teachers often feel insecure when they give up the 

traditional teaching approach, therefore, “developing an effective supported system to help 

teachers form learning communities and develop new skills and strategies to enable them to 

cope with implementation issues are tasks of immediate need” (p.101). In their research, Li 

and Baldauf (2011) found that “various teacher training programs had been provided to help 

teachers to effectively implement the new curriculum,” although the programs were useless 

because they were incongruent with the current testing system (p.802). They suggested that 

national educational policies for higher education entrance exams and effective measures for 

implementing these policies should therefore be addressed; otherwise, it would be very 
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difficult for English teachers to change their attitudes, ideas, and teaching methods.  

 In addition, Rao (1996) suggests that reconciling the traditional Chinese approach 

and the communicative approach is a good way to improve students’ language skills. 

According to Rao (1996), “in the traditional Chinese classroom, English teachers spend most 

of the class time explaining the vocabulary, language points, and sentence structures, and then 

ask students to learn them by heart” (p.468). In this situation, Chinese students know very 

little about the English language and its culture. It is also very hard for them to communicate 

with each other in English. According to Rao, it is very important for teachers to provide 

students with enough opportunities to practice their oral communication skills through such 

activities as group discussion, arguing, or game playing after teaching students the function 

of English grammar rules. 

Summary 

The findings addressed in the literature review suggest that the challenges Chinese 

teachers of English are facing in their teaching are varied and common. However, the most 

important challenge found in this paper is the unchanged Chinese educational system. Major 

factors that affect students’ English learning and relative measures that improve students’ 

English skills are also addressed in the literature review.  
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Chapter III Conclusions and Recommendations 

In this paper, a number of key challenges that Chinese EFL teachers face in their 

English teaching have been reviewed and highlighted. Chinese teachers of English are 

challenged mostly by students’ motivation, large classes, the teachers’ own English 

proficiency level, teaching methodologies, and teaching assessments. Some challenges also 

indicate that Chinese high school English education is still an examination-oriented 

educational system. Teachers still focus on grammar and vocabulary teaching rather than on 

teaching the four language skills. One of the major factors that leads to this situation is the 

unchanged examination-oriented educational system. According to Li and Baldauf (2011), 

“the new English curriculum emphasized the overall quality and communicative English 

competence of students” (p.798). However, in reality, in most schools in China, students learn 

English for examinations rather than for communication. The results of the findings from the 

literature review have shown that changing the English curriculum did not effectively 

improve students’ English skills. Teachers of English need more support from schools and 

educational institutions to achieve the goals of a quality-oriented education.  

The main goals of high school English education in China are to develop students’ 

communicative competence, to help students use English to obtain information, analyze and 

solve problems, and to express themselves in English. This requires EFL teachers to improve 

their own language skills and teaching approaches. Students should be motivated in class, and 

assessments for teaching and learning should not rely solely on students’ marks. However, 

the biggest challenge to improving students’ English skills is the traditional Chinese 

educational system. If it remains unchanged, Chinese English teachers will continue to focus 
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on achieving high examination scores rather than on improving students’ English language 

skills.  
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