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This is a summary of the online discussion, held in November 2008 with contributions from: Wendy, Dennis, Adrian, Daniel, jobertrand5, Susan, Aida, Dindy Drury, dominic mccabe, Graham Stanley, Graham Thomsen, Janice Bland, Lisa Hashberger, Rita Balbi, Russ Taylor, V. Sheppard, and Chris etc. There were about 30 active participants who made from as many as 65 contributions. The topics we discussed cover various fields in EYL and they are grouped into 10 themes in this summary. 

1) Changes in beliefs

It is believed that teachers need to be encouraged to become agents of change because it is the individual who will implement the innovated curriculum and make a difference. Most international scholars believe that it is difficult for teachers to change both their beliefs and practices as it is always easier for teachers to do what they’ve always been doing. 
Professor Wang Qiang from Beijing Normal University reports her recent study on primary EFL teacher in China. She found that nearly 90 per cent of the primary teachers (N=1000) supported change and they welcomed more learner-centred and activity-based teaching and were eager to try new ideas (Wang, 2007). At the same time, they expressed the need for more operational or instructional strategies to put the curriculum ideas into classroom practice. She points out that talks and lectures on the new curriculum, new materials and new methods were given to help teachers change their beliefs and develop operational strategies. At the same time, demonstration lessons have been organized at local, provincial, and national levels. These demonstration lessons have become a major form of in-service teacher training in many places which have also helped the growth of a large number of teachers who became leading teachers in their respective regions.


2) Traditional vs modern teaching methods

Susan based on her past experiences working in China, finds that many Chinese teachers work hard and throw themselves into their work with passion. They enjoy the “modern” activities that Western experts introduced to them but show quite clearly that it is almost a mission impossible in the Chinese context. Jo also agrees with this idea and believes that because of the large number of students, limited resources and lack of teacher training, “modern” methods might meet difficulties. 

We, as discussion fielders, reminded people of the context in China - 80 minutes of English a week, large classes, less qualified teachers, and little English used outside classrooms.  Despite such contexts, we observed that changes were slowly taking place both in teachers’ beliefs and their instructional strategies. Such changes are not completely revolutionary but rather evolutionary in the form of mediations between the new and the old. To many teachers in China, ‘traditional’ does not equal to ‘bad’ teaching. Many teachers are mediating new curriculum ideas into their classroom practice preserving what they believed still valuable for their contexts, such as memorization and repetitions for primary EFL. However, most teachers have realized that although memorization and repetition are useful teaching and learning strategies, they are not the goal of language learning. These strategies only function as a bridge leading to internalization of language so as to pave the way for more personal use of the language. What the Chinese are doing is to try to promote what is considered effective methods for language learning such as task-based learning, communicative language learning, whole language approach, etc., while on the other hand, teachers are encouraged to reflect on the 'traditional' methods and try to improve it.

3) Assessment

It is suggested that we should avoid the learning being led by assessment. Some believe that if teaching and learning is led by assessment the end result is very poor, especially if results are linked to teachers’ own promotion prospects and high stakes tests, such as secondary school placement. Some suggest that the assessment should be changed so that the teaching methodology can develop from that because people all learn in different ways and therefore need to be assessed in different ways.  

China’s national curriculum for primary English does not encourage the use of summative assessment at the primary level. Therefore, there is no national test organized. Tests are often given at local levels for ensuring the quality of teaching and learning. Indeed, such tests (depending on how they are designed) have a strong washback effect on classroom teaching. In order to help local ELT offices to produce more quality test papers which are in line with the national curriculum, there are conferences organized for the exchange of ideas. Also, ELT journals in China have been collecting good test papers and have them published. In cities like Beijing, no tests are allowed for secondary school placement. The Beijing government gives primary schools the right to recommend good students to key middle schools and such recommendations are based on an assessment booklet which shows the overall performance of the students in the primary school. This has significant influence on teachers’ teaching and parents' attitude towards the way how their children perform in school as they need re-consider whether they should take their kids to attend so many extra classes but pay little attention to the overall development of their children in school.

4) Whole person development

It is pointed out that currently English teaching is not considered as merely the teaching of language, but the powerful means to support the development of the whole person. It is believed that what is offered to the students should be rich in content and able to help them develop their character, their knowledge base, their strategies, and their abilities. They should know what to talk about and how. This is supported by many participants and using stories has been regarded as an effective channel which is advocated by Wendy and Jo. In fact, stories are used widely in the teaching of English in schools in China and they are playing a very important role in motivating children to learn English. There is a difference in the view of whether stories can replace textbooks. Some believe it can work very well and one of good examples is from Ng Seok-Moi who has tried this effectively in different parts of the world. Some would not agree but believe that other forms of resources also have a role to play in promoting children’s language learning and personal development. 

5) About grammar 

Teaching and assessing grammar in China is strongly criticized by Marc Anthony who sees no hope and suggests that all grammar books should be thrown away. Marc’s idea is supported by some participants and they add that too much focus on the grammar is problematic as there are too many exceptional rules in a language. They suggest that young learners should be encouraged to focus on meaning rather than form and be allowed to use what they have been introduced. It is also suggested that young learners should be able to hear the language first before they are asked to say it. Reading and writing should come even later. 
The Chinese scholars explain that many Chinese teachers and educators have made tremendous efforts to change the traditional ways of teaching grammar. Nevertheless, grammar teaching has always been important for both Chinese teachers and students not only because of exams but also because of lack of language environment or language input and learning time. It is believed that learning grammar can provide a shortcut to learning a foreign language and it also meets the cognitive demands of Chinese learners for learning English as a foreign language. For example, kids in rural parts of China may never have the chance to meet a native speaker in all his/her schooling/life. They have no learning environment at all. All they have is a textbook and the tape! Grammar teaching and learning can help them understand both the language form and meaning. However, the traditional way of teaching grammar has its disadvantages as it focused purely on remembering the rules. The point is not to get rid of grammar but to reform the ways of teaching and testing grammar. 
With the implementation of the new national English curriculum in China, the last few years have witnessed some changes in the teaching of grammar - from purely deductive and didactic teaching to more of a discovery method involving more students’ participation. The teaching of grammar starts from allowing students to experience the language or to understand the new language in context, followed by encouraging students to discover all the sentences in the text that contain a particular form or function and then they should collaboratively identify and conceptualize the rules. Then, students are provided opportunities to apply the rules in different contexts from the sentence level to discourse level with the teacher’s help. In fact, along with the national curriculum innovation, both teaching and testing at all levels are gradually changing their natures from focusing purely on language knowledge to a focus more on language use in context. There has been a decrease in the number of discrete items in exams that test students' grammar and vocabulary knowledge. There have been more emphases on context and appropriateness of expressions. The change in tests is slowly feedbacking to teaching and it takes time for teachers to change their beliefs and ways of teaching grammar.

6) Using songs

It is believed that singing can be very helpful for learning but it is not sure whether it can work with large classes. Some, though, points out that this could be hard for a teacher who can’t sing. 
Singing in the English class is not a rare phenomenon. It is a very popular activity for learning English, especially with young learners in China. It also works very well in large classes. Children obviously love it and benefit from it a lot. 

7) Urban vs. rural areas

International scholars are interested in knowing about the difference between urban and rural areas in China with regards to EYL and also with regards to the use of Internet technology. The fact is that the difference between urban and rural area is enormous. As China is such a large country, even the rural areas in the southeast and northwest differ greatly. The economic development crucially influenced the quality of education and English language teaching. Teachers in big cities obviously have more resources and are better educated. However, teachers in rural areas are very dedicated and persistent although they have very limited resources with very low salaries. Some of them have done amazing work in helping children to learn and in particular, to love to learn English. 

Regarding technology, the most common educational technology being used in the classroom nowadays is multimedia tech such as PPTs, videos and DVDs, etc. In most places, the Internet is not connected to classrooms (maybe in some schools in big cities) but it is often available for teachers to prepare their lessons in schools (but not yet for those remote and countryside schools.) Some point out that technology is only an aid not an end. It is pointless using it as a replacement for the coursebook unless the teacher’s approach to use it is well grounded.  
8) The future-CLIL (content language informed learning)

CLIL is believed to be the future development of TEFL. However, CLIL has not made its way to China yet. In some primary schools where some English teachers try to pair up with a science teacher to teach content-based English lessons, it is often found that there were too many new English words and although some children could make sense by observing and guessing, quite a number of the children would have difficulty understanding and particularly expressing in their own words what had happened. There were also difficulties for English teachers to teach such content without the help from a science teacher. Many of the important contents and concepts still need to be learned in the children's native language for better understanding. Therefore, there will be problems and difficulties of CLIL in China. This idea is echoed by some international scholars and they agree that L2 learners should not be regarded as if they were L1 learners. More effort should be made to modify the language input in CLIL. 

9) About pronunciation

Some international scholars find that the most common pronunciation strategy often used in China was getting the whole class to repeat a dialogue - at the same time. They think this will make the learners develop a very unnatural intonation. The discussion fielders explain that this might be a habit transferred from reading Chinese. More guidance regarding this aspect need to be passed on to the teachers. 

10) About large classes

It is very common to see large classes in the Chinese context. Therefore, how to teach English effectively in such a context becomes a prominent problem. Some international scholars believe that group work and pair work may help to increase the efficiency of the class time but some believes it could be difficult to manage. The discussion fielders report that many Chinese teachers are trying to implement this more effectively. However, in some classes, group work and pair work is done for its own sake. This means that some teachers organize pair or group work to please observers as they know that such activities are promoted by the new curriculum. But they do not know why this is important and how to make the best use of it. At the same time, some other teachers are worried that group work and pair work takes too much time and they can't finish their teaching plan. Others feel that it is very difficult to control once the students get excited. There're many other reasons but what the teacher trainers are doing is to keep promoting this idea and help to make it manageable and successful so that teachers feel confident to adopt them effectively in their teaching.

