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Summary 

This literature review studies the EFL writing pedagogy in secondary 

schools in China to answer the following research questions: 1. How 

is EFL writing teaching practised in secondary schools worldwide? 2. 

How was and is English writing taught in Chinese schools before and 

after the Eighth School Curriculum Reform? 3. Has the reform 

achieved its goal to improve secondary school EFL writing teaching 

in China? 4. Are there still any problems in current practices of EFL 

writing teaching in Chinese secondary schools now? Data were 

collected from a wide range of sources, which include books, papers 

in domestic and international academic journals, theses of Chinese 

scholars’, government reports, official websites, ERIC documents, 

and web pages. By examining, comparing, analysing and 

synthesizing the data, EFL writing pedagogy in Chinese secondary 

schools is investigated in the international and historical, social and 

academic contexts, also, the current practices of EFL writing 

teaching are studied in detail. The research results show that starting 

from nearly zero writing teaching before 2000, the secondary school 

EFL writing in China has achieved great improvement after the 

Eighth National Curriculum Reform. Although the secondary school 

students’ writing competence saw progress in the international 

English tests, various problems still exist in the teaching and 

learning, and solutions are needed to narrow the gap between policy 

and practice. 
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Chapter One    Introduction 

 

1.1 Research Context 

 

Studies on English writing in China largely focus on academic writing 

at the college level (You, 2004). There is a lack of diachronic and 

systematical concentration on English writing teaching at the 

secondary school level. The fact is college students’ writing concepts 

and skills originated from their experience in secondary schools. In 

this context, this thesis explores the English writing pedagogy in 

Chinese secondary schools in hope of filling the research gap and 

provide a reference for future researchers. 

 

First of all, it is necessary to get a general idea of the school system 

in China and the status of English in the curriculum and the 

evaluation system, all of which will be introduced in this part. 

 

1.1.1 School System in China 

 

The Educational law of the People’s Republic of China (PRC) 

stipulates that China implements the school system of preschool 

education, elementary education, secondary education and higher 

education at present (Ministry of Education of the People’s Republic 

of China [MOE], 1995). 

 

Children over three years old may enter preschool educational 

institutions like kindergartens to learn about Health, Languages, 
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Society, Science and Art. Elementary school education starts at 6 

years old and lasts for 6 years (MOE, 2006). The curriculum covers 

Chinese, Maths, English, Science, Humanities, Art and PE. After 

finishing elementary school, children study at middle schools (Grade 

7–9) for 3 years. 6 years of elementary education and 3 years of 

middle school education form the compulsory and free education in 

China. Every middle school student must take the high school 

entrance examination which contains Chinese, Mathematics, 

English, Physics, Chemistry, History, Biology, Geography and so on. 

The subjects of the high school entrance examination vary slightly 

from region to region. Due to the limited enrollment of high schools, 

those who get relatively high scores can go to high schools (Grade 

10–12), and the other students may enter secondary vocational 

schools. In high schools, students learn subjects which are similar to 

those in middle schools. All the high school students take the 

National Higher Education Entrance Examination (NHEEE) as both 

the leaving examination and the college entrance examination. The 

examination contains three compulsory subjects, Chinese, 

Mathematics, and English, and optional subjects as science or 

humanities depending on candidates’ planned direction in college. 

The whole testing process takes about 3 days in June (Cheng & Qi, 

2006; Sun & Henrichsen, 2011).  

 

Figure 1: School system in China 
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Undergraduate education in China takes 4 years. Although different 

majors take different courses, all the college students must take 

English as one of the compulsory courses. This is also for the 

requirement of the Graduate School Entrance Examination (GSEE) 

which includes English as one of the two mandatory subjects 

(Cheng, 2008; Sun & Henrichsen, 2011). Undergraduate students 

must pass the Graduate School Entrance Examination (GSEE) to get 

the qualification to enter graduate schools. It usually takes a 

graduate student 3 years to get a master’s degree. If the student 

wants to further his or her education after that, he or she must take 

the doctor recruitment examination. It covers three courses: English 

and two specialized courses. The postgraduate students study for 3 

to 5 years to receive the Ph.D. degree. 

 

What kind of role does the English course play in the curriculum 

throughout the whole school system? This subject will be examined 

in the next part. 

 

1.1.2 English as A Course in the School Curriculum 

 

Although English is not a mandatory course at the preschool stage, 

more and more kindergartens in big cities are starting to provide 

Chinese-English bilingual education (Jin & Cortazzi, 2006; He, 

2017). Since the third grade, English has been one of the major 

courses in the school curriculum. The new English curriculum 

standard for compulsory education (MOE, 2012) stipulates that 

pupils start to learn English in the third grade, and elementary 

schools must provide at least 3 classes per week. When it comes to 

middle schools, the class arrangement is at least 5 per week (MOE, 

2012). The common practice is that schools arrange one additional 

practice lesson almost every day due to the important position of 

English in the high school entrance examination. It means middle 
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school students have at least one, usually two English classes every 

weekday.  

 

According to The new English curriculum standard for high schools 

(MOE, 2018b), the required teaching hours for English is at least 5 to 

6 classes per week. The actual hours on English is far more than 

that. Besides the practice lessons the schools provide, most high 

school students take extra English classes after school in 

preparation for the competitive college entrance examination (Hui, 

2001). 

 

In college, although the students may not major in the English 

language, they still need to take the compulsory English course. In 

China, passing the College English Test Band-4 (CET 4) and Band-6 

(CET 6) is one of the basic requirements for non-English majors to 

get a bachelor’s degree from college. For English majors, passing 

the Test for English Majors Band-4 (TEM 4) and Band-8 (TEM 8) is a 

must (Sun & Henrichsen, 2011). 

 

In the following section, the weight of the English performance in the 

evaluation system will be discussed. 

 

1.1.3 English Performance in the Evaluation System 

 

As the world’s most populated country, China has a very strict 

evaluation system for all the school students to guarantee fairness in 

high school and college entrance. It makes the High School Entrance 

Examination, the National Higher Education Entrance Examination 

(NHEEE) and the Graduate School Entrance Examination (GSEE) 

among most difficult and competitive examinations in the world 

(Cheng, 2006, 2008; Sun & Henrichsen, 2011). 
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In the High School Entrance Examination, English values 100 to 150 

points according to different regions of the nation, and it takes up 

about 1/6 (150 points in 750 points) of the total points. 

 

And it is also the case in the National Higher Education Entrance 

Examination (NHEEE). In some regions like Jiangsu province, the 

English test score takes up a much high proportion of 1/4 (120 points 

in 480 points ) of the total points. 

 

The Graduate School Entrance Examination (GSEE) values English 

very much as well. Every year, undergraduates of all majors strive to 

get high scores in English to enter graduate schools. In the 

examination, English values 100 points. That’s 1/5 of all the 500 

points. 

 

In summary, the English course is in the central position of China’s 

school system, and the English performance has a decisive effect in 

school entrance examinations at all educational levels.  

 

1.2 Research Questions 

 

In the modern history of China, English education was not always 

regarded as important as it is nowadays. And English writing 

teaching gained today’s attention through several changes and a big 

reform. 

 

Since the founding of People’s Republic of China (PRC) in 1949, the 

English curriculum in China have experienced three periods and six 

phases in accordance to the status of English language, the 

textbooks involved, and the teaching method promoted by the MOE 

(Adamson & Morris, 1997). The three periods included 1949–1965 

as the first period, 1966–1976 as the second period and 1977 
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onwards as the third period. In Table 1.1, detailed sub-divisions were 

made by Lam within the general division (2002, p. 246).  

 

Historical 
Period 

Phases in Foreign Language 
Education 

Years 

Before the 
Cultural 
Revolution 

The interlude with Russian Early 1950s 

The back-to-English movement 1957–1965 

During the 
Cultural 
Revolution 

Repudiation of foreign learning 1966–1970 

English for renewing ties with the 
West 

1971–1976 

After the 
Cultural 
Revolution 

English for modernization 1977–1990 

English for international stature From 1991 

Table 1: Six Phases in Foreign Language Education in China (Lam, 2002, p. 246) 

 

Among the eight rounds of National Curriculum Reform (NCR) for 

Basic Education since 1949, the Eighth NCR which began in 2001 

was the most structured and profound one (Yan, 2015; Yin, 2013). It 

aimed at remodelling the Chinese basic education curriculum system 

in depth (MOE, 2001). The new English Curriculum Standards 

covering kindergartens, primary schools, middle schools, and high 

schools were implemented to replace the old syllabuses. Along with 

the standards, a full set of new English textbooks, accompanying 

teaching materials and exercise books came into use. Besides these 

external factors, internal factors such as teaching methods and 

evaluation criteria were also changed (MOE, 2012; Yin, 2013).  

 

This thesis focuses on the secondary school EFL writing pedagogy 

before and after the Eighth NCR and intends to uncover the impacts 

the reform have brought to the English writing teaching in China. 

 

In this thesis, the following research questions will be answered: 

 

1. How is EFL writing teaching practised in secondary schools 
worldwide? 
2. How was and is English writing taught in Chinese schools 
before and after the Eighth School Curriculum Reform? 
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3. Has the reform achieved its goal to improve secondary 
school EFL writing teaching in China? 
4. Are there still any problems in current practices of EFL writing 
teaching in Chinese secondary schools now? 

 

1.3 Research Methodology 

 

To answer the research questions above, a literature review will be 

presented. In the following sections, first, I will explain why a large 

literature review can do the job better than an empirical study. Then, 

a research design will show how the ideas are put together with 

proper approaches. Finally, the data collection and analysis 

procedure will be explained in detail. 

 

1.3.1 Thesis as Literature Review 

 

The current state of English writing teaching in Chinese secondary 

schools is the focus of researchers in this field (Chang, 2017; Li, 

2008; Qi, 2007; Ren, 2014; Xu, 2012; Zou, 2017). However, the 

status quo of secondary school English writing teaching does not 

exist independently. Internationally, it is influenced by EFL writing 

teaching trends especially the policies and practices in neighbouring 

Asian countries. Historically, it is affected by social and academic 

changes and reforms in modern China. A literature review can take a 

panoramic view of the current situation, which cannot be attained 

with one single empirical study. 

 

Most researchers in the secondary school English writing teaching 

field are teachers at the same time, they have limited time and social 

network. So, most empirical studies are conducted in one school, 

usually a class as the experimental group and the other one as the 

control group. Due to the simplex background of the participants and 

the small size of the samples, the research results generated from 

the small scale of data can only represent English writing teaching in 
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one region. China is a big country, and English teaching level varies 

from area to area. A literature review synthesizing different research 

results, educational laws, official statistics, and other relevant 

resources can better reflect the complete view of English writing 

pedagogy in China. 

 

1.3.2 Research Design 

 

This thesis is a big literature review, it is of great importance to 

organize the ideas carefully to make the whole dissertation an 

organic whole. 

 

First, the status of English in the Chinese school system is 

introduced to show the research context and preliminarily anchor the 

study focus (see Chapter One). 

 

Next, the international perspective on EFL writing teaching is given. 

Readers can have a clear view of where EFL writing pedagogy in 

China is in the world (see Chapter Two). They can also see how 

English writing teaching in Chinese secondary schools is influenced 

by the prevalent teaching approaches and common practices in 

European countries where EFL teaching is mature and Asian 

neighbours who have a similar cultural background. 

 

Then, the historical development of English education in Chinese 

secondary schools is reviewed (see Chapter Three). A special focus 

is placed on the writing teaching in the period before the 2001 

reform. Looking at the base where the current condition originated 

from can give readers a better understanding of why EFL writing 

instruction is like this today, what previous mistakes should be 

avoided and what policies fundamentally facilitate English writing 

teaching. 
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After that, the panorama of secondary school English writing 

teaching in China nowadays is presented to show the achievements 

of the reform and the problems that still exist (see Chapter Four & 

Five). The existing problems in the teaching and learning will be 

scrutinized based on a large amount of data from different regions of 

China. And tested methods to improve writing are gathered in the 

hope of providing possible solutions to the existing problems. 

 

To realize the research design above, I collected data from different 

sources, which include books in on relevant issues, papers in 

domestic and international academic journals, theses of Chinese 

scholars’, government reports, official websites, ERIC documents, 

and web pages. The data collection and analysis procedure will be 

discussed in the following part. 

 

1.3.3 Data Collection and Analysis 

 

Data of English curriculum in China were collected first. The 

materials include a collection of all the old English syllabuses before 

2000, old English textbooks published by People’s Education Press 

(PEP), new English Standards, new PEP textbooks and textbooks 

edited by Oxford University Press (China) and Yilin Press. These 

materials were reviewed generally, the writing-related objectives, 

requirements, evaluation standards and teaching methods were 

marked and translated for the need of the thesis. These data built the 

bones of the entire study. 

 

Then books and papers on EFL writing teaching methods including 

product, process, genre, process genre, and post-methods 

approaches were reviewed to present the international context. To 

make it simple and clear, the main focus is on the advantages and 

disadvantages of each method. Papers in international and regional 

journals were studied to get an idea of how EFL writing teaching is 
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carried out in some European and Asian countries. 

 

To present the real situation of how EFL writing was and is taught 

before and after the reform, books and papers on teachers’ roles and 

students’ experience were reviewed. Bit by bit, the big picture was 

put together with information provided by Chinese and foreign 

experts. 

 

The error samples of middle and high school students’ written works 

were collected from empirical studies, mainly master’s theses. By 

analysing results of these dissertations, error types were concluded 

and synthesized to describe various problems in current English 

writing teaching in Chinese secondary schools. 

 

Besides, the official website of WTO, MOE, NEEA, National Bureau 

of Statistics, IELTS, etc. were searched for real-time data needed in 

the thesis. 

 

How all these data and information are organized to form an organic 

whole will be presented next. 

 

1.4 Organization of the Thesis 

 

This dissertation systematically studies the reform, achievements, 

and problems of secondary school EFL writing pedagogy in China. It 

has six chapters.  

 

In Chapter One, I give a brief introduction of the school system in 

China and the status of English in the school curriculum and the 

evaluation system. In Chapter Two, I present an overview of 

secondary school EFL writing teaching in the international context, 

what the prevalent teaching approaches are and how it is practised 

in some European and Asian countries including Germany, Spain, 
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Jordan, Japan, and Korea. In Chapter Three, I take a historical view 

of the secondary school EFL writing teaching in the late 20th century, 

before the Eighth School Curriculum Reform in 2001. In this part, 

English writing in the old syllabus, the textbooks, and the 

assessment is examined, and English writing in practice in 

secondary schools is uncovered. The focus of Chapter Four moves 

to the secondary school EFL writing pedagogy in the 21st century, 

after the Eighth School Curriculum Reform. Here the English writing 

in the new foreign language education policy is investigated in detail, 

and the status quo of secondary school English writing pedagogy in 

China including the course arrangements, teaching methods, 

teachers’ roles, and students’ experience is revealed. In Chapter 

Five, I took a deep look at the actual English writing proficiency of 

secondary school students in China. I uncover their general writing 

competence in the international English tests, present gender and 

regional differences, analyse the existing problems in their writings, 

and suggest possible solutions according to the results of previous 

research. Finally, in Chapter Six, I draw the conclusion, show the 

implications of my study, and also suggest possibilities for future 

research. 

 

The study starts from an overview of the international context of EFL 

writing teaching, which will be presented in the next chapter. 

 

  



 12 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Two  EFL Writing Teaching in An International 

Context 

 

2.1 Introduction  

 

Since the Mid-18th century, along with the British colonial expansion 

worldwide and rapid development of military and economic power of 

English-speaking countries (Phillipson,1997; Crystal, 2012), English 

has become an international language (Graddol, 2006). According to 

Howatt and Smith (2014), EFL teaching went through “the Classical 

Period (1750–1880)” which centred the grammar-translation 

approach, “the Reform Period (1880–1920)” which started to concern 

about spoken language, “the Scientific Period (1920–70)” inspired by 

the technological invention and application of tape recorders and 

language laboratory, and “the Communicative Period (1970–2000+)” 

which focus on real-life communication. In recent years, the task-

based language teaching method is becoming more prevalent than 

communicative language teaching approach (Kumaravadivelu, 

2006). 

 

At the turn of the 21st century, Leki (2001) pointed out that the 

increasing focus on ESL writing was seen internationally both in 

social life and in academic areas. Internet links individuals from all 

over the world via e-mail and social media. In the globalized 

employment market, job seekers found business and professional 

English writing skills extremely helpful to get work. For the students 

in the academic context, first, English writing is tested in nearly all 
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the major exams; second, students need this key skill to further study 

in international academic institutions. For academic professionals 

including professors and lecturers, the pressure of publishing 

internationally kept growing over time (Flowerdew, 1999). Massive 

new ESL writing courses and programs came up for the educational 

function. This phenomenon was never seen before (Leki, 2001). 

 

In this chapter, first, I will review the major methods of teaching EFL 

writing. Then I will introduce EFL writing policies and pedagogies in 

different countries in Europe and Asia. 

 

2.2 Different Approaches to Teaching EFL Writing 

 

EFL teaching is deeply influenced by the fashionable language 

theories of the time (Hinkel, 2006; Hunter & Smith, 2012). Product, 

process and genre approaches have successively dominated the 

writing teaching in EFL classrooms since the 1980s (Badger & 

White, 2000), one as the improvement and innovation of the previous 

one. 

 

2.2.1 Product Approaches 

 

Since school language education is generally test-oriented, students’ 

writing outcomes are evaluated by the scores or grades they get for 

their final products. Traditionally, EFL writing teaching was 

dominated by product-based approaches. Texts are both the focus 

and the aim. It was believed that linguistic knowledge like 

vocabulary, sentence patterns, and clauses can be arranged in 

certain structures to achieve semantic goals independently of 

contexts, writers and readers (Hyland, 2015).  
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But Badger and White (2000) argued that important process skills 

like planning and drafting are disregarded. Students’ knowledge 

background and ability variance are undervalued. Although students 

may acquire linguistic knowledge and writing techniques through 

large input of sample writings, their writing skills are not fully 

developed, and they lack agency in writing, especially for readers 

other than examiners in a non-school context. In the long run, the 

product-oriented methods may cause applicational difficulties in 

authentic language situations, one of the most serious problems in 

EFL education (Hyland, 2015). 

 

2.2.2 Process Approaches 

 

Flower and Hayes (1981) proposed the hypothesis that the process 

of writing was actually the mental process the writers strived towards 

their goals. Advocators of process-focused approaches held the view 

that perfected writing procedures are both the pathway and the 

criteria of good writing (Murray, 1982; White, 1988; Zamel, 1982). 

Unlike product approaches, the input is not regarded as crucial, 

grammatical accuracy and well-knit structure are not particularly 

emphasized either (Badger & White, 2000). The writer’s knowledge 

and potential are highly valued. The development of students’ writing 

skills, such as planning, composing, revising and editing, are 

teachers’ focus and aims.  

 

To L1 writers, this kind of approach can be considered as “a useful 

corrective to preoccupations with ‘product’ and student accuracy” 

(Hyland, 2004, p. 25). But to EFL learners, the process-focused 

teaching approaches bring about several remarkable problems. First, 

insufficient input is the cause of the later major problem of content 

generating. Also, EFL students with a vague understanding of 

grammar and text structure have difficulty producing accurate and 

fluent writing, not mention a high-standard academic paper. The 
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overemphasis of individual factors and neglect of social context are 

the widely recognized issues as well (Badger & White, 2000; ). 

 

2.2.3 Genre Approaches 

 

According to Hyland (2004), “Genre is a term for grouping texts 

together, representing how writers typically use language to respond 

to recurring situations” (p. 4). Each genre possesses its unique 

structure, writing purpose, and most noticeably, linguistic 

characteristics (Hyland, 2015). Although genre-based approaches 

centre on the outcome of writing activity like product approaches do, 

they put emphasis on the writer’s purpose, the readers’ expectations, 

the social context and the community consensus, and regard the text 

as a form of social interaction and construction (Badger & White, 

2000; Hyland, 2015). Through the learning-teaching cycle of 

deconstruction (Figure 2), e.g. modelling a text, joint construction 

and independent construction (Firkins, Forey, & Sengupta, 2007; 

Rothery, 1996), students’ learning efficiency can be improved up to 

2-4 times (Rose & Martin, 2012). The explicit and systematic 

features of genre-oriented approaches well meet the learner writers’ 

needs and empower the EFL students who are still unfamiliar with 

the typical patterns and culture capital of the target language 

(Hyland, 2004). At the meantime, teachers also benefit from the 

genre-based writing teaching by better understanding the 

communicative function of the text and “scaffolding” directly and 

efficiently as guides do (Hyland, 2004). Anyway, since genres are 

almost fixed, students are in a relatively passive position and their 

creativity is largely confined (Badger & White, 2000; Hyland, 2004, 

2015). 
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Figure 2: Teaching and learning cycle (Rothery, 1996, p. 102) 

 

2.2.4 Process Genre Approaches 

 

Each one of the methods mentioned above has its strengths and 

weaknesses. Badger and White (2000) pointed out that writing was a 

complex with linguistic knowledge which was emphasized in product 

approach and genre approach, language application skills which 

were the centre of the process approach, and the understanding of 

the writing context as genre approach stressed. So, they suggested 

a synthesis called “a process genre approach” which 

complementarily drew on all three (Figure 3).  
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Figure 3: A Process Genre Model of Teaching Writing (Badger and White, 2000, p. 
159) 
 

2.2.5 Post-method Pedagogy 

 

For EFL teachers in different contexts faced various challenges, 

such as large class size, time limits, and local needs. L2 writing 

instruction was also constrained by the lack of teacher training on 

writing teaching and paucity of student training in L1 writing (Leki, 

2001). Conventional teaching methods with specific application steps 

could not be effectively applied to all these different educational 

contexts (Brown, 2001; Kumaravadivelu, 2003, 2006).  

 

Larsen-Freeman (2000) suggested that teachers adjust their 

instruction flexibly according to the teaching conditions and their 

students’ need. Kumaravadivelu (2001) proposed to break the 

limitations of a certain method and urged L2 instructors to form their 

own “post-method pedagogy” (p. 1) to adapt to different instructional 

conditions. 
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2.3 EFL Policies and Writing Pedagogies in Different Countries 

 

In this part, I will focus on European countries where EFL writing 

teaching is relatively mature and Asian countries which share 

substantial similarities with China in EFL writing pedagogy. 

 

2.3.1 Europe 

 

English started to be widely taught as a foreign language in Europe 

at the start of the 18th century (Howatt & Smith, 2014). Thus, EFL 

education including the writing teaching is quite mature in Europe.  

 

In German society, English is widely used in politics, business, 

research, and mass media. According to Reichelt (2009), English 

instruction has been a norm in German secondary schools since the 

1960s. English writing teaching in Germany is creativity-centred, thus 

the students are motivated to learn written English as well as spoken 

English. Besides the conventional writing tasks like describing 

themselves and composing letters, middle school students practise 

creative writing, such as creating an ending for a story, writing an 

extra scene for the story. High school students usually undertake 

writing practices in the form of analysing and evaluating the text, and 

giving opinions about the text. Students got feedback from their 

teacher and classmates about their writing. In 2002, the curriculum 

reforms for secondary school English instruction was implemented. 

As a result, the communicative purpose was emphasized in the 

writing tasks. Students started to take more creative forms of writing 

practices like writing an English play, writing a tourist guide and 

making a class newspaper in English. 

 

English instruction in Spain has gained increasing focus since the 

country became a member of the European Community. But EFL 
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writing skill is not emphasized compared with listening, speaking, 

and reading. Writing is traditionally employed to strengthen English 

vocabulary and grammar. Anyway, currently, English composition 

writing is a part of the college entrance exams in most autonomous 

communities. Middle school students receive instruction about 

writing short messages and letters. High school students learn to 

write English newspapers, leaflets, and questionnaires. The product 

approach is widely used to teach writing. Nevertheless, since the 

structures are relatively fixed, and there is very limited space for 

creativity, the actual practice degrades into exercises for 

grammatical accuracy (Reichelt, 2009). 

 

2.3.2 Asia 

 

Led by researchers like Harold E. Palmer, EFL research in Asia 

began to flourish in 1920s (Howatt & Smith, 2014). Yet writing 

teaching has not gain attention until the 21st century. 

 

In the West Asian country Jordan, according to Al-Jarrah and Al-

Ahmad (2013) , English entered the national curriculum early in the 

1950s. In 2000, the government decided to start teaching English in 

Grade 1. Teachers follow the instructions in the textbooks and use 

the topic-based method to teach writing. The writing tasks in the 

primary level(1st to 10th grade) cover a wide range of topics of social 

life, such as familiar people, tours and journeys, e-mails and letters 

and so on. In the secondary level (11th and 12th grade), writing 

practices focus on more complicated assignments as use linking 

words to write and writing a paragraph by answering a series of 

questions. Although the goal of the English textbooks is to enable 

students to comprehend, read and write, the actual outcomes are not 

promising. There are two reasons. First, the writing tasks are not 

presented independently, they are combined with other practices. 

So, writing is always neglected. Second, due to the time limitation of 
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the class, writing is carried out in a final product method. It means 

the students barely have a chance to revise or rewrite. 

 

In Japan, communicative language teaching method started to take 

the ground of grammar-translation approach about thirty years ago. 

To carry it out more efficiently, the government initiated the Japan 

Exchange and Teaching Program (JET). English native speakers 

were hired to give lessons to secondary school students from time to 

time (Sakui, 2007). But the large class size, the rote-learning 

tradition, and extreme pursuit for error-free grammar hindered the 

development of English instruction (Hyde, 2002). And these reflected 

in writing instruction as well. In secondary schools, writing practice is 

normally in the form of translating Japanese sentences into English 

(Heffernan, 2006; Hirose, 2003). Writing activities such as diary 

writing are occasionally undertaken (Casanave, 2009). Actually, 

Japanese secondary schools scarcely provide any formal instruction 

on academic writing to their students (Ito, 2011). Thus, in order to get 

high scores in the college entrance exams which usually include 

English writing tasks, some high school students attend extra writing 

lessons after school (Reichelt, 2009). 

 

As an Eastern Asian country, Korea has the same problems in 

secondary school English teaching as that in Japan, such as big 

class size and overuse of the grammar-translation method. The 

translation-based approach and overemphasis on grammar in 

secondary schools led to students’ misconception of English writing. 

Tyson (2003) revealed that most college students in his class 

regarded grammatical accuracy is the most important standard of 

good writing. Other factors of effective writing are largely neglected. 

All the existing problems slowed the development of secondary 

school students’ writing competence (Schenck et al, 2015).  

 



 21 

2.4 Conclusion 

 

As we can see, foreign language teaching is inevitably influenced by 

international research trends. Product, process, genre, and process 

genre approaches were prevalent worldwide at one point. However, 

Reichelt (2009) indicates at “The 2008 Symposium on Second 

Language Writing” that the local writing instruction practices 

variously in different socio-cultural contexts according to many 

factors, such as the language status, learners’ purposes, historical, 

economic and political elements. Leki (2001) shows the similar 

concern on the two types of challenges faced by instructors: the 

everyday challenges writing instructors face in the classroom and the 

ideological challenges in a deeper sense and with a more significant 

impact.  

 

In most countries where English is taught and used as a foreign 

language, the English language is one of the main subjects in the 

curriculum. Detailed English teaching objectives are set and concrete 

teaching methods are applied to improve secondary school students’ 

English writing competence. However, the actual situation is that 

English is taught generally as one subject while the writing skill is 

often integrated with other language skills (Al-Jarrah & Al-Ahmad, 

2013; Reichelt, 2009), and students’ English levels are not as 

optimistic as expected due to complicated factors including mother 

tongue inferences and lack of teacher training (Leki, 2001). 

 

Returning to China, there EFL writing teaching also started to 

develop. Before the 21st century, it was in its initial stage and has a 

lot of problems which will be discussed in the following chapter.  
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Chapter Three   Secondary School EFL Writing Teaching 

Prior to the Eighth National Curriculum Reform for Basic 

Education 

 

3.1 Introduction 

 

The status of English saw ups and downs according to the social 

context in China before the Eighth National Curriculum Reform for 

Basic Education in 2001. In this chapter, I will first introduce the 

domestic and overseas social context in China before 2001 and 

explain how it decided the position of English as a course in the 

secondary school curriculum. Then I will take a close look at the 

writing teaching in every aspect of the old foreign language 

education policy including the old syllabus, textbooks, and 

assessment. Finally, the actual practice of writing teaching involving 

course arrangement, teaching methods, teachers’ role, and the 

students’ experience will be examined. 

 

3.2 Domestic and Overseas Social Context 

 

In the early 1950s, China maintained a close relationship with the 

Soviet Union, which led to the dominance of Russian as the foreign 

language taught in schools before 1957 (Adamson, 2004; CTMRI, 

2001). The Sino-Soviet relations started to deteriorate after Stalin’s 

death in 1953. At the same time, the importance of English as a key 
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to access the latest scientific and technological achievements was 

realized. As Russian was not as popular as before, English began to 

take its place as the most important foreign language in the school 

curriculum (Lam, 2002).  

 

The back-to-English movement did not last long as the Cultural 

Revolution broke out in 1966. In the following decade, the political 

and social turbulence in China caused by the Cultural Revolution 

interrupted everyday teaching and learning. Foreign languages 

especially English stopped being taught in most schools (Adamson, 

1997). It was worse that people were forbidden to practise foreign 

languages, for any teaching, learning and using of foreign languages 

would be accused of spying, and foreign language teachers suffered 

by being interrogated, arrested and even sent into jail (Adamson, 

1997; Hui, 2001). In nearly three decades since 1949, English 

teaching as a whole was fluctuating, not mention the writing 

instruction. In fact, during this time, not even a single copy of English 

writing textbook was ever published and used nationwide (Xu, 1989). 

However, in 1976, the Cultural Revolution was over. As a new 

syllabus was devised and the new textbooks were promoted, 

schooling in China began to be restored (Adamson, 1997).  

 

In 1978, the Reform and Opening Policy initiated by Deng Xiaoping 

was implemented. It fundamentally changed the social and economic 

physiognomy of China. It was stated in the 1978 English syllabus for 

ten-year full-time primary and middle schools (Trial draft): 

 

English is a very widely used language throughout the 
world. In certain aspects, English is a very important tool: 
for international class struggle; for economic and trade 
relationships; for cultural, scientific and technological 
exchange; and for the development of international 
friendship (CTMRI, 2001, p. 120, Adamson’s translation, 
1997, p. 18). 
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Deng Xiaoping (1979) also required that anyone who had the ability 

to learn a foreign language should. Until then, English was officially 

included in the national curriculum in China. In the 1980s, there 

arose a wave of going abroad to study or to live. According to the 

data collected by Shanghai Academy of Social Science (1999), in 

about 15 years between 1978 to 1992, 160 thousand Chinese 

furthered their education abroad. This even outnumbered the total of 

people who went abroad to study within almost 100 years between 

1872 to 1976. Great interest in learning English aroused in 

universities where students prepared themselves for overseas study. 

And in secondary schools English was also valued. And the 

enthusiasm of learning English continued to grow in the 1990s 

(Adamson, 2001). 

 

After the disintegration of the Soviet Union in 1991, China began to 

seek a more international orientation by “endeavouring to join the 

WTO and bidding to host the 2008 Olympic Games, both of which 

were successful” (Lam, 2002, p. 246). Then people were keen to 

learn English not only for going abroad to study, but also for a bunch 

of other reasons, like getting promoted at work, doing foreign trade, 

travelling abroad and so on. Commercial English training institutes 

for people’s needs sprung up overnight. Among them, “New 

Orientation School”, “Li Yang’s Crazy English” were the most well-

known ones (Hui, 2001).  

 

In the following sections, the English curriculum in China from 1978 

to 2001 will be focused. 

 

3.3 EFL Writing in the Old Foreign Language Education Policy 

 

In this section, the old foreign language education policy will be 

examined from three aspects: the old syllabus, old textbooks, and 

the assessment method. 
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3.3.1 EFL Writing in the Syllabus 

 

In China，MOE is in charge of deciding the national curriculum 

policies while the People’s Education Press (PEP) writes the syllabi 

and compiles textbooks (Adamson & Morris, 1997).  

 

From 1978 to the Eighth National Curriculum Reform in 2001, the 

English syllabus for middle and high school students has gone 

through two development phases: 1978-1990 and 1988-2000 (Liu, 

2008). There was an overlap of the two phases because the 

students using the old syllabus had not graduated while the new 

students began to study under the new syllabus. 

 

In 1978, the National Foreign Language Teaching Symposium was 

held to discuss the foreign language education in China. At the 

meeting, it was pointed out that foreign language courses were as 

important as Chinese and Math in secondary schools, and they 

should be paid great attention to (Fu, 1986). In the same year, the 

implementation of English syllabus for ten-year full-time primary and 

middle schools (Trial draft) further secured the central position of 

English language education in secondary schools. 

 

The 1978 syllabus was slightly amended in 1980, and was further 

revised and renamed as English language syllabus for full-time 

secondary school in 1986, and English language syllabus for full-

time secondary school (Revised) in 1990. The 1986 and 1990 syllabi 

shared the same teaching aims: 

 

To provide students with basic training on listening, 
speaking, reading, writing, and translating, with a focus on 
reading ability and independent learning ability, and to lay 
a solid foundation for further learning and application of 
English (CTMRI, 2001, p. 162, p. 210, my translation).  
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In the 1978 syllabus, writing was not described separately from other 

language skills. And requirement of writing ability was no more than 

the sentence level, for the longest thing students needed to write in 

the test papers was the answers to the questions. It was the status 

quo of EFL writing in secondary schools before 1989 when 

composition writing was included in the National Matriculation 

English Test (NMET) (Qian, Zhu, & Liang, 1988). Actually, even for 

English majors in college, the writing course was not considered as 

important as other courses such as intensive reading, listening 

comprehension, conversation and literature. The writing ability was a 

minor skill that was good to have but not an essential anyway (Xu, 

1989, p. 12). 

 

Anyway, the 1986 and 1990 syllabi took writing teaching into 

consideration though there was only a brief suggestion of teaching 

method: 

 

Making sentences, answering questions, writing to 
pictures, writing letters, and keeping diaries, etc., these 
activities all contribute to foster writing ability. Writing can 
also be trained with listening, speaking, and reading. For 
instance, dictating and writing the text for short, and writing 
an abstract (CTMRI, 2001, p. 165, p. 213, my translation). 

 

For middle school students, there was no requirement for writing. As 

for high school students, the writing requirements just varied in 

number of words from grade to grade, 50-70 words for Grade 10 

(CTMRI, 2001, p. 219), 50-80 words for Grade 11 (p. 220), and 

about 100 words for Grade 12 (p. 221). 

  

The second development phase since 1978 began at 1988 when the 

old syllabus was still in use.  

 

In The new English language syllabus for full-time middle school 

(Preliminary draft) which came out in 1988, writing is listed as an 

independent ability (CTMRI, 2001, p. 204). The 1992 English 
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syllabus for nine-year compulsory education full-time middle schools 

(Trial) went a little further. The targets for writing for middle school 

students was divided into two levels. Level 1 was for students who 

finished first two years in middle schools and Level 2 was for 

students who finished the third year (Table 3.2). 

 

Level 1 have neat handwriting & basic orthographic skills; write a 
dictation based on a familiar passage at a speed of five 
to seven words per minute; answer questions in the 
textbook in writing; make simple sentences based on 
models 

Level 2 have neat handwriting & orthographic skills; write (at 
around 10-12 words per minute) a dictation based on a 
familiar passage read at a speed of 100-110 words per 
minute; answer questions in the textbook in writing; 
make simple sentences & communicative discourse 
(such as messages) based on models 

Table 2: Targets for Writing in the 1993 syllabus (CTMRI, 2001, pp. 253-254, 
Adamson’s translation, 2001, p. 24) 

 

In general, from the implementation of the Reform and Opening 

Policy in 1978 to the end of the 20th century, English language 

education in Chinese secondary schools owned much attention and 

saw big advancement. The era of great development of English 

language education has come at the turn of the new century (Han & 

Liu, 2008). 

 

3.3.2 EFL Writing in Textbooks 

 

From 1978 to 1993, most secondary schools in China used the 

textbooks edited by People’s Education Press (PEP). Being 

published accompanying the English syllabus for ten-year full-time 

primary and middle Schools (Trial draft), the textbooks (PEP, 1983a, 

1983b) reflected the spirit of the syllabus. Chinese-English and 

English-Chinese translation exercises were common in the textbooks 

(PEP, 1983a, 1983b). Audio-lingualism and grammar-translation 

approach were suggested as the main teaching methods of the texts 

(Adamson & Morris, 1997).  
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There was no content of composition writing in the middle school 

textbooks (PEP, 1983a). For high schools, students were required to 

learn about 12 lessons each term. Each lesson consisted of several 

texts and exercises. The content of texts covered stories, plays, 

excerpts from fictions and so on. Writing is neither the focus of 

teaching nor the centre of exercises. The fact was composition 

writing tasks were very rare in the textbooks. For example, in the 

textbook for the first term of the senior year, there were only two 

simple writing tasks. One is to make a short announcement of a 

basketball match, the other is to write a notice. Samples were given 

for the both 50-word tasks (PEP, 1983b). 

 

From 1993, the textbooks Junior English for China (JEFC) and 

Senior English for China (SEFC) jointly edited by PEP and Longman 

Press had been used in most parts of China. Also, other versions of 

English textbooks were encouraged according to particular regional 

needs. Writing skill was not emphasized in the middle school stage. 

The textbooks for middle school students contained no writing 

instruction or exercises (PEP & Longman, 1994). But different from 

high school textbooks under the 1978 syllabus, writing skills started 

to play a regular part of the exercises in each unit. For example, 

there were twelve units in the textbook for the first term of the 11th 

grade. At the end of each unit, a writing task was included as a part 

of the exercise. The topics included writing a letter and replying to a 

letter, descriptive writing of one’s favourite newspaper, a famous 

singer or film star, and local place of interest, and argumentative 

writing about good and bad things about zoos, etc. The requirement 

for the length became 100-150 words (PEP & Longman, 1996). 
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3.3.3 EFL Writing in Assessment 

 

Due to the importance of the National Matriculation English Test, 

how writing in the NMET papers were presented and assessed will 

be focused in this part. 

 

Although the teaching syllabus was supposed to be the guidance of 

daily teaching in secondary schools, the fact is that schools and 

teachers were inevitably following the direction of the assessment 

criteria (Qi, 2007; Zeng & Liu, 2012). For most secondary school 

students who would take the life-determining National Higher 

Education Entrance Examination, the writing task in the National 

Matriculation English Test (NMET) paper was regarded as the baton 

that guided their attitudes toward writing (Cheng, 2008; Qi, 2007). 

 

Since 1979 when the NMET scores was counted as part of the total 

score of the NHEEE, the question types in the English test paper 

have been paid particular attention by both students and teachers 

who were getting ready for the exam. Echoing the change of the 

syllabi, the NMET papers went through two rough development 

phases: No composition writing task from 1979 to 1988 (Qian et al., 

1988), and with composition writing tasks from 1989 to 2001.  

 

The 1979-1988 version of the English test paper has 100 points as 

the full mark. Although the question types changed a little year from 

year, word spelling to check vocabulary, pronunciation distinguishing 

to check speaking, multiple choice to check grammar, and reading 

comprehension to check reading ability were always in the papers in 

that time (Qian, Zhu, & Liang, 1988). In the test papers from 1979 to 

1981, there was no composition writing task. However, there 

appeared Chinese-English sentence translation or paragraph 

translation question types (Qian et al., 1988). These tested students’ 

translation ability as well as the sentence organization ability. It can 

be seen as the preliminary form of writing in the NMET 
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From 1986 to 1988, the Chinese-English translation was replaced by 

a new question type, that was dialogue complement (Qian et al., 

1988). It was designed to mainly test discourse ability of the 

candidates. Yet the sentence writing ability was assessed at the 

same time. Without Chinese sentences to translate to, students had 

to write more independently. Thus, the writing ability was better 

assessed in the dialogue complement question type than in the 

Chinese-English translation type. 

 

As the wave of going abroad spread in the 1980s, writing ability was 

brought to more attention, for it was equally tested as other language 

skills in the TOEFL and GRE tests. After English syllabus for nine-

year compulsory education full-time middle schools (Preliminary 

draft) was implemented in 1988, the 1989 NMET added composition 

writing task for the first time. And the single task took up 15 points of 

the total 100 points (Shi, 2010). The 15-point composition writing 

became a fixed question type in the NMET paper, whereas the word 

limit was 80 to 120 from 1990 to 1992 (Dong et al., 2011). Anyway, 

the writing task was still in the form of the controlled composition. 

About 10 given key points in Chinese must be covered. The writing 

requirements in the papers indicated that students should not directly 

translate the given key points in Chinese into English. But the fact 

was that the grading standards were developed largely dependent 

on the translation of the given key points in Chinese. On one hand, 

the key points as prompts made the writing easier; on the other 

hand, they confined students’ imagination and expression to a fixed 

pattern (Dong et al., 2011). 

 

In 1992, the requirement was to write a diary according to 6 pictures. 

Before that, the writing tasks in the test papers were in the form of a 

notification or introduction on the base of given main points in 

Chinese. Since different students could interpret the pictures in 

different ways and use different words, phrases and sentence 
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patterns, the composition writing here provided more space for free 

creation (Dong et al., 2011).  

 

In 1994, the total score for National Matriculation English Test was 

adjusted to 150 points. The score for composition writing in the paper 

became 25 points. The percentage of writing score in the English 

test rose from 15% to around 17% (Shi, 2010). Anyway, the word 

limit (around 100 words) and other requirements stayed nearly the 

same (Dong et al., 2011). 

 

The mark for composition writing went up to 30 points as the English 

syllabus for full-time high schools (Experimental) began to apply in 

1996. Seeing that the total mark for the English test stayed at 150, 

the percentage of writing score leapt up to 20% of the test (Shi, 

2010).  

 

The 15-point compositions were graded to five scales while the 25-

point and the 30-point writings were graded to seven scales. No 

matter the full mark for writing in the test paper was 15 points, 25 

points, or 30 points, the grading criteria were similar. The grading 

criteria mainly contained two aspects: the covering of the key points, 

and the error rate. According to the strong washback effect of the 

NMET (Qi, 2007; Zeng & Liu, 2012), the grading criteria largely 

decided the direction of the writing teaching in class, including the 

teaching methods, teachers’ roles and students’ learning experience, 

which will be revealed below.  

 

3.4 EFL Writing in Practice 

 

The actual practice of writing teaching involving course arrangement, 

teaching methods, teachers’ role, and the students’ role will be 

discussed here. 
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3.4.1 Course Arrangements 

 

In the development phase 1978-1990, according to the course 

design in the English teaching syllabi for secondary schools, 4 to 5 

class hours per week should be guaranteed. That means the 

students had one English class each day. But the teachers still 

complained about the shortage of time for teaching so many 

contents in the textbooks (Adamson, 1997). As there was no specific 

requirement of writing ability in the syllabi, and there was not any 

independent section for writing in the textbooks, also before 1989, 

composition writing was not a part of the NMET, most schools did 

not pay attention to writing teaching or even consider arranging any 

writing instruction for their students.  

 

The negligence of writing teaching in the secondary schools 

continued into college. In the survey in 1987 conducted by Xu 

(1989), all the participants, 14 Chinese non-English-majors studying 

at US graduate schools, said that they did not receive any writing 

instruction during their undergraduate days in Chinese universities. 

Actually, none of them had ever written English compositions in all 

their school days in China. During that period, only English majors in 

college had writing courses which were still considered secondary to 

other courses on listening, speaking and reading (Xu, 1989). 

 

3.4.2 Teaching Methods 

 

The national textbook Series 6 and 7 accompanying the 1978 and 

1986 syllabi were based on and quite similar with Series 5 used in 

1960s. So, the teaching methods promoted was a combination of the 

audio-lingual approach which was prevalent in 1960s and the 

grammar-translation method which was dominant in 1950s which 

came back strongly after the Cultural Revolution (Adamson,1997; 
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Xu, 1989). There was no single writing part in the textbooks then, 

most of the time in class was spent on the sentence pattern drills, 

dialogues, grammar, and the text in the books. Adamson (1997) 

described the common classroom practice then: at the primary stage 

of the English learning, listening to cassette tapes and practicing 

sentence pattern drills and small conversations were the routine in 

English classes in middle schools. In the senior year of middle school 

and in high schools, the sample texts which covered stories, science, 

politics became the focus of the teaching and learning. 

 

Though composition writing has been included in the NMET in 1989 

and writing has been listed as an independent ability in the learning 

targets of the 1993 syllabus, writing still played a minor role in the 

new textbooks Junior English for China (JEFC) and Senior English 

for China (SEFC). According to Adamson (2001), the new textbooks 

were communication and interaction oriented to keep up with the 

trend of purposeful communication in the ELT worldwide. The focus 

of the textbooks was still on developing students’ speaking skills and 

reading skills. In the Teacher’s Books, the “Five-step Method” 

(revision-presentation-drills-practice-consolidation) and the “PPP 

(presentation-practice-production)” teaching model were introduced 

to facilitate more efficient teaching (Adamson, 2001, p. 28).  

 

3.4.3 Teachers’ Roles 

 

The traditional teacher-centred teaching approach was once a big 

problem in China (Adamson, 2001; Jin & Cortazzi, 2006). The syllabi 

since 1978 tried to change that situation. But frustratedly, the 

teacher-centred, textbook-centred, and test-centred teaching method 

is so deep rooted that it remained in some classrooms (Adamson et 

al., 2000).  
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Writing teaching was new to many teachers who had never received 

relevant training when they were studying at school (Jin & Cortazzi, 

2006). So, they were cautious when teaching writing. In order to 

teach the NMET candidates to write full-mark composition in the 

English test, teachers felt it was their responsibility to require 

students to write down, memorize, and repeat words, phrases, 

sentences, paragraphs, or even fixed structures which were 

considered more useful and secure than new ideas and 

improvisation (Xu, 1989). 

 

3.4.4 Students’ Experience 

 

In 2001, among the six objectives of Compendium of curriculum 

reform for basic education (Experimental) , one objective was about 

student learning: 

 

to change the emphasis of teaching and curriculum 
implementation from heavily drilled rote learning, to more 
emphasis on active learning and inquiry ability (MOE, 
2001, Yin’s translation, 2013, p. 332) 

 

“Heavily drilled rote learning” (Yin, 2013, p. 332) was the exact 

description of the students’ learning state before the Eighth National 

Curriculum Reform in 2001. It was also the case when referring to 

English composition writing. As a response to teachers’ form-

oriented instruction method and accuracy-cantered grading 

approach, students passively put their emphasis on form and 

accuracy just as the teachers required. They did a lot of mechanical 

work like memorizing words, phrases, sentences, and structures to 

write so-called “standard compositions” with no grammatical errors 

(Xu, 1989).  
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3.5 Conclusion 

 

Before 1978, the status of English language teaching varied 

according to the changing social context in China. Since the Reform 

and Opening Policy was implemented in 1978, English has owned its 

central place in the curriculum, and English teaching has developed 

rapidly in all levels of the Chinese educational systems.  

 

In the 1978 English syllabus, the requirement for writing skill was at 

the sentence level and was not listed independently. And in middle 

school and high school textbooks, there was scarcely any trace for 

writing instruction or exercises. The policy led to teachers’ and 

students’ neglect of English writing (Qi, 2007).  

 

This situation was altered when the 1993 syllabus came out. Writing 

was treated as an important skill, and requirements for different 

stages were listed in detail. Also, high school English textbooks 

included writing as a regular part of every unit. And as composition 

writing became a part of the NMET in 1989, the washback effect 

appeared. Teachers started to pay more attention to writing 

instruction. And students undertook more composition writing 

exercises. But most writing tasks including those in the NMET were 

in the form of controlled composition. Too much emphasis on 

standard structure and grammatical accuracy hindered real 

improvement of students’ writing ability. 
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Chapter Four Secondary School EFL Writing Pedagogy 

After the Eighth National Curriculum Reform for Basic 

Education 

 

4.1 Introduction 

 

Marked by the publication of the Compendium of curriculum reform 

for basic education (Experimental) by MOE, the Eighth National 

Curriculum Reform (NCR) for Basic Education started on a big scale 

in June 2001 (Yin, 2013). Twenty-two new curriculum standards 

covering kindergartens, primary schools, middle schools, and high 

schools were implemented at the same time to replace the old 

syllabuses. The NCR scheduled to renew nine facets of the basic 

education curriculum system: 

 

reform goals, curriculum structure, curriculum standards, 
teaching and learning, the development of teaching 
materials, curriculum evaluation, curriculum management, 
teacher training, and the organization of the curriculum 
reform (MOE,2001, Yin’s translation, 2013, p. 332) 

 

Among all these aspects, not only external factors like 

textbooks and other teaching materials were planned to 

change, but also internal factors as teaching methods and 

evaluation criteria were aimed to innovate. In a word, the Eighth 

National Curriculum Reform for Basic Education was one of the 

most great-scaled and profound educational reforms since the 

foundation of PRC (Yan, 2015; Yin, 2013). 
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In the Compendium, it was stated that the new curriculum would 

comprehensively promote quality-centred education in order to 

encourage students to 

 

develop an innovative spirit, capability for action, life-long 
learning skills, and to acquire scientific and artistic literacy 
together with environmental awareness (MOE, 2001, Yin’s 
translation, 2013, p. 332). 

 

From September 2001, the new curricula for primary and middle 

schools began to be implemented in 38 regions. Teachers 

received training to prepare for the new curricula. By September 

2005, all new students in the compulsory education stage in 

China were using the new textbooks and studying under the 

new curriculum standards. In 2003, the Curriculum standards of 

general high schools (Experimental) along with fifteen new 

curriculum standards was enacted. First, in September 2004, 

high school students in four regions started to learn under the 

new curricula. It was not until seven years later that all the high 

school students nationwide had studied under the new 

curriculum (Yin, 2013). 

 

Anyway, the NCR did not end at that point. Nineteen new 

curriculum standards including the English standard for 

compulsory education were revised in 2011, and fourteen new 

curriculum standards for high schools were revised in 2017.  

 

Anyway, the English writing pedagogy today is deeply 

influenced not only by the Eight NCR and the succedent 

innovations, but also the new domestic and overseas social 

context in the 21st century, both of which will be discussed in 

this chapter. 
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4.2 Importance of English Proficiency in the Domestic and Overseas 

Social Context  

 

Nowadays, "there is no greater context for educational change than 

that of globalization, nor grander way of conceptualizing what 

educational change is about" (Wells et al., 2005, p. 322). Economic 

restructuring and competition called for new talents with qualities like 

team spirit, communication, problem-solving, and decision-making 

which were neglected in the old educational systems (Levin, 1998). 

Globalization in the late 20th century and the early 21st century 

caused a large scale of educational reforms across the world, which 

included No Child Left Behind in the US; the national curriculum 

reform for compulsory education in Norway and Finland; and the 

national curriculum reforms in other Asian countries like Korea, 

Japan, Thailand, Singapore, and the Philippines (Fullan, 2009; Yin, 

2017). The NCR in China was also a part of this global educational 

reform wave (Yin & Lee, 2012). 

 

MOE urged schools to put English in an important position due to the 

international and domestic social context (MOE, 2003). Each will be 

explored in turn. 

 

At the global stage, China, as an emerging power in the world, 

required more citizens with higher English levels to take part in the 

international affairs (Jiang, 2003; Nunan, 2003; Pan & Block, 2011).  

 

First, after 15 years’ negotiation, China finally became a member of 

the World Trade Organization (WTO). English proficiency is the 

prerequisite of participating in the world trade which ensures China’s 

economic prosperity (He, 2017). According to the data provided by 

World Trade Organization (WTO, 2019), in 2018, China exported 

nearly 2.5 trillion dollars (US$) of goods which ranked number 1 in 

the world and imported over 2.1 trillion dollars of merchandise which 
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just came after the United States. The total value of merchandise 

trade was ranked the world’s number 1 for the second consecutive 

year. It made China one of the top economies in the world. Jobs 

related to international trade put English proficiency as the first 

requirement (He, 2017). Since 1993 when the Cambridge Business 

English Certificate (BEC) test was introduced into China by the 

National Educational Examinations Authority (NEEA), it has become 

the most authoritative, valued, and influential vocational English 

examination in China (NEEA, 2019a). Together with the International 

English Language Testing System (IELTS) and the Test of English 

as a Foreign Language (TOEFL), it is now one of the top 3 widely-

taken overseas English tests in China (NEEA, 2019a). More and 

more companies in China and abroad require their employees to 

have BEC (Cheng, 2008).  

 

Second, China got the hosting right of the 2008 Olympic Games. To 

make full use of this opportunity to promote the nation and the 

culture, all the Chinese people with all the occupations including 

policemen, taxi drivers, and shop assistants were advised to 

enhance English levels. 

 

At the same time, English had owned its status as the global 

language in science and technological publishing field. Development 

in science and technology of China relies on the latest discoveries 

and inventions worldwide (He, 2017). In 1999, it was reported that 

over 80% of the world’s scientific papers were written in English, and 

more than 50% of all the scientific and technical journals were 

published in English (Zai, Zheng, & Zhang, 1999). At this point, it is 

understandable why English score accounts for such a big proportion 

of the National Higher Education Entrance Examination (NHEEE) 

and the Graduate School Entrance Examination (GSEE). College 

students and researchers must be proficient in English in order to 

learn about the newest research results and anticipate in the 
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international scientific and technological advancement (Cheng, 

2008).  

 

 

Domestically, on September 25th, 2000, China Central Television’s 

International English Channel started to broadcast. That was China’s 

first nationwide English television channel. It marked that English 

had gained national attention and became a widely used second 

language in China. The ongoing wave of going abroad from the 

1990s got more intense. In 2000, about 39 thousand Chinese 

students went abroad to study (National Bureau of Statistics of 

China, 2019a). In 2001, the number doubled to more than 84 

thousand National Bureau of Statistics of China, 2019b). And it rose 

dramatically to over 125 thousand in 2002 (National Bureau of 

Statistics of China, 2019c).  

 

On the individual level, English proficiency secures better jobs and 

higher pays (He, 2017). On April 23rd, the World Reading Day in 

2019, Youdao Reader public account, NetEase Youdao Online 

Dictionary, and China Daily website jointly issued Contemporary 

Chinese English learning report online. Based on data collected from 

800 million users and 5000 in-depth questionnaires, this report 

comprehensively and persuasively revealed the status quo of 

English learning in China. Regarding the correlation of English level 

and income, the higher one’s English level is, the more pay one gets  

(Youdao Reader, NetEase Youdao Online Dictionary, & China Daily, 

2019). Users who passed the Band-4 English Exam earn 3000 to 

5000 yuan each month, Band-6 users get 5000 to 10000 yuan per 

month, while users who get IELTS 6.5 or above earn monthly 

salaries as much as 12,000 to 15,000 yuan(Figure 4).  
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Figure 4: The correlation of English level and income (Youdao Reader, NetEase 
Youdao Online Dictionary, & China Daily, 2019) 

 

Also, at the individual level, knowing English makes traveling abroad 

convenient. According to the statistics provided by the Ministry of 

Culture and Tourism of People’s Republic of China (2019), during 

the year 2018, over 149 million people went travelling abroad. The 

number has risen by 14% over the past year. For the international 

tourists, the need for English proficiency grew quickly. 

 

As we can see, English proficiency means a lot to the nation as a 

whole as well as every individual citizen in China. In order to prompt 

the nationwide enthusiasm of English learning and provide more 

chances for every Chinese citizen especially those who do not go to 

college to obtain a national English level certificate, the National 

Educational Examinations Authority (NEEA) introduced the China 

Public English Test System (PETS) under the Ministry of Education 

in China in 1999 (Cheng, 2008). PETS has 5 levels and Level 5 as 

the top one. It emphasizes the communicative function and each 

level consists of a written test and an oral test which issue 
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certificates respectively. Candidates can take either the written test 

or the oral test or both. Only when an examinee gets both the written 

test certificate and the oral test certificate at the same level, he or 

she can obtain the PETS certificate of a certain level. In China, the 

PETS certificate is gaining more and more recognition these years. 

Now passing PETS Level 5 is the prerequisite to get the state-

sponsored overseas student qualification (NEEA, 2019b).  

 

More recently, in 2018, China’s Standards of English Language 

Ability (CSE), a document of great significance was issued by MOE 

(2018a). This thoroughly changed the situation that there were no 

uniform criteria to measure all learners’ English proficiency 

impartially regardless of age or educational background. Before that, 

English learners in China take various English exams from childhood 

including school tests, CET 4 and CET 6, TEM 4 and TEM 8, IELTS, 

TOEFL, PETS, and so on. Too many types of exams expended too 

much time and energy of the English learners. No coherence of the 

exams led to no coherence of English teaching in different 

educational stages. And different exams lack comparability between 

each other, candidates’ English level cannot be compared directly 

which caused unfairness in some cases. Also, because some tests 

like CET, TEM, and PETS are for Chinese people only, the 

candidates’ English level cannot get international recognition.  

 

The newly issued China’s standards of English language ability 

(CSE) describes English learners and users’ language 

comprehension ability, language production ability, pragmatic ability, 

linguistic knowledge, translation ability, and language applying 

strategies in 9 levels. Level 1 to 3 belong to the Foundation Stage, 

Level 4 to 6 are the Intermediate Stage, and Level 7 to 9 the Skilled 

Stage. Elementary school graduates should attain Level 2, middle 

school graduates must reach Level 5, while high school graduates 

should achieve Level 7 (MOE, 2018b).  
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This systematic and authoritative scale covers all educational stages 

and all the language skills. It also provides unified evaluation 

standards for all learners and teachers. It will gradually solve the 

problems of the unfairness of assessment and inconsistency of 

teaching. 

 

Some international recognized English exams like IELTS and Aptis 

have linked to China’s standards of English language ability (CSE). 

The results are shown in Figure 5 and 6. These events marked 

that “CSE is officially mapped to the international examination 

system” (British Council, 2019a). 

 

 

Figure 5: Results of Linking IELTS to China’s standards of English language ability 
(British Council, 2019a) 
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Figure 6: Results of Linking Aptis to China’s standards of English language ability 
(British Council, 2019a) 

 

Both domestic and global contexts boosted the development of 

English teaching and testing in China. All the language skills, 

especially writing, were urgent to improve at all educational levels 

nationwide. 

 

4.3 EFL Writing in the New Foreign Language Education Policy 

 

Compared to the focus on four language skills of the old English 

syllabi, The new English curriculum standard aims at 

comprehensively improve every aspect of the language learning 

process including emotion and strategy (MOE, 2012). Writing as a 

crucial language application ability has received great attention. The 

change reflects in the textbook arrangement and the evaluation 

system, and more substantially in the actual classroom teaching. In 

the following sections, all these changes will be discussed to reveal 

the status quo of the writing pedagogy in Chinese secondary 

schools. 
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4.3.1 EFL Writing in The New English Curriculum Standard 

 

The main objectives for The new English curriculum standard for 

compulsory education cover five aspects: language skills, linguistic 

knowledge, emotional attitude, learning strategy, and cultural 

consciousness (MOE, 2012, p. 9, my translation). It is intended to 

improve these five factors to enhance students’ comprehensive 

language application ability (see Figure 7).  

 

 

Figure 7: The main objectives for The new English curriculum standard for 
compulsory education (MOE, 2012, p. 9, my translation) 

 

As shown in Figure 8, English language teaching targets are divided 

into 9 levels in the basic education period (MOE, 2012, p. 6). The 

sixth graders must attain Level 2 when graduating from primary 

schools, the ninth graders must get Level 5 when graduating from 

middle schools, while the basic requirement for the twelfth graders is 

Level 7. The students who will take NMET must attain Level 8. And 

Level 9 is for high school graduates who are willing to further 

enhance their English proficiency. 
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Figure 8: English Curriculum Hierarchical Target System (MOE, 2012, p. 6, my 
translation) 

 

In The new English curriculum standard (MOE, 2012), writing ability 

has received unprecedented attention. In the objectives for each 

level, writing ability is listed exclusively and described in substantial 

detail (pp. 13-17).  

 

The Level 5 writing requirements for middle school graduates cover 

five aspects:  

 

Students should: 
 
1. be able to collect and prepare materials for writing 
2. be able to draft short texts and messages by themselves 
and revise under the teacher’s instructions 
3. be able to use common conjunctions to indicate 
sequence and logic 
4. be able to describe a person or an event briefly 
5. be able to write simple paragraphs or instructions 
according to pictures or tables (MOE, 2012, p. 17, my 
translation) 

 

As for the new High school English curriculum standard, it has four 

major objectives: language skills, cultural awareness, thinking 

qualities, and learning ability (MOE, 2018b, p. 6, my translation). And 

the content of the English curriculum includes thematic context, 
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different genres, linguistic knowledge, cultural knowledge, linguistic 

skills, and learning strategies (MOE, 2018b, p. 6, my translation). 

 

The new High school English curriculum standard consists of 

required course, selective compulsory course, and elective course, 

which are corresponding to Level 7, 8 and 9. The basic writing 

requirements for Level 7 are listed below: 

 

Students can: 
 
1. clearly describe the course of events;  
2. describe personal experience and feature of an object; 
3. build logical relation using conjunctions, demonstrative 
pronouns, lexical cohesion, etc. 
4. convey information and express meaning using 
headlines, icons, graphics, tables, and format; 
5. select appropriate genre according to the writing aim; 
6. select vocabulary and grammatical structure as needed; 
7. choose formal or informal language according to the 
context (MOE, 2018b, p. 37, my translation) 

 

Since the NMET is based on Level 8 requirements, all the high 

school graduates actually must attain the following writing 

requirements: 

 

Students can: 
 
1. describe and summarize experiences and facts; 
2. convey information, demonstrate viewpoints, and 
express feelings; 
3. clarify meaning by repeating, giving examples, and 
explaining; 
4. improve coherence using textual cohesive devices; 
5. select a proper style of language according to the target 
audience; 
6. plan a logical text structure as needed; 
7. effectively convey information and express meaning 
using headlines, icons, graphs, format, and font style and 
size (MOE, 2018b, p. 38, my translation) 

 

To help students achieve the writing standard in every stage, it is 

necessary to give them more instruction and offer them more time 
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and chances to practice. The change starts from the textbooks which 

would be discussed in the next section. 

 

4.3.2 EFL Writing in Textbooks 
 

The 2001 Compendium of curriculum reform for basic education 

(Experimental) aimed to  

 

replace the centralized curriculum management with a 

three-tier system of national, local, and school curriculum 

management to render the curricula adaptable to local 

areas, schools, and students (MOE, 2001, Yin’s 

translation, 2013, pp. 332-333). 

 

The textbooks edited by PEP were no longer compulsory to use 

nationwide. Some provinces and regions like Jiangsu province and 

Shanghai municipality began to adopt their own textbooks according 

to the educational situations. The PEP textbooks and textbooks 

compiled by Oxford University Press (China) and Yilin Press which 

are used in Jiangsu province will be discussed separately below. 

 

The PEP textbooks for middle schools are divided into units (PEP, 

2007). Each unit has a theme and two sections about the theme. In 

Section B, there are several exercises for students to practice 

writing. For example, in the textbook for 8th graders for the first term, 

the second unit is about making predictions to talk about robots. In 

Section B, after reading a text, there are three writing tasks. First, 

write a paragraph to predict what kinds of animals the robots might 

look like and what they would be able to do in the future. Then write 

a short passage about your life 20 years from now. At last, discuss in 

groups and write down the group’s ideas about how you think a robot 

will help students with schoolwork in the future. 
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The PEP textbooks for high schools include five required textbooks 

and six elective textbooks (PEP, 2011). Each book has five units, 

and each unit has one theme and centres on two long texts. After the 

two texts, there are two writing tasks. For example, in the second 

required textbook, Unit 2 is about The Olympic Games. The first 

writing exercise is to design a poster about one of the important 

events in your school sports meeting using passive voice. The 

second exercise is to write a short passage about your favorite sport. 

 

The middle school textbooks used in Jiangsu province also consist of 

units (Oxford University Press (China), & Yilin Press, 2013). Different 

from the units in PEP textbooks which centre on dialogues and texts, 

each unit in the Jiangsu textbooks bases on the writing task. It 

means students learn all the other parts as preparation for finishing 

the writing task at the end of the unit. For example, Unit 7 in the 

textbook 8A (for 8th graders for the first term) is about seasons. The 

teacher will first show the students the task of the unit first, e.g. write 

an article about your favorite season. Then students will start 

learning words and phrases about the weather, read a poem about 

the seasons, learn common sentence structures, and practice 

listening and speaking about weather and seasons, then at last finish 

writing the article about their favorite seasons. The writing task takes 

three steps to finish. First, a sample article on winter in Harbin is 

presented. Then students are required to answer the questions 

about their favourite season to prepare materials for the writing. At 

last, students need to write an article according to their own 

experience using the sample article as a model. At this step, useful 

expressions in the whole unit are summarized and provided to the 

students as assistance. 

 

The high school textbooks in Jiangsu province also include five 

required textbooks and six elective textbooks (Oxford University 

Press (China), & Yilin Press, 2010). In structure, they are quite 

similar to the middle school textbooks. Each unit is based on the 
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writing task and the writing-related project. For example, the second 

unit in Student’s Book 1 is about Growing Pains. The task for this 

unit is writing a letter of advice, and the project is writing a report on 

growing pains. The parts welcome to the unit, reading, word power, 

and grammar and usage are all preparations for the writing tasks. 

 

The writing tasks in the new textbooks covered a wide range of 

genres and topics. For example, the eight writing tasks in eight units 

of Oxford-Yilin textbook 8A contain five genres: four articles about a 

person, the ideal school, favourite season and a natural disaster; a 

letter to the classmates; a diary entry; a report on wild animals; and 

an application letter to join the Birdwatching Society. 

 

Comparing to the old textbooks under the old syllabi, both the PEP 

textbooks and Oxford-Yilin textbooks value writing a lot. Especially 

the Oxford-Yilin textbooks used in Jiangsu province, one of the most 

developed provinces in China, regards composition writing as the 

key ability among all the language skills.  

 

4.3.3 EFL Writing in Assessment 

 

As The new English curriculum standard includs the writing 

evaluation standard for both middle and high schools, they will be the 

focus of this section. 

 

Since the implementation of The new English curriculum, 

composition writing has been a regular part of not only the NMET but 

also the high school entrance English test. 

 

The new situation called on the new assessment method. The 2011 

English Curriculum Standard for Compulsory Education pointed out 

that  
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The evaluation of the English curriculum should base on 
pluralistic subjects and contains diversified forms, and 
multi-dimensional content. Evaluation should reflect the 
educational concept of putting people first, highlight the 
students’ subject status, and develop their positive 
role…Formative evaluation and summative evaluation 
should be balanced and combined. The learning process 
should be focused as much as the learning 
outcomes(MOE, 2012, pp. 33-34, my translation).  

 

The new Level 5 Writing Evaluation Standard well demonstrated the 

spirit. It comprehensively covered content, structure, vocabulary, 

wording, coherence, format, and even handwriting (see Table 3). 

According to performance on these five facets, students’ writings are 

rated from Scale 5 (the highest) to Scale 1 (the lowest), and each 

scale corresponds to a score range in the test. Here are the detailed 

requirements of five scales: 
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Scale (Score 
range) 

Descriptors 

Scale 5 (18-
20 points) 

Fully satisfies the requirements of the task; covers 
all the key points; has a full structure and fluent 
statements; expresses clear and coherent 
meaning; uses a wide range of grammatical 
structures and vocabulary; produces rare minor 
errors; uses proper format; applies standard 
handwriting 

Scale 4 (14-
17 points) 

Covers all requirements of the task sufficiently; 
covers the majority of the key points; has a 
relatively full structure and complete statements; 
expresses clear meaning; makes only very 
occasional grammatical and lexical errors; uses 
appropriate format; applies relatively standard 
handwriting 

Scale 3 (10-
13 points) 

Covers all requirements of the task; presents most 
of the key points; has an incomplete structure; 
produces several ungrammatical sentences; 
expresses basically clear meaning; makes some 
grammatical and lexical errors; uses basically 
correct format; applies basically standard 
handwriting 

Scale 2 (6-9 
points) 

Fails to meet the requirements of the task; present 
only a minority of key points; has an incomplete 
structure; most of the sentences are 
ungrammatical; the meaning is not clear; makes 
frequent grammatical and lexical errors, and they 
impede understanding; uses the wrong format; the 
handwriting is not clear 

Scale 1 (0-5 
points) 

Fails to address the task; presents only one or two 
key points; the structure is incomplete; the majority 
of the sentences are incomplete or 
incomprehensible; grammatical and lexical errors 
predominate; handwriting is unclear 

Table 3: The Level 5 Writing Evaluation Standard (MOE, 2012, p. 158, my 
translation) 

 

For high school students, the 2003 standard required that the 

evaluation system should be pluralistic and diverse (MOE, 2003). 

Formative evaluation should be combined with summative 

evaluation, qualitative evaluation with quantitative evaluation, peer 

evaluation with self-evaluation, and comprehensive evaluation with 

single-item evaluation, while formative, qualitative, and 

comprehensive self-evaluation is the priority. Also, attention should 
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be paid to the effect of formative evaluation on students’ 

development, e.g. to inspire students to learn, to help them timely 

and effectively regulate the learning process, to help them get the 

sense of achievement, to increase self-confidence, and cultivate 

team spirit. And summative evaluation must examine students’ 

comprehensive language application ability. The evaluation result 

should reflect both the teaching result and the difference between 

the required course and elective course. The evaluation method 

should be pragmatic, reasonable and adequate. Finally, evaluation in 

all levels should be based on the course objectives (MOE, 2003) 

 

As an important assessment tool for high school writing, the Writing 

Evaluation Standard has five scales corresponding to five score 

ranges, each contains five aspects: content and key points, the 

expression effect, structure and coherence, format and register, and 

communication with target readers (see Table 4).  
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Scales Descriptor 

Scale 
5 

Fully satisfies the requirements of the task; covers all the 
key points; uses appropriate language structure and a 
wide range of vocabulary; rare minor errors occur; uses a 
range of cohesive devices effectively, and has clear 
paragraph arrangement; uses proper format and register; 
fully achieves the goal of communicating with target 
readers 

Scale 
4 

Covers all the requirements of the task; presents most of 
the key points while leaving one or two minor points out; 
uses relatively appropriate language structure and a 
sufficient range of vocabulary; the majority of the writing is 
error-free, makes only very occasional errors when 
expressing complicated meanings; uses cohesive devices 
appropriately, and has clear paragraph arrangement; uses 
relatively proper format and register; achieves the goal of 
communicate with target readers 

Scale 
3 

Covers the requirements of the task; presents most of the 
key points while leaving out a few of points; the sentence 
structure and vocabulary meet the needs of the task; 
makes some grammatical and lexical errors, but they do 
not impede understanding; uses simple cohesive devices, 
there is a relatively clear progression and paragraph 
arrangement; uses basically rational format and register; 
basically achieves the goal of communicate with target 
readers 

Scale 
2 

Fails to meet the requirements of the task; misses a 
considerable part of the key points; or parts are irrelevant; 
uses limited sentence structures and repetitive 
vocabulary; makes frequent grammatical and lexical 
errors, and they impede understanding; does not use any 
appropriate cohesive device, lacks clear progression and 
paragraph arrangement; uses inappropriate format and 
register; cannot communicate clearly with target readers 

Scale 
1 

Fails to address the task; fails to cover any key points; 
parts are irrelevant; uses extremely limited sentence 
structures and repetitive vocabulary; grammatical and 
lexical errors predominate and distort the meaning; does 
not use any basic cohesive device, lacks progression, 
organization, and paragraph arrangement; does not have 
any concept of format or register; does not communicate 
any useful message with to the target readers 

Table 4: The Level 8 Writing Evaluation Standard (MOE, 2018b, pp. 56-57, my 
translation) 

 

The writing evaluation standards given in the syllabus provided a 

unified grading measure for all the secondary school students in 
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China. It created a new level of attention on English composition 

writing in Chinese secondary schools. The actual practice of writing 

instruction will be revealed in the following part. 

 

4.4 EFL Writing in Practice 

 

Under The new English curriculum standard, English composition 

writing instruction has gained its place in the classroom teaching. In 

this part, I will reveal the current state of the writing teaching in four 

aspects: course arrangement, teaching methods, teachers’ roles, 

and students’ experience. 

 

4.4.1 Course Arrangement 

 

As mentioned above, both the PEP and Oxford-Yilin textbooks 

include composition writing as an important part. This arrangement in 

the new textbooks directly changed the course structure and class 

teaching. To finish teaching each unit, teachers must regularly spend 

one or two lessons focusing on writing. This is great improvement 

comparing to the situation before the Eighth NCR.  

 

But there is still a gap between textbook arrangement and actual 

teaching. Li (2008) pointed out that although writing is covered in the 

English test, teachers and students only prepared for it before the 

test and discussed it after the test as a part of the correction 

procedure. Very few teachers give students enough time to draft and 

revise due to the tight daily teaching schedule.  
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4.4.2 Teaching Methods 

 

According to the arrangement in the textbooks, the genre and 

process genre writing method is most widely employed under The 

new English curriculum standard.  

 

Suggestions on teaching writing are given in both the middle and 

high school standards. These teaching methods guide teachers to 

practise writing instruction in class.  

 

For middle school students, it is important to build a good writing 

habit. Before writing, students should have a preliminary knowledge 

of the theme, context, aim, and target readers. Under the genre or 

process genre teaching approach, studying the sample text is also a 

crucial step in preparing for the writing. In the writing process, 

students should follow the standard procedure of outlining, drafting, 

and revising. Other writing exercises like dictation, oral composition, 

combining sentences into a paragraph are encouraged too. After 

writing, teachers can arrange activities like peer evaluation, group 

exchange, work shows to increase students’ motivation and 

enthusiasm for writing (MOE, 2012). 

 

For high school students who have a relatively high writing 

proficiency, they should achieve more advanced writing aims include 

expressing fact, viewpoints, emotions, and imagination. And these 

basic skills need to be strengthened: organizing thoughts, sorting out 

data, planning the structure, making outlines, drafting, wording and 

phrasing, revising, and using punctuations and the capital and small 

letters correctly. Besides following the standard writing procedure 

which they learned in middle schools, high school students should 

engage in diverse writing activities, such as surveys, interviews, 

investigations, cooperative learning, discussions, reflection, thinking 

training, etc (MOE, 2003). 
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However, it is difficult to carry out writing teaching exactly as 

suggested by the Standards. Only some of the methods are selected 

and practiced by the teachers according to the actual need. 

 

4.4.3 Teachers’ Roles 

 

To implement the NCR efficiently across the country, all the 

secondary teachers received training on the new curriculum through 

a cascade model. They attended workshops and seminars for more 

than ten days in the summer holidays to learn about the aim of the 

curriculum, the structure and content of the new textbooks, and the 

suggested teaching approach (Yan, 2015).  

 

According to The new English curriculum standard, teachers should 

play multiple roles in teaching writing. They are required to instruct 

writing professionally, inspire the students, set examples, discuss 

writing problems with students, encourage the young learners, and 

comment on students’ works (MOE, 2003). 

 

Yet the gap between suggested teaching methods in the English 

standard and the actual practice is noticeable. Most teachers follow 

the structure of the textbooks to instruct writing. And they intended to 

use the suggested approach to guide writing and spend enough time 

on each student. But the regular class size of 50 students made the 

plan hard to carry out. It is difficult for the teacher to check and 

correct every student’s writing every time (Xiao, 2007; Li, 2008). 

Although face-to-face conferences have important advantages 

(Hyland, 2003), they are difficult to carry out due to large class size 

and limited time the teachers have. 

 

4.4.4 Students’ Experience 

 

The new standards for both middle schools and high schools 
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emphasized the student-oriented standpoint. It was stated that the 

curriculum is for all the students while individual differences are also 

concerned (MOE, 2001). This was a great effort to reverse the 

traditional teacher-centred instruction. The new textbooks reflected 

this student-based principal. All the four language skills are 

practiced, especially the writing ability which was neglected in the old 

textbooks. So comparing to the secondary school students before 

the Eighth NCR, learners receive much more instruction and take 

more writing practices under The new English curriculum standard. 

At the same time, higher and more concrete evaluation requirements 

were set to further promote students’ writing ability. 

 

Anyway, Xiao (2015) showed a different picture of the students’ 

experience in the learning and evaluation process. There are about 

50 students in each class, the teacher can scarcely notice every 

individual’s needs. Most secondary students, especially the middle 

school students, have relatively low English competence, they have 

overwhelming difficulties in vocabulary, grammar, structure, 

coherence, and English writing conventions. The actual writing 

instruction the students receive is far from enough. Moreover, 

Chinese students are too shy to ask for the teacher’s help after 

class. So the progress different students made in writing varied 

dramatically owing to individual differences. 

 

4.5 Conclusion 

 

Globalization at the turn of the 21st century brought about the most 

profound national curriculum reform for basic education in China 

(Wells et al., 2005; Yan, 2015; Yin, 2013). The English curriculum 

reform aimed to develop students comprehensive language 

application ability (MOE, 2012). Different from the previous teacher-

centred and exam-focused education, the new English curriculum 
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took students’ holistic development and personal growth as its goal 

(MOE, 2012, 2018). Language skills, linguistic knowledge, cultural 

awareness, learning strategy, as well as emotional attitude are 

equally valued (MOE, 2011; Wang & Lam, 2009; Zhu, 2007). In the 

domestic and international economic and academic context, Chinese 

students’ English writing ability was in urgent need to be improved. 

The new English curriculum standard covered innovation in all 

aspects of writing teaching including teaching objectives, detailed 

requirements for each level, evaluation principles, assessment 

standard, and suggested teaching methods. The new English 

textbooks were also adjusted due to this need. Writing tasks became 

the centre of the units especially in the Oxford-Yilin textbooks. And 

the genre and process genre writing methods were mainly used to 

teaching writing in secondary schools. 

 

Teachers tried to follow the standard and textbooks. But the big class 

size and limited class hours weakened the teaching results. Although 

the new textbooks are in favour of improving students’ writing skills, 

the external factors like class size and limited time, and the internal 

factors like learners’ low English proficiency and obedient nature 

hinder them from fully develop their writing ability (Xiao, 2015).  

 

These issues in the writing instruction in Chinese secondary schools 

led to the slow development of students’ writing proficiency and high 

error rate. Both of the problems will be explored in next chapter. 
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Chapter Five    Chinese Secondary School Students’ EFL 

Writing Proficiency and Existing Problems 

 

5.1 Introduction 

 

As discussed in the previous chapter, the Eighth NCR has brought 

substantial changes to secondary school English writing teaching in 

China. This improved students’ writing competence to some extent. 

Yet problems still exist. In this chapter, first, Chinese secondary 

school students’ actual writing level in the world is studied through 

IELTS. Also, the gender and regional differences will be discussed. 

Then, various problems in both middle school and high school 

students’ writings will be examined. Besides that, I will analyse the 

deep causes of these problems and suggest corresponding 

solutions. 

 

5.2 Chinese Secondary School Students’ EFL Writing Proficiency 

 

In this section, the general writing level of English learners in China 

and individual differences will be studied respectively. 

 

5.2.1 Overall Level 

 

The great change in writing requirement in the English teaching 

standard, textbook structure, question types of test papers, course 
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arrangement, and of course the writing teaching methods in Chinese 

secondary schools are the impetus for the improvement of students’ 

writing levels. It has been 18 years since the Eighth National 

Curriculum Reform for Basic Education started, the improvement of 

secondary school students’ writings has reflected in nearly all the 

English speakers under 40 years old in China. Since 98% of the 

International English Language Testing System (IELTS) candidates 

are under 35 years old (British Council, 2019b), the test results can 

be taken as a convincing reference. The writing performance in 

mainland China saw a leap over the last few years. In 2012, the 

writing average for Chinese candidates is 5.16 points. In 2017, it was 

5.24 which was slightly higher than in 2012 (British Council, 2018). 

And in 2018, the score rose rapidly up to 5.32 points (British Council, 

2019b). Comparing to the previous year, the writing performance in 

eight more regions caught up with the global average. This 

improvement enabled Chinese candidates’ writing performance to 

enter the international average of the 5.25-5.74 echelon (British 

Council, 2019b). Although the data cannot fully reflect all Chinese 

English speakers’ writing proficiency, it convincingly showed the 

progress the test candidates made and their place in all ESL/EFL 

learners worldwide. It is noticeable that among all the high scorers 

(Band 7 and above) in the 2017 investigation, 47% thought 

secondary school English teachers influenced them a lot in English 

learning (British Council, 2018). It indicates that English language 

education the students received in secondary schools played an 

important part in their academic career. 

    

 5.2.2 Gender and Regional Differences 

 

The statistics in IELTS white paper also reveal gender and regional 

differences which were noticed and studied by other researchers as 

well. 
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According to the 2017 and 2018 IELTS whiter paper, gender 

difference not only can be found among Chinese candidates but also 

widely exists worldwide. Female candidates outperformed the male 

counterparts in band score and sub scores for all of the four skills 

including writing (British Council, 2017, 2018). 

 

Yuan (2017) studied 154 Senior One students from one high school 

in Guangdong Province, China. He found female students got higher 

scores than male students, and the gender difference in writing 

mainly reflected in three aspects: the process of using language, 

writing strategy application, and writing errors. His findings resonated 

Miller and McCardle (2011) and Lee’s (2013) theory of boy-girl 

difference in writing performance, Chiu’s (2008) hypothesis that 

female students used larger vocabularies than males, Oxford’s 

(1993) and Wharton’s (2000) discoveries that female students use 

more strategies in writing. In 2000, Calvez published his important 

findings on analysing 600 essays in four years. In his paper, he 

argued that men made more errors in writing than women. Ma (2010) 

collected 309 samples from three high schools, examined 1659 

errors by boys and 1343 errors by girls, and found that male students 

made about 3 percent more errors than female students in writing.  

 

In the 2017 and 2018 White paper on IELTS candidates’ academic 

performance in Mainland China, candidates in economically 

developed areas like Shanghai municipality, Jiangsu province have 

an advantage on both band scores and writing scores. Actually, the 

rural-urban difference in writing proficiency even the overall English 

competence is also widely recognized in China (Liu & Liu, 2017; Qin, 

2016; Zhao & Jiang, 2009). There are three major causes of this 

situation. The first one is the environmental factor. The economic lag 

in some areas leads to the scarcity of educational resources. 

Schools there cannot afford multimedia equipment which is highly 

efficient in language teaching. The second element is the 

professional competence and educational concept of the English 
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teachers. Qin (2016) investigated teachers and students from 

several middle schools in Xi’an. 218 students studied in the city while 

222 in the countryside. By analysing the questionnaires, she found 

that teachers in urban areas had a more advantaged educational 

background and more advanced teaching concepts than their 

colleagues in the rural areas. These made a great difference in 

English class efficacy. And the third cause of the regional and rural-

urban difference is on the students. In middle schools in 

disadvantaged regions, students rarely have any chance to use 

English, thus they cannot see the importance of English. Comparing 

to the students in big cities who are self-motivated in learning 

English, they lack subjective initiative in learning this foreign 

language (Qin, 2016).  

 

Pointing out the existing gender and regional differences in writing 

performances and revealing the causes of the situation can help take 

corresponding measures to narrow the gap in English writing 

between male students and female students, and between 

developed and developing areas.  

 

In next section, problems in students’ writings will be analysed and 

described. 

 

5.3 A Deep Analysis of Problems in Students’ Writings 

 

In this part, I will describe major error types in middle and high 

school students’ writings based on a large scale of data and 

samples. Then I will analyse the causes of the existing problems. By 

analysing the error types and their causes, problems in the writing 

process and teaching procedures can be found. And finally, concrete 

solutions will be proposed. 
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5.3.1 Error Types and Description  

 

Although middle school students’ writing levels vary from each other, 

some errors occur frequently in most students’ writings.  

 

James (1998) divided all the errors in language learning into three 

groups: technical errors, text errors, and errors in discourse. Errors in 

capitalization, punctuation are technical errors. While test errors 

include lexical errors and grammar errors. Errors in discourse occur 

when cohesive devices are missed, or there are problems with 

sentence structure. Zhang (2018) studied 120 compositions of Grade 

8 students in a middle school in rural China. She adopted James’s 

classification of errors and found that text errors are the most widely 

occurred, up to 47.5% of all errors are lexical or grammar-related. 

Technical errors are also serious in middle school students’ writings, 

namely 34.5%. And errors in discourse take the smallest proportion 

of only 17%. Anyway, the sample size is quite small and participants 

all come from the same grade in the same school, thus, the reliability 

of research result is relatively low. 

 

Lexical errors in Chinese middle school students’ writings are 

focused on by many researchers. In Xi’s (2012) research, he tracked 

411 middle school students for two years and studied 1644 

compositions. He came to the conclusion that 29% of all the errors 

are lexical errors. Among the lexical errors, half are spelling errors, 

and they occurred more frequently in Grade 8 than in Grade 9 (Xi, 

2012). Xi’s diachronic study showed students’ growth in writing over 

the time. This is valuable, since few researchers in this field tracked 

the participants for such a long time. Collocation errors are another 

big lexical problem in Chinese middle school students’ writings. 

Students are more likely to make errors when using prepositional 

phrases and verb phrases (Xi, 2012; Zeng, 2010). Another kind of 

lexical error is the confusion of parts of speech. Some students 

misuse adjectives as nouns, some misuse verbs and nouns as 
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adjectives. And many students cannot tell the differences between 

adjectives and adverbs (Zeng, 2010). Errors examples are listed 

below. 

 

Spelling errors (Xi, 2012): 
 
1. They are not ture. (true)  
2. I am going for a trip druing the vacation. (during) 
 
Collocation errors (Xi, 2012): 
 
1. They can make housework. (do housework) 
2. We should eat more vegetables and fruit to keep health. 
(keep healthy) 
 
The confusion of parts of speech (Zeng, 2010): 
 
1. We by bus to the museum. (took a bus) 
2. He interested in math. (is interested) 

 

Grammar errors are another big problem in middle school students’ 

writings. After studying 411 middle school students’ 1644 

compositions, Xi (2012) found that as much as 64% of errors are 

grammar-related. Although different researchers use different error 

classification method in their studies, they all noticed that verb errors, 

especially predicate errors accounted for a big proportion of Chinese 

middle school students’ written errors (Hao, 2014; Tian, 2018; 

Zhang, 2018). According to Zhang (2018), predicate errors take up 

the largest portion, as high as 10% of all the grammar errors. Hao’s 

research (2014) showed a similar result. After analysing 1770 errors 

by students from all the three grades of a school , he found that verb 

errors, mostly predicate errors, accounted for over 24% of all the 

technical and text errors. Other errors like misusing noun, 

preposition, or articles are also typical in middle school students’ 

writings (Hao, 2014; Zeng, 2010; Zhang, 2018;). Chinese style 

English (Chinglish) as a type of unique errors also drew many 

scholars’ attention when they studied middle school students’ 

writings (Tian, 2018; Wu, 2018; Zhang, 2018). Chinglish is mostly in 
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the form of sentence structure errors, and sometimes collocation 

errors. Errors examples are listed below. 

 

Predicate errors (Zhang, 2018) 
 
1. He want to go mountain climbing. (wants) 
2. She will be walk on in the afternoon. (no need for “be”) 
 
Misusing noun, preposition, or articles (Zhang, 2010) 
 
1. You should do morning exercises on 8:30 to 9:30 in the 
morning. (from) 
2. Climbing hills is a easy sport. (an) 
 
Chinglish (Tan, 2016) 
 
1. This is a most beautiful sunrise. (the) 
2. They show same attitude about this event. (the same) 

 

Errors in discourse take up a minor proportion in researchers’ 

empirical studies. The lack and misuse of conjunctions are the major 

problems in middle school students’ writings. Errors examples are 

listed below. 

 

The lack and misuse of conjunctions (Zeng, 2010) 
 
1. He works very hard that he gets the most marks. (so) 
2. Though she is only seven years old, but she can speak 
several foreign languages. (no need for “but”) 

 

It does not mean middle school students are good at the cohesion of 

the composition. The fact is cohesion in the writing requirement is at 

the basic level for middle school students (MOE, 2012), and it is 

relatively easy for students to meet these requirements. 

 

High school English writing is different from middle school in two 

aspects: students have better proficiency in the language and more 

freedom to express; the writing requirements, especially on 

discourse, are higher than those of middle schools (MOE, 2003).  
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James’s (1998) error classification is also widely used in high school 

writing error analysis, yet researchers adapted it and classified the 

errors in more detail for Chinese high school English writing (Chang, 

2018; Chu, 2018; Pu, 2019). Four types of errors are usually studied: 

substance errors or technical errors including capitalization and 

punctuation errors; lexical errors which include semantic errors and 

morphology errors; grammar errors; and discourse errors which 

reflect in conjunction errors and misuse of cohesive devices, etc. The 

classification of misspelling is discussable. Some put it in the 

substance category while some classified it as lexical errors. 

 

Although substance errors or technical errors are not the focus of 

high school writing error analysis, they are still common in students’ 

writings. Chang (2018) found the substance errors including 

misspelling accounted for 26.5% of all the 731 errors in her study. 

There is not much progress comparing to middle school writing. That 

means substance error correction in middle school writing does not 

have a long-term effect. 

 

Examples of substance errors (Pu, 2019): 
 
1. Seconed, we can communicate with each other on the 
Internet. (Second) 
2. With the development of technology. Internet has 
become more and more popular. (,) 

 

Lexical errors still take up the largest proportion of all the errors. Chu 

(2018) analysed 1245 errors in 237 compositions and studied 

questionnaires and interview transcript from the participants. Multiple 

research methods led to comprehensive results and ensured the 

validity and reliability of her study. The result showed that 44% were 

lexical errors, in which 17% were morphology errors, while 

misspelling took the proportion of 14.7%. The questionnaires 

indicated that 62% of the subjects were not satisfied with their lexical 

knowledge. Chang (2018) grouped misspelling in text errors. And her 

study showed a similar result as Chu’s, e.g. misspelling accounts for 
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19.3% and morphology errors take up 19% of all the errors. Pu 

(2019) even found 91% of the 100 participants attributed their poor 

writing to the lack of vocabulary. The actual deficiency of lexical 

knowledge and the lack of self-confidence both resulted in this 

serious problem in high school students’ writings.  

 

Examples of lexical errors (Chang, 2018): 
 
1. Everyone try to learn it. (tries) 
2. We can get some advices. (advice) 

 

Grammar errors also account for a large proportion of all the errors in 

high school English writing, namely 23% in Chu’s study (2018) and 

26.9% in Chang’s research (2018). Besides predicate errors which 

are common in Chinese students’ English writing, non-predicate verb 

errors, tense and voice errors, article, and preposition errors are also 

the major problems in Chinese high school students’ English writing 

(Chu, 2018).  

 

Examples of grammar errors (Chu, 2018): 
 
1. I am glad writing to you to share my feelings about this 
activity. (to write) 
2. I will be very grateful with you. 

 

Discourse errors are the main focus of many studies on high school 

writing error analysis (Chu, 2018; Qi, 2013). Qi (2013) studied 60 

high school students’ compositions and classified all the discourse 

errors into three big groups: cohesive device errors, semantic 

coherence errors, and discourse structure problems. The cohesive 

device errors included ambiguous reference, the inconsistency of 

pronouns, frequent switch of singular and plural forms, definite article 

errors, lack of substitutional and elliptic device, lack and misuse of 

connectives, the monotony of connectives. Semantic coherence 

errors reflected in oral sentence fragments, unnecessary filler, and 

logic problems. The discourse structure problems reflected in 

inappropriate start and ending of the composition, irrational 
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paragraphing, and lack of topic sentences. Although the sample size 

in Qi’s study was relatively small, the analysis was in-depth, and 

classification of discourse was reasonable. Chu (2018) found other 

problems, such as lack of subjective or predicate, overuse of 

predicate, and confusion of main clauses and subordinate clauses.  

 

Examples of discourse errors (Qi, 2013): 
 
1. Su Hua and Li Jiang played football on the PE lesson. 
Suddenly, they bumped into each other. Li Jiang hurt his 
legs and argued with him. (ambiguous reference) 
2. Li Jiang bumped into Su Hua without intention. But Su 
Hua said some words that hurt Li Jiang. Then they 
quarrelled with each other. (misuse of connectives) 

 

The causes of the errors are multiple and complicated. In the 

following section, they will be analysed in detail. 

 

5.3.2 Causes of the Errors 

 

There are three main causes of the prevalent errors in middle school 

students’ English writings.  

 

The first cause is the low English proficiency of middle school 

students (Wu, 2018; Xu, 2012). In primary schools, although most 

students start to learn English at the third grade, English is in fact 

treated as a minor subject. So, Grade 7 is the actual start of 

students’ formal English language education. And since English is a 

foreign language in China, people seldom use it in daily life. The 

English input is confined in class, and it cannot provide students with 

enough writing materials (Xi, 2012). Due to these reasons, middle 

school students have very limited linguistic knowledge to apply to 

writing. So, errors in spelling, collocation, confusion of parts of 

speech and subject-predicate disagreement are very common in 

their writings. 
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The second cause is the lack of training and practice of writing (Wu, 

2018; Xu, 2012). In primary schools, there is no English composition 

writing requirement for pupils. Thus, most seven graders start to 

learn to write from zero. Although writing tasks are important 

components of the English textbooks, there is no specialized English 

writing class in the course arrangement. The common practice is that 

teachers spare very little time in the English class teaching writing, 

let alone any time for correction, extra practice, or strategy 

acquisition. So, students have very little knowledge of cohesion or 

logic in the composition. 

 

The third cause is the negative influence of native language transfer. 

Almost all the researchers who study middle school English writing 

largely attributed students’ written errors to this common cause 

(Wang, 2014; Wu, 2018; Xi, 2012; Zeng, 2010; Zhang, 2018). Since 

the Chinese language has a relative far linguistic distance from 

English (Chiswick & Miller, 2015), most learners are strongly affected 

by the negative transfer of the mother tongue. And this directly 

caused pervasive Chinglish errors in Chinese English learners’ 

writing (Tan, 2016; Wang, 2009). 

 

Anyway, the situation is different for high schools. There are four 

main causes of the prevalent errors in high school students’ English 

writing.  

 

The first cause is most students do not see the importance of the 

writing ability. In Cao’s survey (2010) of high students’ attitude 

towards writing, all the 81 high participants chose the option “cope 

with exams”, only 8 students chose “prepare for further study 

abroad” and “get ready for better jobs” as well, and only 5 students 

chose the option “be interested in writing”. Chu’s research (2018) 

showed that only 26% of the high participants thought English writing 

important. High school students can barely see the importance of 

English writing in the academic community and the professional 
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career. Lack of motivation is a great obstacle to improving English 

writing ability. 

 

The second cause is writing anxiety or fear for writing. Chu (2018) 

revealed that as many as 83% of the students in her study regarded 

writing as the most difficult skill among the four language skills. Zou 

(2017) investigated 320 students in a high school, 58.1% of the 

subjects were dissatisfied with their writing level, and 89.1% of the 

students were in severe and moderate anxiety when facing writing 

tasks. And the most common English writing anxiety symptom is 

avoidance behaviour, then follows cognitive behaviour, and the third 

is somatic behaviour. Chang’s research (2017) which involved 100 

high school students also showed a similar result as Zou’s (2017). 

 

Single writing practice mode is another cause. In order to perform 

well in the National Matriculation English Test, high school students 

take plenty of writing practice. The problem is most of the practice 

are in the test writing form, controlled composition in most cases 

(Cao, 2010). Students’ writing skill can hardly improve through this 

single mode of practice. Basic writing skills like sentence writing 

need to be acquired first, and a good writing habit needs to be 

cultivated through daily practice like keeping diaries. 

 

The lack of proper feedback is another cause. Both teachers’ and 

peers’ feedback pays much attention to lexical and grammar errors 

but not discourse errors (Cao, 2010). Teachers tend to teach the 

general discourse skills to the whole class. But each student has his 

or her own problems, and they cannot be properly solved until the 

individual student receives concrete feedback and instruction. 
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5.3.3 Suggested Solutions 

 

To solve the problems in middle school students’ writings, several 

solutions can be put forward before writing, while writing, and after 

writing. 

 

Solutions before writing 

 

Reading-promoted writing. It is a teaching method that combines 

reading teaching with writing teaching. The instructors teach 

students to apply the lexical and grammatical knowledge, text 

structure, cohesive devices they acquired in reading to their writing. 

Enough input helps learners to write lexically precise and 

grammatically correct English composition (Li, 2013; Zhu, 2018). 

 

Lexical chunk instruction. According to Lewis (1993), lexical 

chunks are fixed or half-fixed collocating words and can be acquired 

and remembered as a whole. By learning and using lexical chunks, 

speakers’ language output speed and fluency can be substantially 

improved (Lewis, 1993, 1997, 2000; Nattinger & Decarrico, 1992). 

And they are extremely helpful to second language learners. Middle 

school students in China are at the beginners’ level and have very 

limited language resources for writing. Using lexical chunks in 

writing, middle school students can overcome L1 negative influence 

and write in authentic language (Zhang, 2013). Also, their writing 

speed and fluency can be improved. 

 

Language pattern contrast. There are substantial differences 

between Eastern and Western ways of thinking. And the differences 

directly reflect on languages. Many Chinese students are interfered 

by the mother tongue when writing in English. They compose 

sentences in Chinese in mind, translate the Chinese sentences into 

English, and put all the translated sentences together to make an 

English composition (Tian, 2018). If being careful enough, grammar 
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errors can be avoided, but the structure and the logic of the 

composition are totally in the Chinese way. It is important that 

teachers contrast Chinese and English, not only on the language 

level but also on the thinking pattern aspect. In this way, students 

can realize the differences and avoid thinking pattern errors 

efficiently. 

 

Solutions while writing 

 

Scaffolding writing. The scaffolding teaching mothed has been 

proved efficient in improving middle school students’ writing 

competence and confidence (Bransford, Brown & Cocking, 2000; 

Xie, 2013; Wang, 2016). With the help and support from the teacher 

and peers, middle school students are able to acquire, construct and 

internalize the writing skills which are difficult for them (Bransford, 

Brown & Cocking, 2000; Slavin, 2004). Teachers identify students’ 

Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD) first and accordingly 

demonstrate the process of writing, including studying the topic, 

brainstorming the content, collecting useful materials, drafting, 

revising, etc. With the development of students’ writing competence, 

the scaffolding is gradually removed, and students’ independence is 

encouraged (Xie, 2013).  

 

Mind mapping. Since the concept Mind Map was proposed by 

Buzan (1993), it has been proved positive in improving students’ 

learning outcome by different scholars (Holland et al., 2004; Howitt, 

2009). One of the biggest problems for middle school students to 

write English composition is to collect, organize, and group materials. 

Mind mapping, as a powerful tool, can be used to assemble relevant 

information to encourage divergent thinking, lower writing anxiety 

and increase confidence in writing (Qian, 2015). Furthermore, 

different shapes and colours of lines and graphs and students-

centred teaching features cater to middle school students’ age 

characters and psychological traits. 
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Cooperative learning. There rose a wave of cooperative learning in 

Chinese middle schools in the 21st century. Many teachers and 

researchers found this method positive in improving students’ 

learning initiative and effective in enhancing academic performance 

(Li, 2013; Wang, 2004). Lv (2012) discovered in her empirical study 

that discussing and cooperating in small groups can facilitate peer-

assisted learning, and this benefited middle students, especially less-

advantaged ones in several ways: their writing anxiety was reduced, 

their writing motivation was improved, and their writing problems 

were solved more considerately than by teachers. And to carry out 

cooperative learning efficiently, teachers need to make full 

preparation including dividing groups rationally and setting rules 

beforehand. 

 

Solutions after writing 

 

Writing portfolio. Kemp and Toperoff (1998) pointed out that 

building portfolios made students actively involved in language 

studying. A writing portfolio is an important formative evaluation tool 

for each student to see the errors in his or her works and realize 

where the main problems are, it will facilitate error correction and 

writing quality improvement. Also, a writing portfolio enables the 

student to see his or her progress in writing and feel the sense of 

achievement, it is crucial to build self-confidence and encourage 

more investment in writing (Zeng, 2010). In Zhang’s opinion, the key 

to success is to guide the students to make their own portfolio, set 

goals, design bags, and most importantly, put their works into the 

bag, and review them regularly. 

 

Group discussion. Peer feedback is a widely used method in 

teaching EFL writing, and it has been proven effective by 

researchers (Hyland, K. & Hyland, F., 2006, 2019; Rollinson, 2005). 

But due to the fact that middle school students in China are still 
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beginners in English, and students’ levels vary from one another, 

group discussion and correction is a more feasible alternative to peer 

feedback. Yet it is worth noticing that every group should contain one 

or more capable students, and different versions of correction are 

encouraged (Chen, 2003; Wang, 2004). 

 

Demonstration of error correction. Since middle school students 

have relatively low English level and are not able to correct all the 

errors in their writing, it is important for teachers to demonstrate it in 

front of the whole class (Zeng, 2010). The demonstration should 

focus on high-frequency errors which are also hard to correct for the 

students. If the errors are from students’ works, teachers should 

keep them anonymous. The aim of the demonstration of error 

correction is realizing self-correction, so this practice should 

decrease as students grow and get proficient in error correction. 

 

Solutions for high schools 

 

For high schools, the need to set up a specialized English writing 

course is urgent. In China, the arrangement of all the English lessons 

is decided by the local educational bureau and carried out by 

individual English teachers. Teachers seldom teach writing skills or 

writing strategies systematically. The common practice is to select 

some common errors in students’ writings and correct them to all the 

students in class. And this does not happen often, it is mostly carried 

out after exams (Ren, 2014). Students need to get to know writing 

well, its application in the academic community and professional 

career, the writing requirements in the English standard, and the 

grading scales for their works. They also need to systematically learn 

writing skills and strategies including using punctuation correctly, 

employ proper connectives, paragraphing, outlining, revising, self-

correcting and so on. Only the specialized English writing class can 

ensure time and space for professional writing instruction. This is the 
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fundamental method to avoid writing errors in the first place and set 

a high starting point for students’ writings. 

 

Also, teachers should treat students’ writings appropriately. Owing to 

the large class size, English teachers can spend very limited time on 

each composition. Usually, sores are given in a glimpse in only a few 

seconds with no feedback. Students feel rather frustrated because 

most of them can only get mediocre scores, and they do not know 

why. It just made widespread writing anxiety even worse. So first, 

every composition should be graded carefully to the grading scale, 

and detailed feedback should be attached to it. If teachers cannot 

find time to grade every composition and feedback carefully every 

time, they can set examples for the whole class and use peer 

feedback as an assistant. Also, the focus of the evaluation should 

cover every aspect of the writing requirement especially on discourse 

levels, but not just on lexical and grammar errors (Qi, 2013). The 

correcting procedure is necessary and crucial. Self-correction, peer 

correction, and collective correction can be applied alternatively or 

jointly according to the time permitted, students’ ability, and the 

difficulty of the writing task. Both the first draft and the final corrected 

version should be collected to create a writing portfolio for the 

student to compare and learn. 

 

Finally, students need to take multi-mode writing practice to cultivate 

a good writing habit. Practising writing just for better performance in 

the exams is short-sighted and does not have a long-term effect. 

Single-mode test writing practice cannot help students efficiently 

improve their writing levels. Students need to accumulate vocabulary 

and sentence structures needed for writing through reading and 

listening (Qian, 2017) and practise writing skills through basic and 

low-risk tasks. Keeping diaries and imitative writing are practical 

exercises which are beneficial for lowering writing anxiety and can 

progressively improve students’ writing skills. Thus, teachers should 
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guide students to take multi-mode writing practice for long-term 

goals, that is future academic and professional application.  

 

5.4 Conclusion  

 

From the results of international English tests like IELTS, it can be 

learned that the Chinese English learners’ general writing proficiency 

is growing yet not satisfactory. And gender and regional differences 

are obvious (Liu & Liu, 2017; Ma, 2010; Qin, 2016; Yuan, 2017; Zhao 

& Jiang, 2009). 

 

Due to middle school students’ relatively low English level, their 

problems in writing are mainly in vocabulary, sentence structure, and 

other syntactic level issues(Hao, 2014; Tian, 2018; Xi, 2012; Zeng, 

2010; Zhang, 2018). While high school students have better 

vocabulary building and are more familiar with English sentence 

structures, the difficulties they face are more about cohesion, logic, 

and other contextual problems (Chang, 2018; Chu, 2018; Pu, 2019; 

Qi, 2013). 

 

To reduce errors in students’ writings, several main problems are in 

urgent need to be solved. To both middle and high schools, making 

English writing a specialized course is the priority. In this way, time 

and space can be ensured for the professional and systematic 

writing instruction. Pre-writing preparation is crucial to generate a 

high-quality composition. Reading-promoted writing, lexical chunk 

instruction, and language pattern contrast are effective teaching 

methods to get students better prepared for writing. While writing, it 

is important to provide students, especially middle school beginners, 

with support and help from both the teacher and peers. Scaffolding 

writing method, mind mapping, and cooperative learning are 

suggested to apply. Teachers’ feedback is another important form of 
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assistance for students. So, careful grading and detailed comment 

are crucial. In the revision and error correction stages, cooperative 

groups can also play a significant role. Finally, building a writing 

portfolio with students’ written pieces is a good way to show students 

the problems in their writing and the progress they made. 

  



 79 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Six    Conclusions and Implications 

 

6.1 Conclusions  

 

This paper studies the English writing pedagogy in Chinese 

secondary schools, the social background, history, reform, 

achievements, and problems to answer the research questions: 

 

1. How is EFL writing teaching practised in secondary schools 

worldwide? 

Product, process, genre, process genre, and post-method 

approaches are the major methods used in EFL writing instruction 

worldwide. In European countries like Germany and Spain, EFL 

writing teaching has a relatively long history and is skilfully practised, 

while in Asian countries especially China’s neighbours, Japan and 

Korea, writing teaching was long neglected and is still at its 

exploratory stage (see Chapter Two). 

 

2. How was and is English writing taught in Chinese schools 

before and after the Eighth School Curriculum Reform? 

Prior to the 21st century, before the Eighth National Curriculum 

Reform for Basic Education, writing as one of the English skills was 

largely ignored by policymakers. There was no relevant requirement 

in the syllabus and no content in the textbooks. Writing teaching was 

scarcely practiced in English classes (see Chapter Three). 
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As the need for English writing skill gradually increased in the 

academic field, composition writing became a part of the National 

Matriculation English Test. Writing teaching emerged in secondary 

schools, but on an irregular basis, and mainly for the test purpose. 

The Eighth National Curriculum Reform for Basic Education in 2001 

was a turning point of EFL writing teaching in Chinese secondary 

schools. Writing skill is now regarded as the key English skill in The 

new English curriculum standard. And writing tasks became the 

centre of the English textbooks. The change can also be seen in 

course arrangement, teachers’ role, and students’ experience (see 

Chapter Four). 

 

3. Has the reform achieved its goal to improve secondary 

school EFL writing teaching in China? 

On the policy level, great advancement has been made to vigorously 

promote EFL writing instruction (see Chapter Four). However, there 

is a gap between the policy and actual practice in the classroom. The 

results of the International English Language Testing System 

(IELTS) showed that Chinese candidates’ overall writing level was 

scarcely at the global average (see “Overall Level” in Chapter Five). 

It means further endeavour is needed to narrow the policy-practice 

gap. 

 

4. Are there still any problems in current practices of EFL 

writing teaching in Chinese secondary schools now? 

Gender and regional differences in English writing competence are 

widely existed. Male students’ writing level is not as high as female 

ones. And students’ writing ability in less developed areas is below 

their counterparts in economically advantaged regions (see Section 

5.2 in Chapter Five). 

 

Analyzing students’ writings, different types of errors exist at different 

learning stages. Middle school students mainly have difficulty in 

lexical and grammatical aspects due to their small vocabulary and 
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limited knowledge in sentence structure. As the writing requirement 

for high school students increases, discourse errors caught more 

attention from teachers and researchers despite the fact that lexical 

and grammatical errors are still common in high school students’ 

writings (See Section 5.3 in Chapter Five). 

 

Starting from nearly zero writing teaching before 2000, the 

secondary school EFL writing in China has achieved great 

improvement nowadays. This encouraging achievement largely owes 

to the top to bottom policy change in English writing pedagogy driven 

by globalization and education reform worldwide in the 21st century. 

From this point, researchers and policymakers guide the 

development direction of secondary school English pedagogy in 

China, while schools and teachers play a vital role to bring in the 

policy objectives into reality.  

 

6.2 Implications 

 

This thesis traces to the source to show the historical development 

and the status quo of English composition writing pedagogy in 

Chinese secondary schools, hoping to offer answers and solutions to 

existing questions and problems.  

 

Firstly, from the macro viewpoint, the results of this study can 

provide an up-to-date reference for EFL writing research at home 

and abroad. 

 

Secondly, this thesis can be regarded as a reference for policy 

weighing and making. The in-depth investigation into the old 

syllabus, the new standard, textbooks, course arrangement, 

teachers’ role, students’ learning experience, and students’ writings 

sorted out the general relation between policy and practice as well as 
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the detailed correlation between teaching and learning. So, this study 

can be treated as a consideration while making new EFL writing 

policies. 

 

Also, this dissertation is a useful reference for English teachers at 

the secondary school teaching front. The writing requirements for 

different educational stages can be found at once. Prevalent 

problems in students’ writings and the causes are listed here. Also, 

feasible and proven solutions to these everyday errors are provided. 

 

6.3 Suggestions 

 

Due to limited time, the breadth and depth of this study are inevitably 

confined. Further studies on a larger scale and in more depth are 

suggested.  

 

Finding solutions to solve the problems in writing teaching is of great 

practical value. Empirical studies are called for testing and 

comparing the concrete effects of different teaching and learning 

strategies. 

 

Last but not least, in the process of data collecting, a great deal of 

research on English writing in Chinese secondary schools were 

found. Yet most of the papers and theses are in Chinese, and very 

few have been published in international journals. Chinese teachers 

and scholars should actively participate in the international academic 

exchange. This will not only improve writing teaching but also 

facilitate the overall development of EFL education nationwide. 
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