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ABSTRACT

This paper aims to address the policy reform debate on whether English will continue to be the only mandatory
foreign language subject in China’s compulsory education system. It explores the role of English as a compulsory
subject in China’s nine-year compulsory education system and critically reflects the need for English as a compulsory
subject in China. This paper presents three research questions: 1) what do learners think about the importance of
English in China? 2) What are learners’ motivations for learning English in China? 3) What is the learner’s attitude
towards English learning? This paper studies three questions and uses a qualitative research method to conduct a one-
to-one interview with six graduate students who have received nine years of compulsory education in China. The
results of the research mainly focus on three aspects: English language’s status in China and its impacts, two English
learning motivations, learners’ attitudes towards English subject learning and English education inequality issues.
This paper finds that the globalization of English leads to the globalization of other languages and cultures. It is
difficult for Chinese students to choose L2 according to their interests, while unified English learning will alleviate the
problem of unfair distribution of educational resources in China. This paper wishes to provide educational
implications for reference for Chinese educational policymakers to formulate reforms in the future.

Keywords: English Subject Reform, China’s Compulsory Education, Second Language.

After the founding of the People’s Republic of

1. INTRODUCTION China from 1949 to 1984, China borrowed the
English is a world language that is widely used in ~ educational policy from the Soviet Union while
many countries. As of 2011, English was spoken by 1.5 beginning to learn Russian as a foreign language [3].
billion pe0p|e around the world, about 375 millions of However, after the reform in 1984, Chinese students are

them are native speakers of English, which is about the ~ required to learn English throughout the whole K12

same as the number who speak English as a second  learning process, and students must pass the College
|anguage; In addition, 750 million pe0p|e Speak Eng“sh Entrance Examination and Graduate Student Selecting
as a foreign language [1]. Especially in the 21st century, Examination with English as one of the main subjects to
with the intensification of globalization, English, as an ~ enter universities. Then students gradually show
international Lingua Franca, has gradua“y become a Widespread dissatisfaction and even dngUSt towards
necessary basic skill for intercultural communication. In ~ English [4]. In the recent 4th Session of the 13th Plenary
the process of globalization, countries that are eager to ~ Meeting in Beijing, some members even proposed
gain an important position in the international market, ~ abolishing the compulsory English course [5].

such as China, even attempt to cultivate more
international experts in various fields who are proficient
in English through education to promote the further
development of the national economy [2].
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2. LITERATURE REVIEW

2.1. English Globalization, English as Lingua
Franca

English is currently the dominant foreign language
curriculum in schools across the globe [6].

For over two decades, the dominance of English in
foreign language education in China has experienced a
tortuous path, which is linked to the emergence of
English as a global language in the context of
globalization and China’s English language policy [7].
Zhang examines the varying degrees of influence of
English on mainland China at the historical, educational,
and political levels respectively [8]. Wang, who
observes English teaching methods in Chinese higher
education from the perspective of bilingual education,
reveals that the globalization of English has contributed
to the reform of Chinese educational curricula to meet
the demand for English as a foreign language, which is
one of the positive impacts [2]. China’s current
educational reforms are inextricably linked to English,
mainly because of its power in a globalized world, of
which China aspires to be a part [9]. Yang and Cai
argue there is a negative impact that in the Chinese
higher education sector, the internationalization of
English should not be confused with globalization, but
should minimize the erosion of traditional Chinese
culture and avoid disconnection from local conditions
and national interests [10] [11]. Another negative
impact is that the Beijing Municipal Education
Commission has decided to lower the marks for the
English subject and to raise the marks for the Chinese
subject. These two changes, which are likely to be
adopted in other parts of China, will reduce the
importance of English as a compulsory subject and
herald a symbolic reaffirmation of Chinese over
English. However, there is a positive issue that English
is being used extensively in the teaching of non-
language subjects, particularly in elite schools, thus
increasing its actual prominence. Thus, there is
considerable debate about the effectiveness of English-
mediated instruction and the threat it poses to mother-
tongue teaching [12] [13]. A study of Chinese
undergraduate students’ perceptions and attitudes
towards English reveal that some respondents perceived
the potential value of English as a means of increasing
educational opportunities and social mobility, which is
developing positively. However, another group had the
opinion that English language teaching was not always
effective or that learning English was a waste of time
and resources because most English language learners
were likely not to use English after university, which
was disadvantageous [14].
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2.2. Second Language Learners Learning
Motivations

Learning a second language for practical and
utilitarian reasons, such as a higher salary, greater
power, or a more lucrative career [15]. Reece and
Walker argue that motivation is an important factor in
the process of second language learning. It is
emphasized that a less able student can achieve greater
success [16]. Many researchers have identified two
main orientations of integration and instrumental
orientation in students’ second language learning [17]
[18]. The study of Iranian university students’
motivational orientations towards learning English and
their attitudes towards the target language and its
community found that their attitudes towards the target
language community and its members were generally
very positive [19]. For economic, educational, or
political reasons, people migrate to different English-
speaking countries in search of better jobs and
educational opportunities [19]. Anjomshoa and Sadighi
found that teachers can directly influence students’
motivation to learn English by examining the
importance of motivation in second language learning
[20]. Some people in China found the motivation for
learning English as positive, as a means of expanding
educational opportunities and social mobility. Others
points to learning English are negative and ineffective
[14]. They also argue that the majority of respondents
were strongly motivated to learn English and believed
that English would continue to be useful and important
in their studies, work, and life, which they perceiving
this motivation as positive and leaning towards an
instrumental orientation [14].

Second language learning is a two-way affair. For
example, teachers cater to the learning styles and
optimize strategies of their students, and learners must
do their part in achieving their second language
acquisition [21].

2.3. Other Countries or Students’ Attitude of
English Language Learning

Language attitudes are an important factor in the
successful learning of a second language. It usually
refers to both the positive and the negative [22].
Bamghose emphasizes that many Nigerians would
consider anyone who speaks such as a native English
speaker to be influenced, even snobbish”. Gardner and
Lambert argue that there are students who feel
enthusiastic about the language or who want to integrate
into the culture of the language speakers who are more
motivated (and more successful in their studies) than
those who learn the language as a means of achieving an
end (for instance, a better job) [23]. Tsuda investigated
the attitudes of Japanese students in higher education
towards English [24]. The data was obtained from a
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survey of over 500 Japanese university students. The
results show that most students in Japan believe that
English should be a compulsory subject in secondary
schools. Karahan argues that positive language attitudes
can lead to positive orientations of interest in learning
English; conversely, negative orientations can result.
Through a survey of Learning English as a Foreign
Language (EFL) undergraduate students at a public
university in Malaysia [25]. The results showed that
students’ attitudes towards learning English and using
the language in all areas of use were positive. Although
Malaysians generally accept and recognize English as
the national second language of Malaysia and its
important role as a language of communication in the
context of globalization”, many Malaysian students see
English as a foreign language and only speak it in class
[26] [27]. However, the majority of students had
negative classroom instructions in their learning
experience. Students’ attitudes towards English
language learning differed across domains in terms of
areas of use and focus on learning skills [28]. Muthanna
and Miao investigated the need for local Chinese
students’ attitudes towards the use of English Language
Teaching (ELT) strategies [29]. The results showed that
Chinese students did not have significant negative
attitudes towards learning English, English has become
the world language and it is the language of anyone who
can express themselves well, which is acceptable. By
reviewing the findings of a number of studies reported
by educators in the field of English language teaching,
this paper finds that EFL learners’ attitudes towards
native and non-native English teachers in EFL settings
differ across contexts [30]. Dako and Quarcoo examined
the relationships between Ghanaian attitudes towards
English and their native language [31].

3. METHODOLOGY

3.1. Participants

In this study, we focus on the analysis of interview
data. We have selected three males and three females to
participate in the interview.

Table 1 lists the six interviewees of the project.
Each participant was assigned a code to protect the
privacy and clarify the purpose of the discussion. For
example, M1 stands for male 1.

Table 1. Details of Participants

Advancesin Social Science, Education and Humanities Research, volume 637

F2 Canada |Australia [Economic  +Financial
Finance Analysist
F3 France [France [Economic  [Company
Owner
M1 China  |China  [English English
Teacher
M2 China  |Australia [International International
Relationship Media
Practitioner
M3 China  |China  |Dental Dentist

Participants Country |Country [Major Career Plan
of of
Bachelor Master
F1 China  |Malaysia [Finance Financial
Analysist
Teacher

3.2. Data Collection

To explore the attitudes and reasons of these
participants towards reform, we chose a semi-structured
one-to-one interview. Based on the above literature, we
developed interview guidelines. Initial open-ended
questions were used, allowing participants to relax and
talk more freely about issues of concern, followed by
questions that focused more on specific areas. All six
interviews were conducted online, using WeChat as a
tool for video calls that were recorded and lasted
between 15 and 30 minutes.

3.3. Data Analysis

The interview data were analyzed through an
iterative process of deductive and inductive reasoning
[32]. First, we printed the transcribed data into four
copies and sent them to each researcher. Each person
pre-codes the content with a highlighter, marking and
marking potentially relevant data. Regarding the
literature review, we performed deductive coding on six
interview records. At the same time, the topics that
emerge from the data are recorded and encoded
accordingly. It is an iterative process, writing code
multiple times using analysis memos. Then, we compare
each person’s coding results, summarize the similarities
and discuss the differences. It is an iterative process,
writing code multiple times using analysis memos. As
mentioned earlier, we also checked our initial
understanding of the interview data with the participants
to improve the accuracy of our analysis. Finally, we
explained the data and conclusions.
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4. ANALYSIS

4.1. Research question 1: What do learners
think of the importance of English in China,
including the globalization of English and
English as an international language, and the
impact of English globalization on English?

As mentioned above, English is a compulsory
subject in basic education in China. Some interviewees
said that they had spent at least a decade learning
English, which is not surprising since English is
compulsory in China from the third grade of primary
school.

4.1.1. English Language’s Status in China

Example 1: English is the language I grew up with,
I learned English for almost 15 years. (F1)

Example 2: Researcher: When did you begin to
learn English?

M2: Primary school.

In some big cities, such as Beijing and Shanghai,
English is even learned from the first grade.

Example 3: Researcher: When did you start learning
English?

F2: I've been studying since grade one in primary
school.

Among the students who started learning English in
the third grade of primary school, they had been
studying English for 10 years before entering Chinese
universities. After entering university, students are
required to pass the College English Test-Band 4 to
receive their Bachelor’s degrees. If students want to
continue their studies, for example, to enter Chinese
universities for postgraduates, they will have to learn
English as it is a compulsory unified subject of the
entrance examination for Chinese postgraduates. As for
students who want to go abroad, most of them need to
take IELTS or TOFEL exams, which means they also
cannot avoid learning English. Therefore, in China,
English somehow plays a crucial role in students’
pursuit of academic achievement; this statement is also
supported by other literature [4].

Aside from the policy emphasis, a second reason for
the importance of English may be its international
status. Some interviewees have expressed the high
popularity of English, as well as English as an
international lingua franca.
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4.1.2. English as Lingua Franca

Example 4: Researcher: If you had the choice of
which foreign language to study at the beginning of
elementary school, what would you choose?

F3: English, because English is the most widely used
language in the world, and it is the international lingua
franca.

Example 5: Researcher: So if you had the chance to
choose your favorite foreign language in elementary
school, do you think you would choose English or
Spanish?

M2: English, after all, is the international lingua
franca. It is more useful.

Example 6: Researcher: Some people think English
is useless in the future, it is just a waste of time as a
compulsory course, what ” s your opinion?

M3: I don’t agree. [ think it is still very important
now that many academic journals of different areas are
published in English.

In the interviews, half of the participants mentioned
that English is the international lingua franca and is
widely used, which is consistent with Braine & Wang’s
opinion [1].

4.1.3. English VS. Other Languages

As for the impact of the popularity of English, M2
said because English is so popular, it is difficult for
other languages to replace English as another
international common language:

Example 7: | think English has become so popular
that it is almost impossible for other languages to
replace English in international status. You can see that
some international conferences are held in English and
some international journals are also in English. (M2)

Interestingly, F2 argues the opposite, arguing that
the globalization of English does not prevent the spread
of other languages.

Example 8: | think not only English is becoming
globalized, but China is developing very fast and
foreigners want to learn Chinese. (F2)

Although these two participants shared some
similarities in their experiences, they hold different
attitudes towards the impact of the spread of English.
M2’s view is related to Sun et al., which states that
English has cast a certain shadow on other languages
[9]. But according to F2’s point of view, we also cannot
deny that in the process of people using English to
communicate, their own cultures are spread through
English at the same time, even though English is still
the dominant language in the world. After all, under the
background of globalization, English communications

551



ATLANTIS

PRESS

mostly occur between non-native English speakers and
non-native English speakers who have different cultural
backgrounds [33]. People are also passing on their own
culture through English communication, just as F2
mentioned, globalization has brought more foreigners’
attention to China.

The analysis in this section has focused on responses
to questions about the importance of English and the
impact of English globalization. The next session will
discuss the motivation for learning English.

4.2. Research Question 2: What are the
learners’ motivations to learn English in
China?

This part mainly demonstrates and discusses the
results of the interview from the perspectives of
Instrumental motivation and Integrative motivation.

4.2.1. Instrumental Motivation

Example 9: Researcher: Do you think foreign
languages will be used in your future work?

F1: If I can be a teacher | think yes because
bilingual teaching is very helpful.

Example 10: Researcher: Do you still think English
is important after you graduate?

M2: It’s also important because I'm going to work
in international journalism, so [I'll definitely use
English.

In line with Pae, Warden and Lin, respondents
believe that one of the motivations for learning L2 is its
usefulness for future study and work [17] [18]. As
shown, L2 exists in the future work plans of F1 and M2,
the embodiment of instrumental motivation, which is
similar to the research conclusion of Liu et al. [14].

Example 11: Researchers: So if you had studied
French, would you have chosen French over English?

F1: Right.

Example 12: Researchers: If you studied Japanese
as a child, you will also end up working for
international companies, but in Japanese, right?

M1: Yes.

However, F1 and M1 point out that at present their
future goals only require a language, not necessarily
English. As they emphasize, they need English in their
future plans simply because their previous compulsory
English studies have enabled them to master English,
and if they had previously been required to study French
or Japanese, L2 would not be English for their future
plans.

Advancesin Social Science, Education and Humanities Research, volume 637

Example 13: Researchers: Do you think English is
important in your work?

F3: I think English is like a degree, maybe you will
not use it but you can’t without it.

In addition, F3’s answer seems to think that although
English is important to her future goals, it is more of a
function of meeting the entry requirements than actually
using it daily in her work; she doesn’t think she’ll
actually use it in her future work. This view is similar to
Johnson’s argument that some L2 learners learn a
second language for practical and utilitarian reasons [5].

Example 14: Researchers: So as technology
advances, will the need for language wane?

F1: Just for traveling, yes. If it is for a higher goal,
maybe language skills still matter.

Researchers: What is the higher goal?

F1: For example, to study for a Ph.D. or do
research, you need to pursue language accuracy.

Example 15: Researchers: Do you think it is feasible
to rely only on translation software in your work if you
don ’ t know English?

F2: For written work, like writing email responses,
yes. But for the communication work, no, because
sometimes the translation software is not polite enough.

Example 16: Researchers: So you study English for
academic achievements, so for you language is just a
tool?

M3: At the present stage yes.

The answers of F1, F2, and M1 seem to have some
explanatory effect on F3’s answer. Their view is that
language, as a means of communication, is mainly used
to understand the viewpoints of people who speak
different languages. However, they also stress that to
use a language accurately, smoothly, and appropriately,
it is inadequate to rely on translation software alone but
to master it yourself.

Example 17: Researchers: So does everyone need to
learn to speak English?

F3: No, many people don’t use it, so it is not
necessary for everyone to learn it.

Researchers: Do you think people should be given
the chance to learn other foreign languages if they don’t
need English?

F3: No. People who only know Chinese also can do
a lot of work. Unless they want to conform to
international standards, achieve higher achievements,
and higher social status, depending on the individual
pursuit.
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F3’s idea seems to be an explanation of the attitude
towards the reform of the only compulsory L2 status of
English  from the perspective of instrumental
motivation: If some people think that certain L2
learning is necessary for their future development, then
they should learn it; If some people do not think they
need L2 for their future, then they should notbe forced
to learn one.

4.2.2. Integrative Motivation

Example 18 : Researchers: Would you learn
another language to communicate with non-native
English speakers?

F2: | had this idea because it would be more cordial
to communicate. | have Korean friends and have
learned Korean from them.

Researchers: So is making friends a motivation for
you to learn a language?

F2: Yes, it is a very important motivation for me.

Researchers: If you were given the freedom to
choose a foreign language, what would it be?

F2: German or Japanese.
Researchers: Why is that?

F2: Because not many people learn German, it’s
special. And I like Japanese culture and | have a lot of
Japanese friends so | choose Japanese.

Researchers: So what influences your choice of
language is your love of culture and the influence of
friends?

F2: Yes.

In addition to instrumental motivation, F2’s answer
also reflects her integrative motivation. Citing her own
experience, she said she learned Korean because she had
Korean friends. She also points out that she has many
Japanese friends, which became her motivation to learn
Japanese. Her example is similar to the research results
of Chalak and Kassaian that L2 learners generally have
positive attitudes towards target language members [19].

Example 19: Researchers: Do you use English in
your daily life outside of work?

F2: Yes, | like watching YouTube and watching
British and American TV shows, so that will help.

Researchers: But TV series normally have subtitles,
do you still think English is needed?

F2: Yes, if 1 can speak English, my watching
experience will be better.

In the process of transcription, we had a further
discussion with F2 about her answer. She explained that
when watching TV programs of other countries,
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although subtitles are helpful for understanding, some
profound contents cannot be understood by subtitles
alone. For example, some homophonic jokes can only
be understood if the language is mastered. Therefore,
she believes that language is the carrier of culture, and
to better understand the culture of other countries, it is
necessary to understand their languages. This is
different from M1, which believes L2 is needed only as
a communication tool.

Example 20: Researchers: Why don ” t you choose
to learn French to understand French culture? s it
because you prefer English culture?

F1: No. Just because | learned English from my
childhood.

Researchers: If you had the choice, which language
would you learn?

F1: Small languages, like French.
Researchers: Why?
F1: Because | love French culture.

Although F2 points out that interests in culture is
also a reason for learning languages, it seems that some
Chinese students are unable to choose which language
to study as Second Language(L2) based on their own
interests. In this case, F2 was forced to learn a language
that she was not interested in at all.

Example 21: Researchers: So you like it because
you ” re good at it?

M2: Generally speaking, people like what they are
good at. For English, | gradually improve my English,
and like its culture more as | learn it more.

Researchers: So do you like English because you
have more exposure to it?

M2: English is the first foreign language that a lot of
people come into contact with in China, it’s kind of
inevitable, so yes.

Researchers: So you were exposed to the language
and then felt interested, right?

M2: Right.

Another point worth noting also seems to prove that
It is difficult for Chinese students to choose which
language to learn as L2 according to their own interests.
M1 claims that as he is exposed to and learns more
about L2, he will gradually become interested in the
culture of the language. Having been exposed to English
since childhood, he is interested in the cultures of
English-speaking countries. Thus, it was difficult to
determine whether participants who claimed to be
interested in British or American culture were learning
English for their own interests. From the perspective of
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integrative Motivation, it seems that the policy of taking
English as the only compulsory L2 should be reformed,
so that learners can have the opportunity to choose L2
from the perspective of interest and have the time and
energy to learn it.

4.3. Research Question 3: What attitudes do the
learners hold towards English subject learning,
including their opinion towards English
education equality?

English has essentially played the role of
“Esperanto” in the current world. Most of our
interviewers are concerned about the abolition of
English as compulsory education in China. They also
regard that English is a must-use tool in their lives and
they think English education is not equal because of
different regions.

4.3.1. Student’s Attitudes

Example 22: If it is for a higher goal, you still have
to rely on yourself to communicate better. (F2)

Example 23: Researcher: Do you think that
compulsory education is not required to establish a
foreign language, and you will not choose the foreign
language you want to learn until high school. Is this
idea feasible?

F1: No. Language learning is best to learn slowly
from an early age to cultivate a language habit.

Example 24: Researcher: Should we abolish English
as a compulsory course?

F2: Neutral, | think although it is not important, we
need to master another language.

Example 25: Researcher: You think English is so
important, and do you think that China needs to
continue to take English as a compulsory subject now?

M2: Yes.

Example 26: Researcher: Until the college entrance
examination, students are not required to learn a
foreign language. Can it not only help students reduce
stress, but also allow them to choose foreign languages
freely in college?

F1: not supported. | think it is necessary to master at
least one language first, even if I don’t like it. Because
hobbies always change, it is better to be prepared for
language learning from childhood and to want to learn
other things when you grow up.

Most interviewers have received nine years of
compulsory education, and they all chose to study
abroad. The applicants are also
undergraduates/postgraduates ~ from  the  United
Kingdom, the United States, Australia, and Canada.

Advancesin Social Science, Education and Humanities Research, volume 637

These countries are all English-speaking countries.
International  students from non-English-speaking
countries need to pass TOEFL or IELTS, GRE, GMAT,
and other English tests. Some programs also need
Admissions officers, and for most interviewers, English
is also an indispensable tool for studying abroad and
living. Therefore, most interviewers believe that English
as a nine-year compulsory education is still necessary.

Secondly, in the range of languages in the world, the
difficulty of English is moderate for all learners.
Because English has abandoned some of the
complicated grammar of continental European
languages in the process of its evolution, the degree of
inflection has been greatly reduced. The most obvious is
that English nouns and adjectives no longer have a
gender category, and only retain the possessive form of
biological nouns with the addition of. In terms of verbs,
except for the singular third-person present tense with s
at the end of the verb, there are no other verbs except for
the person conjugation (special verbs be and have). At
the same time, there are common grammatical
phenomena to other European languages, such as
reflexive verbs. And general pronouns no longer exist.

4.3.2. English Education Equality

Most interviewees believe that there is inequality in
English education. For example, regional inequality.

Example 27: Researcher: So do you think there are
differences in English education?

F2: Yes.

Example 28: Researcher: Do you think there is a
gap between English education in Zhejiang and English
education in Shanghai?

F3: Shanghai places more
communication and oral language.

emphasis  on

Example 29: Researcher: Do you think there will be
inequality between regions in English education?

F4: Existence, such as speaking: Shanghai has a
more developed economy and they are more likely to go
abroad, so pay attention to speaking ability. In
underdeveloped areas, there are few such opportunities,
so they just think about taking the test.

Researcher: Do you think that compulsory learning
of English will exacerbate educational inequality
between regions?

F4: Giving students the right to choose the foreign
language they want without compulsory learning in
English will exacerbate unfairness. Because there are
not so many talents in other languages.

Example 30: Researcher: Do you think there are
regional differences in English education in China?
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M2: Yes, English education is different in big cities,
such as Beijing and Shanghai. They pay more attention
to training students’ spoken English.

All interviewers agreed that the weakening of
English  education may exacerbate educational
inequities. Another point of view is to look at which
disciplines companies take in the recruitment test, which
directly reflects the actual requirements of the employer.
In fact, companies seldom test Chinese and mathematics
when recruiting, but test logic. Many companies test
English for certain positions, including academic
research positions, management positions, and certain
foreign-related service industries, such as high-end
Hotel service staff. Most of the best companies in China
in the future will be international companies and need to
manage a global team.

5. CONCLUSION

Through answering the three research questions, we
raise three findings: the globalization of English has led
to the globalization of other languages and cultures, it is
difficult for Chinese students to choose L2 according to
their own interests, and unified learning of English will
alleviate the inequitable distribution of educational
resources in China. English education in basic education
has relatively high personal and social marginal effects.
In particular, in the future, China needs to cultivate
more international talents to become a leader in global
technological and cultural innovation. Therefore, in the
nine-year compulsory education, English should be
abolished. In this paper, we also conclude that in
English education, improving quality and efficiency and
fairness are not contradictory but mutually reinforcing.
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