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ABSTRACT 

Business English Teaching Reform in Vocational Colleges in China 

Xi Yang 

Under the Supervision of Kory Wein, PhD 

      Since the economic reform more than thirty years ago, China’s international trade is 

increasingly thriving and the total volume of trade is growing as well. The country’s demand for 

bilingual trade talents is increasing at the same time. In order to meet the needs of the times and 

achieve the goal of national talent training, an increasing number of colleges and universities 

have set up a Business English major to cultivate professional talents for the country so as to 

promote the further development of international trade in China. However, the development of 

Business English in some vocational college is woefully undeveloped. As the result, it is 

necessary to make the reform and corresponding adjustments according to the training objectives 

of Business English curriculum in order to cultivate job-oriented and interdisciplinary trade 

talents that can meet the needs of modern commercial society. 
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Chapter I: Introduction 

 

“In view of the globalization of English and its dominance in non-native contexts, 

business, new media and other area, research has shown that Business English plays a 

remarkable and practical role in the social workplace” (Trinder, 2013). In Trinder’s point of 

view, Business English is a social variant of English. It is also a branch of English for specific 

purposes (ESP) and an application of English in business situations. According to Trinder, 

business involves foreign trade, international contract, trade negotiation, E-commerce, overseas 

investment, international finance, etc., all of which are referred to as Business English. It is 

derived from and based on general English, which has the linguistic characteristics of English for 

general purposes (EGP). At the same time, it is a synthesis of business knowledge and general 

English. Today’s China faces both opportunities and challenges with its rapid development. The 

situational context of language and economic globalization create many challenges in teaching 

English for Chinese vocational college students. For contemporary Chinese college students, 

English is no longer a reflection of their personal qualities but a necessary skill for their future 

career. As a result, the development of Business English courses in Chinese vocational college is 

inevitable. The ability to deal with cross-cultural differences has grown in importance due to the 

increasing number of Sino-foreign cooperation and the fact that an increasing number of Chinese 

companies are investing abroad (Carmer, 2018). Many believe that more attention should be 

given to Business English reform. Vocational college students need additional preparation and 

knowledge in the field of international business. 

Statement of the Problem 

 

 There is a contradiction between the learning difficulty of Business English and the 

characteristics of vocational college students. Most students study English to prepare for the 
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English exam, such as College English test-Grade 4 (CET-4), so their practical English 

application ability is insufficient because of their limited knowledge. Although courses related to 

business, such as international business communication and foreign trade correspondence, have 

been offered to students before Business English teaching, these courses involve specialized 

terminologies and vocabulary, which increases students’ oral speaking barriers. Also students’ 

lack of relevant business knowledge cause obstacles in a Business English course. 

 This paper explores the following three questions: (a) How can Business English 

instructors understand the learning needs of students? (b) How can instructors get a better 

connection between English basic courses and professional English courses? (c) And how can 

colleges improve students’ future employment rate by the help of Business English Certificate 

(BEC)? 

Definition of Terms 

Business English: is a major branch of ESP and considered a specialism within English language 

learning and teaching. It focuses on vocabulary, topics and communication skills used in the 

worlds of business and workplace. It has become necessary to improve the effectiveness of 

transnational and intercultural business communication for enterprises (Ai, 2018). 

 

Business English Teaching: “an important part of quality education, it pays great attention to the 

student ability, multiple intelligence can help enrich to arouse students’ interest and improve the 

teaching actual effect” (Yingfeng, 2017, p. 764). 

 

English for General Purposes (EGP): “EGP refers to contexts such as the school where needs 

cannot be readily specified. It is more useful to consider EGP providing a broad foundation 
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rather a detailed and selective specification of goals like ESP” (Hutchinson & Waters, 1987).  

The EGP research and a solid understanding of basic EGP should precede instruction in ESP 

(Talebi, 2015). 

 

English for Special Purposes (ESP): Hutchinson and Waters (1987) define that “ESP as an 

“‘approach’ rather than a product, which means that ESP does not involve a particular type of 

language, methodology or teaching materials” (p, 19). “It is a learner centered approach to 

teaching English as an additional language” (Todey, 2018). 

 

Business English Certificate (BEC): a professional skill certificate that identifies students’ ability 

to communicate in English in a Business environment. It is one of the most important certificates 

(except graduation diploma) for business English majors. This certificate is issued by the 

university of Cambridge examinations and is recognized by the business sector in the UK, the 

commonwealth and the most European countries. Reports on an increase in popularity of the  

Business English Certificate (BEC) test in China (Beijing Review). 

 

Task-based Language Teaching (TBLT): David (2004) defined that “TBLT is a teaching method 

focused on the use of authentic language through meaningful tasks using the target language” (p. 

12). TBLT in ESP environment provides learners with natural sources of meaningful materials, 

various situations for greater opportunities in using language. Through TBLT, teachers are able 

to practice providing rich and comprehensible input as well as scaffolding in English through 

role-playing classroom tasks (Jason, 2012). 

 



 

 

4 

 

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this study is to explore the Business English teaching reform and Chinese 

college students’ needs in English for General Purposes (EGP) and English for 

Specific/Academic Purposes (ESP) courses in terms of their perceptions of three subcategories of 

needs—necessities, wants, and lacks—and reasons for students’ course enrollment (Liu, 2011). 

The main purpose of Business English is to enhance English language communicative 

competencies, especially within a specific field of study. Elena (2015) states that a 

Business English course aims to cultivate high-quality interdisciplinary talents in those  

students who are engaged in foreign-related business work and have strong practical    

ability and comprehensive application ability, which is in the line with the requirements  

of the transformation of application-oriented colleges and universities. (p. 132) 

This paper will explore how teachers can develop effective Business English strategies on the 

basis of full analysis of students’ learning situation so as to enhance students’ motivation and 

interest and to increase the passing rate of BEC and pave the way for career after graduation. 

Students have mastered basic English ability through traditional EGP teaching, listening, 

speaking, reading, and writing. However, a Business English teaching mode is different from 

traditional ones. Adriana (2013) states, 

Business English teaching must be given proper consideration, as these are both  

meaningful and purposeful activities in accordance with needs required in different  

situations in which students may find themselves in professional and social situations. 

The choice of the methods and approaches used in teaching Business English has focused 

on students’ needs in their vocation or job. (p. 234) 
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Business English is not an English manual for business; it’s mainly the practical application 

method of English for business trade and social activities. As a result, both business knowledge 

and English language knowledge are regarded as the significant content of Business English. 

Business knowledge, however, is the foundation of English language knowledge. That is to say, 

the relationship among Business English, business knowledge, and English language knowledge 

is like a triangle with Business English at the top of the triangle. Both business knowledge and 

English knowledge are indispensable. During the Business English reform process, vocational 

colleges should carry out related business courses before Business English teaching so that 

students get twice the result with half the effort if they have accumulated adequate business 

knowledge.  

       Another contradiction that needs to be resolved in the reform is how to balance 

vocational college students’ limited English acceptance ability with insufficient and numerous 

business terminology. In terms of teaching methods and teaching strategies, interest-oriented 

teaching methods can be adopted and interesting games can be interspersed in the teaching 

process to stimulate students’ learning enthusiasm. The goal of studying English at this career 

specific level is acquiring contextually-based practical use of language within the given domain, 

rather than focusing on grammar and structure (Milos, 2018). 

       The analysis of BEC test will be closely related to the teaching process. There is an oral 

speaking test in BEC, which requires the examinees to express themselves fluently and 

accurately in different business situations. Some college teachers try to emphasize oral training 

in the class so as to avoid “dumb style English” caused by the traditional teacher-led style, which 

only pays attention to reading and writing. 
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Significance of the Study 

With the development of the economy, there is a growing demand for employees who are 

proficient in English and professional skills. As a result, EGP teaching cannot satisfy the needs 

of college students who could greatly benefit from ESP courses. The format of BEC test is much 

different from that of CET-4 and CET-6 in China. It mainly tests students’ practical English 

language skills by simulating different business scenarios. The content involves each aspect of 

the business activity, such as statistical charts, meeting minutes, deliveries and shipments, 

counter offers, price negotiations, etc. This content puts forward higher requirements for 

Business English teaching at ordinary times. It’s necessary to develop Business English reform 

in order to increase students’ chances of finding employment successfully and have excellent 

performance in their future work. Ruth (2013) states that “learners’ and teachers’ evaluation of 

what constitutes useful, appropriate, and goal-relevant English may well shift in view of the 

globalization of English and its dominance in non-native contexts, business, and new media” (p. 

134). 

Methodology 

A brief review of literature on critical thinking and its application in Business English 

teaching was conducted. Searches of the literature were conducted in and through the Karrmann 

Library via the internet, with EBSCO host’s ERIC and Academic Search Elite as well as JSTOR 

as the primary sources. The database CNKI was also used because the study was primarily 

focused on Business English teaching in China. The findings are summarized and 

recommendations are made. 
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Chapter II: Review of Literature 

 Knowing a foreign language is a tool for life and work, not just a professional skill to 

make a living. The same situation is true for Business English. There is no question that English 

is a global language and professionals need it to communicate successfully with their partners 

and clients. There are three teaching requirements of ESP courses: authentic materials, purpose-

oriented guidance and independent study (Carter, 1983).  

Current situation of the Business English teaching mode 

In recent years, with the rapid development of the economy, China’s business trade has 

grown quickly; however, many problems have been exposed at the same time. The biggest 

problem is the shortage of qualified people who can master both English and business. Although 

many colleges have set up Business English as an important major course, there are still few 

people who can use English language proficiently in the business area (Ai, 2018). “Facing the 

unknown opportunities and challenges, only by doing a good job in basic foundation of teaching 

can Business English develop in a positive and flourishing direction” (Ai, 2018, p. 272). 

The lack of the experienced Business English teacher 

In order to become a professional businessperson who can speak English fluently, 

students must acquire the traditional English language skill and professional knowledge related 

to business. However, most of the instructors who major in English and linguistics are not 

proficient in business knowledge. What is worse, they have few opportunities to receive 

systematic and professional business training. At the same time, there are still large groups of 

instructors with professional backgrounds in business who cannot speak English well. Thus, 

there is a serious shortage of instructors who satisfy both requirements in China. 

Lack of innovation in teaching methods 
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The traditional EGP teaching methods emphasize listening, speaking, reading and 

writing because EGP focuses on getting to know the basic vocabulary and grammar, which is 

different with ESP (Talebi, 2015). Business English learning focuses on students’ practical 

abilities in language application. However, there are many colleges that still use the traditional, 

old-fashioned EGP teaching methods for Business English teaching. Rigid teaching method 

cannot mobilize the enthusiasm of students; in fact, it wastes a lot of time. Many English 

teachers make full use of the computer and the Internet to share the latest information in the 

world. Furthermore, many educators are concerned about how online Business English courses 

can be used in higher education (Alenka, 2019). 

In other words, the communicative and practical nature of English language cannot be 

ignored in Business English teaching. 

The shortage of practice opportunities for students 

       As a major demanding strong communicative ability, Business English requires constant 

usage in a person’s work field. Therefore, practice is indispensable for students who major in 

Business. However, the reality is that many colleges do not have direct cooperation with 

businesses that can provide internship opportunities for students, so students have no chance to 

directly study international exhibitions, business negotiations, orders and other practical works in 

the Business area. For example, 

research has shown that many universities do not include authentic materials to teach 

writing skills in Business English for work place curricula in spite of it is necessity to 

improve students' abilities in writing for work place. To succeed on their jobs, our 

students need to learn how to write successful e-mail. (Bedri, 2017) 

However, the majority of students’ knowledge comes from their work experience after they 
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graduate from college, not from the class materials provided in college.  

Benefits of Business English teaching strategies 

Organize business training for English teachers regularly 

Teachers are the organizers and guides of teaching activities. Business English courses 

include not only language skills but also relevant cultural background. That is to say, the cultural 

information transferred by language is an important part of Business English teaching. Jingzi 

(2017) gave a further explanation about this view, stating, 

Teachers of Business English should not only improve the language level of the students, 

but also develop the students' cross-cultural understanding. The cultivation of 

intercultural business communication competence could not be realized by one or several 

courses, it must be emphasized through the entirety of Business English teaching (p. 

214). 

Since there are distinct and complete training objectives for students, it is necessary to develop 

business knowledge training for English teachers as well. It is difficult for English teachers who 

lack business knowledge to teach Business English effectively. That is to say, teachers can sort 

out useful and challenging tasks through the teachers’ professional training. Okoro (2014) 

advocates for professional development of teachers, which is defined as “increased growth and 

advancement in knowledge, skills, attitudes, and sophistication needed for continued effective 

performance of both a profession and its members” (p. 562). It may or may not be feasible for 

universities to regularly organize Business English training for English teachers and hire 

experienced business professionals who work in famous firms to hold lectures on business 

knowledge. Parra (2011) agrees, adding, “some teacher training programs in English as a foreign 

language go from simply implementing or transplanting concepts to generating practices that 
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make it possible to build know-how based on and concerning the teacher’s own reality” (p. 269). 

Some universities try to create conditions to guide and encourage English teachers to take part-

time jobs in trade firms during their summer and winter vacations. Yapin (2016) showed the 

theoretical foundation and suggested, 

The more understanding of the operation of the enterprises, the more successful Business 

English teaching will be. In this way, teaching objectives, teaching requirements, 

teaching plans, and teaching methods can be customized according to students’ actual 

knowledge reservations and the current situation of social and economic development. (p. 

100) 

Integrate curriculum setting and adjust Business English teaching plan 

Business English courses do not only train students’ English language ability; they also 

impart western business management concepts, working psychology, working documents, and 

ways to cooperate with them. All these abilities must be acquired through daily business 

activities. Therefore, the curriculum setting of a Business English major must take into account 

the relevant supporting disciplines and courses, such as cross-cultural communication, 

advertising, marketing, and practice of international trade. Li (2007) agreed with this point and 

states that 

as a means to achieve the goal of education, curriculum design is of great significance for 

the development of business English major. On the basis of needs analysis, we need to 

analyze business English majors, business English students, business English office 

affairs and the person who teach English. (p. 308) 

Therefore, it is necessary to analyze fully the actual situation of students to set up relevant 

Business English courses. 



 

 

11 

 

In the past, basic courses were arranged for junior students and specialized courses were 

arranged for senior students. Business English courses, as professional basic courses, are 

generally arranged for freshman and sophomore students, while the course of practice of foreign 

trade is usually set for junior students. As a result, there is a lot of professional knowledge and 

terminology, such as customs declarations, price terms, counteroffers, etc., students will 

encounter in the Business English teaching process. Teachers have to take a long time and a lot 

of energy to limit confusion for the students, which may slow down the teaching affects.  

Lee (1972) demonstrated his idea that teaching plan is a subject plan, which is the main 

document to guide the teaching progress of the subject. The teaching plan is designed to assist in 

teaching certain fundamental concepts associated with the meaning and importance of 

agribusiness. It could be better for teachers to abandon the traditional teaching method and 

shorten the lecture time to devote more time to the special training for BEC exam to improve the 

passing rate of students. That is to say, teaching plans can correspond to the BEC test from 4 

sections: speaking, reading, writing and listening.  

Train students with correct learning strategies 

Business English is a very much practical course. Students’ comprehensive abilities in 

listening, speaking, reading and writing are critical in passing the BEC exam. In addition, 

according to the test syllabus of BEC, BEC has its unique characteristics, which means the final 

test purpose is neither Business background knowledge nor General English ability, but the 

language application ability and problem solving ability of candidates in the Business context. 

Lee agreed with the functions of language and he explained that testing language for specific 

purposes is critical for understanding how an individual’s language performances might vary 

from situation to situation, with different test tasks, or both. 
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Listening Strategies 

Listening is an important part of the BEC test, consisting of a quarter of the total score. 

There are three sections in the listening test: short telephone conversations, monologues and long 

conversations. There are three methods in listening training: extensive listening, intensive 

listening and selective listening. Mojtaba (2013) believes that students should be guided to the 

predication and inference of listening materials beforehand. He also said that “it became evident 

that having students adapt listening materials improved listening comprehension performance” 

(p. 45). Moreover, most topics of telephone conversation are generally including customer 

complaints, apologies, orders, arrangements, inquiries, and reservations, etc. Students can 

practice these topics and business scenarios over and over again during the class. 

It is necessary to browse the questions before listening. Mojtaba (2013) agrees with this 

method and states that the introduction of the questions and the reading questions provided in the 

test will take about one minute. In this minute, students should make clear the following 

contents: find out the topic of the article, grasp the topic scene in macroscopic aspect, read the 

questions carefully and mark the key points, and predict the basic information of the answers to 

be filled in. 

In addition to these necessary listening strategies, the students should be given a lot of 

listening tasks and then tested in stages during the class or after the class. A survey presented that 

“listening is an interpretive language process in which a variety of strategies are interwoven and 

that textual and non-textual information combined with the strategies used determines the 

listener’s interpretation of what the student hears” (Murphy, 1985). One implication of the study 

for the classroom is that methods of listening instruction should be integrated with activities 

involving reading, speaking, and writing.  
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Reading Strategies 

        The reading section accounts for a significant portion of the BEC test because Business 

English reading is an important way for Business English practitioners to obtain business 

knowledge and information. That is why students need to acquire some related business 

background knowledge except the necessary reading skills. Considering that most college 

students do not have work experience in business cooperation, teachers may feel inadequate for 

the practical professional knowledge explanation in the class. Therefore, according to Alina 

(2017), 

students need a lot of input of materials such as newspapers, magazines and the internet, 

which includes substantial knowledge of finance, insurance, hotel, IT, automobile, 

aviation and every aspects of economic life. Reading newspaper articles, therefore, is also 

an effective tool for intercultural competences. (p. 27) 

Martyn (2018) agreed with the idea that teachers should consciously teach students the 

knowledge of global geography, politics, current events, economic relationships between 

countries, industry development, and economic forecast etc., to broaden students’ global horizon 

and accumulate relevant vocabulary to improve their reading abilities. In other words, college 

students should be trained consciously to analyze the language characteristics of Business 

English. Chi (2002) gave another foundation that teachers should broaden their views of reading 

instruction and, furthermore, should provide a rich learning environment for students to make 

personal, sensible, and meaningful connections through a social inquiry process. Only with this 

method can students improve their reading abilities in Business English. 

Writing Strategies 



 

 

14 

 

        The requirements for the writing part of the examination mainly tests students’ 

communication abilities in Business English activities, including inquiry, contract, complain, 

claim, report, questionnaire, etc. Therefore, students can be trained to adopt task-based teaching 

methods, which are available to set up different workshop scenarios and practices. “Task-based 

language teaching in ESP environment provides learners with natural sources of meaningful 

materials, various situations for greater opportunities in using language, it will give insight for 

teachers to design and implement real communicative tasks in ESP classes” (Ariana, 2014).  

      Task-Based language teaching is a writing training mode based on different business 

working activities (David, 2004). Teachers formulate language-learning tasks according to the 

communicative situation in business scenarios and provide some real cases as classroom teaching 

corpus for students to imitate and practice. Not only this, Ruby (2013) demonstrated that writing 

skills in specific writing tasks can build their writing skills through self-reflection and peer 

feedback. During the writing training process, instead of requiring students to directly complete 

the writing tasks according to the relevant materials and requirements assigned by the teachers, 

students are divided into groups according to different tasks goals, then discuss, analyze, and 

write on their own tasks.  

      Writing templates in Business commercial correspondence may also help to improve 

students’ writing skills. So do we usually use writing skills in the jobs? Appleman (2009) 

answered this question like this: “Poorly written documents can cause employees to reread 

instructions, perform tasks incorrectly, and miscommunicate with their customers, the good news 

is that business writing can be taught on fundamental principles of clarity, conciseness and 

organization” (p. 10). 

Oral English Strategies 
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 English majors with higher English proficiency who are required to receive two years of 

intensive training in listening, speaking, reading and writing before taking the ESP courses. In 

spite of the years of formal language instruction, Chinese university students’ English 

proficiency particularly in listening and speaking is far from satisfactory (Cai, 2018). Due to the 

shortage of English language environments and cross-cultural differences between China and 

Western countries, most of the Chinese college students have difficulties in expressing 

themselves fluently in English. The oral test is one of the difficulties in BEC test, which puts 

pressure on students. Moreover, Liu (2011) explained the reason why college teachers are always 

frustrated during the class. They felt frustrated because of their low self-efficacy with regard to 

oral English proficiency and inadequate pedagogical knowledge. She also states, “Most teachers 

expressed eagerness to receive training in how to design and implement effective tasks to 

motivate students' engagement in oral English activities” (p. 271). The commonly used training 

method for the oral exercises are based on the materials and requirements in Business English 

textbooks, including communication exercises between teachers and students, and role-play 

exercises among students. However, the final class effect is not satisfactory because of the 

limitation of the class time (Cai, 2018). The purpose of learning Business English is to adapt to 

the language form of the workplace life in international trade, in essence, the proficiency of oral 

English is one of the ways to measure the level of Business English. 

Using the language test (BEC) to improve students’ language study 

Hughes (1989) defines washback as the impact that a test has on the teaching and 

learning done in preparation for it. He presented washback as a key concept for teaching. This 

prompted researches to begin to investigate whether and how washback came about in different 

contexts. From Hughes’ theory, we understand the positive effects of English tests can prompt 
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teachers to broaden teaching methods, improve students’ motivation and increase their initiative 

in learning English. The negative effects may cause psychological pressure on students, which 

will lose their learning interests. Tony (2013) disagrees with this idea. He argues that “future 

projects should pay greater attention to test design features and to the outcomes of learning as 

well as continuing to explore learner motivation and cultural factors that might encourage 

participants to react to tests in certain ways, but not in others” (p. 39). BEC test is a professional 

test designed to meet the needs of business workers in non-native English speaking countries. 

With a certain degree of authority, the test has been held in China for many years. The BEC test 

has a positive washback effect on Business English teaching. It can not only strengthen students’ 

learning business knowledge, but also improve the classroom teaching model. Yu (2016) made a 

further explanation of this view, “The vocational college Business English teaching can take 

BEC test as the main line and teach around the test syllabus. Business English classroom brought 

about better academic achievements than the traditional one” (p. 298). 

Summary 

 The increasing number of vocational colleges are putting more attention on Business 

English teaching right now because of its practical communicative characteristics. However, due 

to the lack of the experienced Business English teachers, lack of innovation in teaching methods 

and the shortage of practice opportunities for students, there are many obstacles in Business 

English teaching. Colleges should fully consider the passing rate of BEC test as well. 
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 Chapter III: Conclusions and Recommendations 

“Business English Teaching aims at cultivating students’ ability to analyze and solve 

problems, improving students' comprehensive language competence and honing their business 

practical skills” (Guiyu, 2017). Different from EGP, Business English emphasizes the ability of 

business communication with the most accurate and clear business language to work with 

colleagues, directors, and customers in the most effective way. In addition, the college 

curriculum also involves many advanced western management systems and working methods. In 

order to strengthen the competitiveness of students after graduation, it is necessary to reform and 

innovate Business English teaching in the vocational colleges in China. Focusing on the 

requirements and syllabus of BEC test and the basis of EGP, college students should be 

instructed in Business speaking, listening, writing and reading, study multinational cooperate 

management models, current economics and politics affairs at the same time.  

There is no doubt that the BEC test is important for the employment of students. A 

series of supporting Business English teaching strategies should be taken to improve students’ 

examination ability from all aspects and finally enhance the employment rate of students 

majoring in Business English. 
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