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Abstract 
English teaching and learning in Chinese higher education are unique in that it is guided by Chi-
nese Ministry of Education. The paper first elaborates the main features and differences of official 
College English teaching syllabuses (1980, 1985/1986, 1999) and requirements (2004/2007) for 
non-English undergraduates issued by the Chinese Ministry of Education after the economic re- 
form and opening up. The syllabuses and requirements are outlined in accordance with the Eng-
lish education developments and the requirements of the socioeconomic development of China in 
different times. They are guidelines of the College English education to be observed nationwide 
and direct the English teaching and studying in Chinese colleges and universities. Second, some 
present problems are cogitated following the discussion: the negative influence of CET, imba-
lanced education level nationwide, rising English level of middle school graduates, and the choice 
between English for General Purpose or English for Specific Purpose (ESP). All these will influence 
the College English syllabus drafts in the future. 
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1. Introduction 
Chinese education is governed and directed by the Ministry of Education (MOE), which exerts its power by is-
suing official documents to be implemented by schools of different levels in China. The contents listed in the 
documents are modified or changed in accordance to the socioeconomic and educational developments. On the 
national level, English language education has been viewed by the Chinese leadership as having a vital role to 
play in national modernization and development (Ross, 1992 [1]; Adamson & Morris, 1997) [2]. In retrospect of 
Chinese English teaching, we find that every reform is initiated from the drafts and revisions of official docu-
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ments formulated by a group of experts in College English Advisory Committee under the Department of High-
er Education, MOE. College English refers to the English as foreign language learning for all non-English major 
students in China. The research focuses on the comparison of national College English teaching syllabuses or 
requirements designed for non-English major college and university students in different historical periods after 
the economic reform and opening up. This paper consists of two parts: the first part analyses the features and 
differences of different college English teaching documents and the second one discusses some problems yet to 
be solved in the future.  

2. Analysis and Comparison of the Main National Documents 
China determined the policy of Reform and Opening up in the third Plenary Session of the Communist Party of 
China in 1978. She resumed the Higher Entrance Examination that had been suspended for 10 years in the Cul-
tural Revolution in the winter of 1977 for the urgent need of talents in all professional fields. Since then, China 
has been exploring effective English teaching approaches for decades, which is embodied in official policy 
documents in different developing periods. In this part, official documents are listed and analyzed: the 1980’s 
[3], 1985/1986’s [4] [5] and 1999’s policies called “syllabus” [6], and the 2004/2007’s called “curriculum re-
quirements” [7]. 

2.1. College English Teaching Syllabus 1980 (Draft)  
In 1977, China resumed College Entrance Examination to enroll higher education students but it wasn’t until 
1983 that foreign language examination results were included in the total score as one of the admission criteria. 
English teaching syllabus trial for science and engineering undergraduates (draft) (Editing and Education 
Committee of Public College English Textbooks of Sciences and Engineering, 1980) was enacted in 1980, 
which was designed to end the chaos of English teaching at the time, unify the requirements of college English 
teaching for the colleges and universities nationwide and establish the official status of English in higher educa-
tion. The 1980 syllabus first stipulated different requirements for students with different English levels. If the 
students had reached the requirements for college entrance criteria, they directly entered the second stage of 
learning. In the second stage, they could choose English translation and writing courses. Second, it explicitly 
proposed the goals of the listening, speaking, writing skills. Third, academic reading was formally requested in 
the syllabus (Cai, 2009) [8]. Though it was structurally loose and informal with only the grammar teaching con-
tents stipulated (Han, 1999) [9], and there was not description of general goals, the syllabus laid a foundation for 
the following national syllabuses and increased the motivation in learning English of the college students. In 
other words, it is more symbolic than practical significance in that it signifies “back to learn English”. 

2.2. 1985’ and 1986’s Syllabuses 
With the implementation of the Reform and Opening policy, the demands for college graduates’ English profi-
ciency also rose and the requirements of the 1980’s syllabus could not meet the demand. Middle school students’ 
English level had greatly improved through several years of educational recovery. For example, the vocabulary 
for middle school graduates reached 1600 words and phrases approximately (Deng, 2001). Meanwhile, Because 
of the gradual perfection in the education system, and the accumulation of college English teachers’ experiences, 
the overall level of foreign language teaching in China was greatly increased. 

In 1985, the MOE issued College English Teaching Syllabus (for Science and Engineering Majors) (College 
English Syllabus Revision Team, 1985) and demanded the relevant universities to implement it from the fall 
semester in 1988. In November, 1985, College English Teaching Syllabus (for Arts and Sciences majors) was 
edited (College English Syllabus Revision Team, 1986) and was issued by MOE in the following year. The two 
syllabuses were formulated separately because college English contents for Science and Arts students were re-
garded as different. In essence, the two syllabuses have no fundamental distinction, and both determine the do-
minance of English reading skills. They are usually bracketed as 1985/1986 syllabuses. Syllabuses 1985/1986 
prove the necessity and feasibility of applying the syllabuses universally in both the Arts and Sciences English 
teachings. The teaching purposes, course content and arrangement, the principle in textbooks editing and testing 
are also made clear to ensure the universal application of the syllabuses. The main features are discussed in the 
follows. 
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2.3. Attaching Importance to Basic English the Teaching  
Syllabus 1980 only emphasized scientific reading, while the 1985/1986 syllabuses stated that the purpose of 
college English education was to cultivate “a relatively high ability in reading, a moderate ability in listening, 
and an elementary ability in writing and speaking so that the students will be able to employ English as a means 
for getting information necessary for pursuing their specialty. In addition, it will help the students lay a good 
foundation for further progress in studying English.” (College English Syllabus Revision Team, 1985/1986). 
Besides the usual requirements as the previous syllabus for reading skills, the syllabus lists the requirements for 
listening, speaking and writing, which are stipulated for the first time in history. Reading is considered as the 
most important skill to Chinese students because it is the main means to learn from western countries, but the 
importance of other skills beneficial to language mastery is attended to although the requirements are relatively 
low at the time. 

In the teaching content section, the syllabus 1985/1986 explicitly stipulate basic vocabulary, basic grammar 
and basic skills in reading, listening, writing and speaking. In the textbook editing section, the syllabuses indi-
cate that the theme and genre of textbooks should be extensive; emphasizing the chosen articles and materials 
should fit the language foundation. The testing section says, “… should focus on assessment of the language 
foundation” (College English Syllabus Revision Team, 1985/1986).  

2.4. Determination of Level-Based English Teaching 
According to the syllabuses 1985/1986, English teaching is divided into six bands. The fourth band is indicative 
of attaining the basic requirements and sixth band of intermediate requirements. “After finishing band 4 and 6, 
students are required to organize national English tests according the syllabus.” (College English Syllabus Revi-
sion Team, 1985/1986) The tests are generally referred to as the College English Test (CET) band 4 and band 6. 
Each level had qualitative and quantitative requirements. Take reading in CET4 for example, students should 
master basic reading skills and be able to read English texts with relative difficulty at a speed of 50 words per 
minute.CET4 and CET6 were conducted for the first time in September, 1987 and January, 1989 respectively. 
Now CET is the biggest English test in the world with around 10 million participants yearly. 

2.5. Syllabus (Revision) 1999 
With the deepening of Chinese economic reforms and more foreign exchange, the requirements of English ap-
plication for college students rose accordingly. The previous syllabuses had lagged behind the time and need re-
vising.  

Although there is a list of micro skills of language in syllabuses 1985/1986 to be mastered, only the students 
reading skill performance was satisfactory. More and more graduates obtain CET Band 4 or 6 certificates, but 
their English proficiency is not necessarily high. Take English speaking for example, “mute English” is always 
been criticized by the students and employers. The reason for it is that the speaking requirements in syllabuses 
1985/1986 are low and some colleges and universities only emphasize on the CET 4 and 6 passing rate but ig-
nore the teaching of “speaking” which is not included as a compulsory part in CETs. 

After several years’ investigation and study, the syllabus made the appropriate adjustments in College English 
Teaching Syllabus (Revision) (College English Syllabus Revision Team, 1999) based on the researches on lan-
guage teaching and learning, and with reference to the current middle school English syllabus. It connected 
higher education requirements with the current middle school English teaching syllabus, to make middle school 
and college English learning coherent. Compared with the previous syllabuses, the Syllabus shows the following 
features: 

2.6. Emphasizing Information Exchange in English 
In Syllabus 1999, English teaching is “to cultivate students with a relatively high level of competence in reading, 
and an intermediate level of competence in listening, speaking, writing and translating, so that they can ex-
change information in English” (College English Syllabus Revision Team, 1999). New syllabus proposes “to 
cultivate students’ ability to exchange information in English,” It is higher than the previous “English as a tool 
for needed professional information” (College English Syllabus Revision Team, 1985/1986).  
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2.7. Heightening All Language Skill Requirements 
Take reading for example, the reading speed should be 70 words per minute rather than 50 in the 1985/1986 
syllabuses. Reading is considered as the foundation for mastering language knowledge, accessing to foreign in-
formation, and improving listening, speaking, reading, writing and translating abilities. Therefore, College Eng-
lish teaching always pays attention to the cultivation of reading ability. The content was also broadened in that it 
not only requires good English reading skills, but also requires students to understand English by listening, 
communicate orally and can write in English. The syllabus changes the requirements of the students’ language 
application ability from the three tiers of the syllabuses into two: reading is the first level of requirements, lis-
tening, speaking, writing and translating as the second tier, which is a major revision in this new syllabus. After 
years of reform and opening up and reform of high school and college English teaching, the students are eager to 
improve speaking and writing ability. Thus improving students’ reading, listening, speaking, writing and trans-
lating abilities has become increasingly important.  

2.8. Emphasizing Self-Motivated Learning  
The syllabus also points out that college English teaching should help students to master good language learning 
methods, and improve the cultural awareness. Student is the main body of teaching and inputted knowledge 
need be understood and absorbed by the students themselves, that is, the cultivation of the ability depends on the 
students’ English practices; English learning is a long-term process, and students need to study hard constantly 
to improve English level. Therefore, teachers have the responsibility to consciously cultivate the students’ lan-
guage sense in daily teaching, help them form good habits of language learning by improving the ability of self- 
study by the students.  

2.9. Elaborating on the Description of Level Requirements 
The syllabus establishes that basic requirements national Band 4 examination should be met by all kinds of in-
stitutions of higher learning. When the syllabus 1986 was issued, it just put forward “key school students who 
learn starting from preparation stage must finish learning four levels English. Students of other colleges should 
reach level prescribed by their schools” (College English Syllabus Revision Team, 1985/1986) according to the 
actual situation of the time. After ten years of efforts, the overall level of college English has been increased 
considerably, at the same time due to the needs of the national economic development and international ex-
changes the syllabus stated that even in non-key colleges and universities, students starting from the preparation 
level should reach level 3 after two years of learning, but in the senior stage they should also continue to work 
hard to reach level 4. Schools should provide the necessary teaching environments. 

2.10. Requiring Four-Year English Learning Continuously 
This syllabus changed specialized English reading into specialized English, so as to make more clear this stage 
of the teaching mission. Specialized English is a compulsory course outlined clearly by the syllabus, and re-
quirements for specialized English reading, listening, speaking, writing and translating skills are put forward 
specifically, thus making the schools of specialized English teaching has guidelines to depend on. In order to 
make students English level in the university increase steadily, it also proposes the suggestion of an English lev-
el test before graduation, prompting the schools to take steps to ensure that continuous English learning in the 
four years of college, motivate students to make full use of the advantage of the school, and continue to improve 
the English application ability. 

2.11. College English Curriculum Requirements 2004/2007 
After entering the 21st century, China’s college English teaching faced more challenges. First, with China’s 
joining World Trade Organization, international communication became increasingly frequent. The country ur-
gently needed professionals with high English level to participate in international competition. Second, China’s 
colleges and universities expanded student enrollment every year from 1998. Along with the rising number of 
college students, the problem of faculty insufficiency became increasingly severe. Third, although the achieve-
ments of college English teaching in the past years and the English level of college graduates had improved 
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greatly, it was admitted that students’ practical application competence was still weak. Fourth, the college Eng-
lish curriculum, compared with syllabuses 1985/1986, was almost the same in that teaching content, means and 
mode, etc. Fifth, there was unbalanced socioeconomic and education development of regions and the problem 
will exist for a long time in the future. Last, according to the Curriculum Criteria for Senior High School Re-
quirements for high school students, excellent level was 4500 words; basic requirements also reached 2400-2500 
words (MOE, 2003) [10]. It is much higher than the previous requirements. 

In this context, the MOE launched college English teaching reform project in 2002. In 2004 the Ministry of 
Education issued the College English Curriculum Requirements (trial draft) which was first tried in 180 univer-
sities in different regions nationwide. In 2007, it was issued officially after a three-year trial. It is noticeable that 
is the first time the official document uses “curriculum” instead of “syllabus” to name national educational 
document. The transition together with “requirements” denotes the MOE considers it as a general guideline. It is 
because schools of higher education differ greatly from each other in terms of teaching resources and students’ 
English level, etc. Colleges should be granted more freedom to formulate their own syllabuses considering the 
differences between different regions, different students, thus making the education authorities to determine ac-
cording to their own situation to achieve the contents of the curriculum and avoids the defects of single target for 
different regions and students. 

The purpose indicated in “College English Curriculum Requirements” is to “cultivate students’ comprehen-
sive application ability, especially listening and speaking ability, make them effectively communicate in English 
in both written and spoken means in the future work and social activities, improve their ability of autonomous 
learning, and raise the comprehensive cultural awareness to meet the need of social development in our country 
and international communication” (Ministry of Education, 2007). What the course requirements emphasize is 
the language comprehensive skills, especially listening and speaking, in contrast, syllabuses 1985/1986 and 
1999 give priority to basic skills and focus on training students’ reading in English as the main goal of college 
English. 

Teaching requirements of college English are divided into three levels, namely the general, high and higher 
requirements. Compared with the former two syllabuses, Requirements 2007 put forward suitable standards by 
adapting to the situation of high school English at that time and suiting to the language application purposes. 
The general requirement must be achieved by every college graduates. College freshmen who have achieved or 
not 7th grade of “high school English curriculum standard” can set it as the aim of college English learning. 
High and higher requirements are for those who have reached 8th or 9th grade in middle schools. These three re-
quirements all include English language knowledge and application skills, learning strategy and cross-cultural 
communication contents (Ministry of Education, 2007).  

A computer- and classroom-based multimedia College English teaching model is provided in Requirements 
2007 to help students achieve the objectives set by the requirements. The model places a premium on individua-
lized teaching and independent learning and makes full use of the special function of computers in assisting 
learners with individualized and repeatable language practice, especially with the training of the listening and 
speaking abilities. From the perspective of learners, this means a switch to a learner-centered model that allows 
more learner autonomy by making the teaching and learning a computer-based process of individualized learn-
ing, collaborative learning and hyper-textual learning. This humanistic teaching feature is unprecedented in the 
previous syllabuses, and reflects that our teaching notions are shifting from how to teach to how to learn. 

Teaching evaluation is divided into formative assessment and summative assessment. Proper assessment pro-
vides backwash for ensuring the quality of learning. Considering autonomous learning characteristics of the 
multimedia teaching, formative assessment in practice is especially important in practice and beneficial in rais-
ing students’ autonomous learning consciousness. 

In sum, Syllabus (draft) 1980 lays emphasis on grammatical analysis. Syllabuses 1985/1986 continue to lay 
good foundation of language skills to enable students to get information by using English as a tool. Although 
Syllabus 1999 adds that English teaching should enable students to communicate in English, only reading is 
given priority. In general, language teaching is limited to language usage in the previous syllabuses. Require-
ments 2004/2007 bring out a revolutionized change in setting the objective of College English teaching, which is 
to develop students’ competence to use English comprehensively, especially in listening and speaking, to ex-
change information effectively. Two reasons can account for the shifting objectives of college English teaching 
from language analysis to language competence. First, English language education in China has been inextrica-
bly linked to political, economic, and social development in the country. These policies have been shaped by the 
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changing contexts of national development. With the deepening of reform and opening up and China’s entry into 
the WTO, exchanges with foreign countries are greatly increased and will be more, thus causing a demand for 
better communicative competence. Second, theoretical development in language teaching and learning re-
searches and technology developments have also contributed to the policy making. Take teaching methods for 
example, Syllabus(draft) 1980 and Syllabuses 1985/1986 are influenced by Grammar-translation method, Syl-
labuses 1999 begins to intake some ideas in communicative language teaching, Requirements 2007 advocates 
learner-centered autonomous learning by using modern technology.  

3. More Problems to Be Settled 
After 30 plus years of development, especially the teaching reform of college English in recent years, college 
English has developed from a single language teaching curriculum which focuses on reading into a comprehen-
sive curriculum system. College English curriculum goals are based on the massive social English ability re-
quirement analysis; the content of college English teaching is expanding, covering the language knowledge and 
skills, learning strategies, cultural accomplishment, the intercultural communication ability and so on; college 
English teaching materials and teaching system are more and more diverse; the teaching modes and teaching 
methods are reformed and innovated continuously. However, there are problems arising for consideration and 
modification. 

3.1. The Impact of CET 
Since the launching of CET, the motivation and enthusiasm for English studying is greatly stimulated. CET’s 
contributions to China’s college English education receive praise and affirmation, but it also exerts a negative 
influence on the college English teaching. At present, many colleges and universities (especially general colleg-
es and universities) still consider the CET test scores as a criterion for granting student degree and evaluating 
teachers’ performance Although MOE never stipulate so, but just as Nunan (1988) [11] says, there is frequent 
mismatch between what was planned and what actually occurs in the language classroom. The tests lead teach-
ers to an exam-oriented teaching and schools’ curriculum and textbooks are mainly designed in favor of helping 
students pass the test, thus neglecting the students’ language proficiency. There are consistent criticisms from 
the society that the students with a high CET results can not apply English in the real working place, not to men-
tion international communication ability and competitiveness in their own professional field.  

3.2. Imbalanced Education Level Nationwide 
China is a big country with an unbalanced development in economy and education in various regions. Mean-
while students in different majors and school have different needs in English. College English teaching should 
develop in the direction of individualization and diversification, but the syllabuses, including College English 
curriculum requirements unify demands in general. It will certainly bring problems and defects. It is suggested 
that the next college English education policy in English education should replace the unified teaching require-
ments (Cai, 2009). College English teaching requirements, teaching contents and teaching methods should re-
flect the personalized, localized and diversified characteristics of different schools instead of the nation’s one 
size fits all policy. 

3.3. Rising English Level of Middle School Students 
Scrutinizing the present high school English curriculum standard, it is not hard to find high school teaching ob-
jectives, curriculum setting, teaching requirements are fundamentally no different with college English require-
ments. The former teaching goal is also “to cultivate the students’ comprehensive language using ability” (MOE, 
2003). The requirement of high school graduates of English vocabulary is 3300 - 4500. The latter also put for-
ward the goal of college English teaching is to develop students’ comprehensive application ability. And for 
college students to meet the basic requirements, their vocabulary is only 4500. Feng Yan (2010) conducted the 
survey of 32 colleges and universities directly supervised by the MOE and found a lot of students entering uni-
versities had reached a corresponding level of CET4. As the improvement of middle school English teaching, 
“in colleges and universities, especially the key universities, college English course has lost the reasons for ex-
istence” (Feng, 2010) [12]. 
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3.4. English for General Purposes or for Specific Purposes 
Syllabuses 1985/1986 stipulated that “College English teaching must focus on language fundamentals. Syllabus 
1999 again outline the goal of college English teaching is” to help students lay the solid language foundation. 
Course Requirements 2007 puts forward “to help students to lay a solid language foundation, and also cultivate 
their strong practical application ability, especially listening and speaking skills. Too much emphasizing basic 
English leads to the problems of exam-oriented teaching, boredom and low learning efficiency. 

In recent years, more and more foreign language scholars support the proposal of position adjustment in Eng-
lish teaching. Shu (2011) pointed out, “college English teaching should serve China’s higher education interna-
tionalization. According to this goal, our college English teaching, teachers, course requirements, training, 
teaching evaluation and so on will need a revolutionary adjustment. It is also the university English fundamental 
reform which has been waited for a long time.” [13]. 

The proposal of supporting the English for Specific Purposes (ESP) is prevailing in CET experts. Lu (2010) 
pointed out: “in the light of the primary, secondary and university English teaching content repetition, English 
teaching should be re-positioned. Primary and secondary school English teaching should focus on basic work, 
and college and graduate English teaching should be academic English teaching.” [14]. 

The purpose of ESP teaching is to meet the needs of making the learners to work or research in English more 
professionally. It’s content-based language teaching. In theory, Students learning efficiency will also be higher 
because content-based language teaching may increase motivation in studying English. Mohan & Beckett (2003) 
says, “There is wide agreement among researchers that content-based language learning (CBLL) instruction is 
most effective when it provides both meaningful communication about content and intentional language devel-
opment” [15]. But it is not necessarily the case in China. 

ESP teaching requires teachers to use English to teach contents pertaining to students’ majors. But while 
teaching academic English, college English teachers may face many obstacles concerning them, namely the vo-
cabulary, syntax, genre, structure, the professional terminology and professional knowledge, etc. And the same 
academic knowledge elaborated in English is much more difficult understood than in native language. In addi-
tion, students also need more efforts to understand academic knowledge, especially when concepts are compli-
cated, thus sacrificing the efficiency and effect of academic studies. 

The college English syllabuses 1986/1999 provide guidelines for ESP reading training. It is required that after 
finishing general studies, students should continue to learn academic English reading for three semesters, alto-
gether more than 100 class hours. And academic English literature reading, academic English translation, Eng-
lish abstract writing, etc. are suggested to be included in the eighth semester. Requirements 2007 also has simi-
lar requirements. But in practice very few colleges conform to or the requirements. Many problems are yet to be 
solved in ESP teaching in China: The statue of the ESP teaching is unknown; the nature and teaching principles 
are unclear; how to teach ESP needs studying; college English teachers have not relevant academic back- 
ground, etc. There have always been tit-for-tat arguments about teaching basic knowledge and skills or con-
ducting ESP. 

4. Conclusion 
With the development of the Chinese economy, MOE proposes different requirements for English teaching at 
higher education level. College English syllabuses or requirements have always kept paced with socioeconomic 
and English education progress at various times accordingly. It is inevitable that we need a new national educa-
tional document soon. Whether to hold the tradition of teaching basic English or make a fundamental change 
into teaching ESP is yet to be settled in the near future. Educational level and undergraduates’ English level in 
China are diversified greatly from rather low level to native-speakers level. As a national education policy mak-
er, MOE has to consider the situation of colleges and universities in underdeveloped regions or levels to pro-
mote equality in education. And there is no consensus as to what kind of standard is the criterion of having ob-
tained the language comprehensive skills, especially listening and speaking. ESP teaching means different 
learning objectives, course materials, environment, evaluation, etc. Perhaps the biggest challenge is that most 
English professionals do not have specialized training in ESP. In addition, ESP researchers must continue to de-
velop the convergence between research, teaching, and learning as the English education in China continues to 
advance so that the national syllabus or requirement can adjust to fit the Chinese context.  
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