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Abstract

Preparing students for future employment? An exploratory study of English

language education in vocational high schools in Taiwan

This study explores aspects of how English language education in vocational high
schools (VHSs) in Taiwan prepares students for their intended employment. It looks at
the English language curriculum in VHSs and examines the ways in which it aims to
equip students with the English necessary for their intended employment. It also looks
at teachers’ and students’ experiences of English language teaching and learning in
VHSs, particularly in terms of their perspectives on the extent to which English
language education at VHSs prepares students for their intended employment, and the
extent to which it provides students with the English language skills necessary to

compete in a global job market.

The central question that this study seeks to address is: How does English language

education at VHSs prepare students for their intended employment?

The above question is shaped through answering the following two sub-questions:

1. What are the ways in which the English language curriculum in VHSs in Taiwan

aims to equip students with the English necessary for their intended employment?

2. What are teachers’ and students’ perspectives on English language education, and on
the extent to which English language education at VHSs prepares students for future
employment, particularly in terms of providing them with the English skills necessary

to compete in a global job market?

A mixed-methods research design, involving questionnaires and semi-structured
interviews, is used in an attempt to make best use of each approach to explain and
answer research questions. The thesis concludes by proposing a model in light of the
findings, outlining some of the implications of the research findings, and presenting

some recommendations for further research.
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Introduction

The aim of this study is to explore aspects of how English language education in
vocational high schools (VHSs) in Taiwan prepares students for their intended
employment. In line with this overarching aim, the study looks more specifically at the
English language curriculum in VHSs and examines the ways in which it aims to equip
students with the English necessary for their intended employment. The study also
looks at teachers’ and students’ experiences of English language teaching and learning
in VHSs, and explores their perspectives on the extent to which English language
education at VHSs prepares students for their intended employment, particularly in
terms of providing them with the English language skills necessary to compete in a

global job market.

People choose to study languages for many reasons, though employability is widely
cited as the key reason behind such a choice (Canning, 2009). With the rapid increase of
globalisation, and with the increase in international cooperation and interaction taking
place between individuals, there is a growing expectation and need for English language
ability to give domestic companies a competitive edge in the global markets. This is
particularly important for vocational education, as it is considered to “have a central
role in developing the human capital required by a dynamic and forward-moving
economy” (Avis, 2012, p. 1). Also, it is primarily associated with training individuals
for employment (Twining, 1987), and providing them with the skills and competencies

required for work (Canning, 2013).

VHSs provide vocational education in secondary schools, where the curriculum focuses
on training students with the skills necessary for the workplace and therefore has greater

labour market relevance than a traditional academic curriculum (Lauglo & Lillis, 1988).



Lauglo and Lillis also point out that the idea and justification of vocationalisation
comes from a pragmatist philosophy of education, particularly the view that “learning
should be directly relevant for the active interests and concerns which pupils have-or
will face-in their out-of-school life: in their private lives and in their future roles as
workers and citizens” (p.4). Therefore, the aim and emphasis of vocational education is
to ensure that students are prepared “for the world of work™ (p. 8). Accordingly,
vocational education is subject to constant change in response to social and economic
imperatives (Billett, 2011; Twining, 1987). Globalisation is one movement that is
affecting the job market. Therefore, in discussing English language education in VHSs
and its preparation of students for their intended employment, it is relevant to have an

understanding of this wider contextual background.

Therefore, the remainder of this introductory chapter has two focuses. One is to explore
this contextual background in more depth by examining the relationship between
globalisation, the English language, and English language education. First of all, I will
look at globalisation and aspects that drive and embody globalisation, followed by the
impact of globalisation on the proliferation of the English language, the importance and
need for English language ability for employability in this globalised world, and
conclude that English language teaching has to change to meet the new demands
(sections 1.3 to 1.5). The other focus is to look at research in areas related to English
language education and employment, and link this to the English language education in
VHSs in Taiwan (sections 1.6 and 1.7). This examination justifies the present study’s

rationale and research questions presented below (sections 1.1 and 1.2).

1.1 Rationale

Graddol (2006) makes the point that “in many countries, extensive curriculum reforms
are taking place as economies build the capacity required to operate in a globalised
world” (p. 70). Because of the trends towards economic globalisation and the growing
need for English language ability, many countries have introduced a number of
substantial changes in their English language educational policies. Warschauer (2000)
maintains that there is downward pressure for vocational English skills to be

incorporated into vocational secondary education in response to the changing global



economy. Wedell (2008) also calls for changes to English language curricula so they
more closely fit existing contextual realities and priorities, thereby helping most

learners feel that their English language learning efforts are worthwhile.

The socioeconomic position of Taiwan is in the process of changing. However, as
Warden and Lin (2000) point out, English language courses in secondary education in
Taiwan are “treated as a required academic subject rather than a tool for social survival”
(p. 536). The main role of English language education should serve different functions
in academic high schools and career-oriented VHSs, as the aim of VHSs is to allow

students to develop the skills essential for their chosen future careers.

VHSs have a specially devised curriculum that is tailored for employment, and they
offer specialised subjects for different departments, but this does not always apply to
English language as a taught subject. Wang and Liao (2010) pointed out that “having
focused more on professional knowledge and specialised skills, most vocational and
technological university students tend to regard English courses as a low priority. This
misunderstanding leads them to believe the English courses contribute little to their
academic and career goals...they simply desire not to be failed in these courses”

(p. 414).

Apart from this, the nature of general English language courses (which is essentially
English for general purposes traditionally offered in schools) may also lead students to
not be aware of the specific reason or purpose of English language learning (Abbott,
1981). General English has been criticised in that it tends to teach either too much of
the language and skills that learners do not need, or too little that learners do need (Long,
2005b). For example, Barber (1985) found that, although in the early sixties the
language syllabus typically covered all of the English tenses, progressive verb forms are
rarely, if ever, used in scientific English writing. Similarly, Al-Tamimi and Shuib (2009)
points out that general English may not be able to equip students with the potential level
and type of English language skills desired or required as it is not domain specific. In
view of this, Long (2005b) has advocated “an urgent need for courses of all kinds to be
relevant - and to be seen to be relevant - to the needs of specific groups of learners and

of society at large” (p. 19).



However, a review of the research has revealed that the English language education
offered in vocational secondary education remains largely under-researched in respect
of its ability to prepare students for their future employment (see section 1.6). Therefore,

the present study addresses this gap by

1. Discussing the wider context of the research in terms of the importance of English in
a globalised world, linking this to a discussion on why teaching English is particularly

important for VHSs in Taiwan.

2. Eliciting VHS teachers’ and students’ perspectives on, English language education,
the importance of English language for employability, and on how English language
education provided in VHSs in Taiwan might prepare students for employability in their

chosen career fields.

3. Examining the English Language syllabus within the curriculum of VHSs (which
will include looking at the content and topics covered, aims of the subject, guidelines
for teachers on how to teach and implement the syllabus, and the term one textbook) in
order to understand better the type of English language education provided and how far
it can be seen to prepare students for their future careers. Teachers’ and students’

perspectives and experiences of the syllabus will also be elicited.

4. Considering how appropriate English language provision in VHSs in Taiwan is in

terms of preparing students for employability in their chosen career field.

1.2 The research questions

In line with the broader aims of the study as listed above, the central question that this

study seeks to address is

How does English language education at VHSs prepare students for their intended

employment?



The answer to the above question can be shaped through answering the following two

sub-questions:

1. What are the ways in which the English language curriculum in VHSs in Taiwan

aims to equip students with the English necessary for their intended employment?

2. What are teachers’ and students’ perspectives on English language education, and on
the extent to which English language education at VHSs prepares students for future
employment, particularly in terms of providing them with the English skills necessary

to compete in a global job market?

The study serves as a preliminary exploratory study in order to find out about the
current English language education offered in VHSs and to gain insight into teachers’
and students’ experiences of English language education in VHSs, particularly on how
it prepares students for future employment. It is therefore hoped that this study will

form the basis for further research in this area.

A sequential mixed-methods research design is used in an attempt to make best use of
each approach to explain and answer the research questions. It involves a quantitative
questionnaire study at the first phase, and then a separate qualitative interview phase.
This allows me to gain multiple views, and also allows the data to be complimentary to

each other. This is developed further in the methodology chapter.

To summarise, this study seeks to gain a deeper insight into two key areas:

1. The relationship between English language education and VHS students. This area is
concerned with the importance and demand for English language in a globalised world,
and how this influences or relates to English language education in VHSs. This area is
explored through three different stages. It is first explored later in this chapter by a
critical examination of globalisation and the current demand for English language.
Followed by examining the impact of globalisation on English language education in
general, and also in the context of Taiwan in Chapter Two. This area is also explored
through data gathered from questionnaires and interviews on teachers’ and students’

experiences and expectations of English language education in VHSs.



2. The extent to which English language education in VHSs prepares students for their
intended employment. This area is explored through an examination of the English
language syllabus within the curriculum for VHSs, and also through data gathered from
questionnaire and interview data on teachers’ and students’ perspectives on the
relationship between English language education in VHSs and students’ intended

employment.

It is noted that the extent to which English language education in VHSs prepares
students for future employment cannot be solely based on teachers’ and learners’
perceptions of needs. There are many aspects involved in determining the
appropriateness of the provision of English language education in terms of preparing
students for future employment. For example, feedback from students’ chosen industry
is essential in determining whether the provision of English language courses matches
what is required or expected by the industry. Also, graduates’ and employees’
experience within the specific industry is also essential in terms of an understanding of
the actual use of English language in employment (Kassim & Ali, 2010). However, due
to practical considerations, this study is based on the students’ and teachers’ perceptions.
This is sufficient to allow us to reach important initial conclusions in understanding the
current state of English language education in VHSs in Taiwan. However, it would not
be appropriate to assume that this reflects their students’ actual English language needs.
This is discussed in the thesis, and Chapter Nine outlines the areas for additional

research that is needed to address this.

1.3 Globalisation

Globalisation is not a new concept and was identified some considerable time ago
(Mrak, 2000). However, the continuous and accelerating developments of globalisation
have had a remarkable impact on societies worldwide. For example, from the economic
and financial perspective, globalisation represents a new transnational phase of
capitalism from the nation-state phase (Robinson, 2001), which has led to the
development of multinational companies or transnational corporations. The
globalisation of economies has a significant effect upon the pattern of diversification of

global industrial production, which results in changes in the nature of employment



patterns (Oliver, 2005). There is an increase in the mobility of skilled workers, whose
skills are sought across the world (Little & Green, 2009). Also, as many jobs can be
carried out through the Internet, there is a rise of global outsourcing (Zimmermann,

2005).

The changes brought about as a result of globalisation have implications for societies,
industries and individuals. It has created a need for individuals to be able to
communicate effectively and appropriately with others who speak a different first
language. This issue is discussed later in this chapter and also addressed in Chapter Five
(see Appendix A for detailed discussion on Globalisation and the proliferation of the

English language).

1.4 Globalisation and English language ability

The multi-dimensional nature of globalisation has led to a demand for the appropriate
use of the English language in a variety of contexts globally. The dominance of English
derives largely from the history of the British colonial expansion throughout the world
in the 19th century, and the economic, technological and cultural power of the USA in
the 20th century (Boampong & Penova, 2005; Crystal, 2003; Gnutzmann & Intemann,
2008). Globalisation reinforces the dominant global language status of English.

The intense competition in a globalised environment, combined with the changing
pattern of a global labour market, has created demands for individuals having ‘“high
levels of technological skills and knowledge as well as sophisticated levels of linguistic

and communicative competence” (Rassool, 2007, p. 3).

Literally, communicative competence is competence in communication. There are two
key words involved: communication and competence. Communication is defined as “a
continuous process of expression, interpretation, and negotiation of meaning”
(Savignon, 1997, p. 14), which is a dynamic rather than a static process taking place in
specific context, and is presented in both written and spoken language, as well as many
other symbolic systems (Savignon, 1997). Competence is regarded as “the identification

of behaviours of people considered successful at what they do” (Savignon, 1997, p. 9),



which is a “presumed underlying ability” rather than “the overt manifestation of that
ability” (Savignon, 1997, p. 15). Accordingly, communicative competence involves the
characteristics of good communicators, which is an interpersonal trait, dependent on the
cooperation of all the participants involved (Savignon, 1997). In reference to language,
Brown (1994a) defines communicative competence as the “aspect of our competence
that enables us to convey and interpret messages and to negotiate meanings
interpersonally within specific contexts ... knowledge that enables a person to
communicate functionally and interactively” (p. 227). In other words, communicative
competence is an aspect that enables language learners to interact with others

meaningfully in carrying out communication in a specific context.

Within the context of English language teaching and learning, the development of the
concept of communicative competence has shaped second/foreign English language
pedagogy, with communicative competence being used as the central theoretical
concept for justifications and explications of communicative language teaching (Celce-
Murcia, 2007), and with a major focus on “developing learners’ abilities to use language
appropriately in context” as the goal for this language teaching approach (Savignon &

Wang, 2003, p. 223). This is discussed further in Chapter Four.

Because of the increasing use of English in the globalised world, and the consequential
impact on the nature of interaction between speakers of other languages and cultures,
the importance of the intercultural competence has been recognised by some academics
in additional to the importance of communicative competence, especially since the
1990s (Alptekin, 2002; Byram, 1997; Robatjazi, 2008). However, it is noted that while
intercultural competence can be largely developed through foreign language education,
it can also be developed through other subjects, such as geography or history (Byram,
1997). Whilst I recognise the diverse cultural element involved in the globalised
interaction, and also the important role of cultural awareness in facilitating the
effectively and appropriately both interaction and communication, this thesis is more
concerned with the English language as taught as a curriculum subject. Therefore, this
thesis is only concerned with the language competence element, which is

communicative competence.



Some writers see a difference between potential communicative competence and actual
communication ability. Communicative competence is a presumed underlying aspect
that indicates an individual’s potential ability to use language competently in
communication (Hymes, 1972; Savignon, 1997). It does not entail the actual ability of
using language to carry out language behaviour, i.e. communication (Hymes, 1972;
Savignon, 1997; Wiemann & Backlund, 1980). Bachman (1990) goes further and
recognises that the ability to use language communicatively should involve both
competence in the language as well as the capacity for implementing or using the
competence in the context in which language use occurs. He defines this ability as
‘communicative language ability’. In the present research, communicative language
ability is seen as the ability required in a globalised competitive environment, as it
refers to the actual ability of using the language. Communicative competence is seen as
a concept used as an educational objective, and to prepare learners with this potential

ability for the use of language in carrying out the actual communication.

1.5 English language ability and employability

As mentioned earlier, globalisation has made some changes to and had some impacts on
societies, industries and individuals. It has brought about new types of job and work
requirements that require the use of English at different levels of employment
(Warschauer, 2000). There is a growing expectation and need for English language
ability to give domestic companies a competitive edge in the global markets. This can
be seen from documented cases all around the world which reveal that job applicants in
various industries are being rejected because of their insufficient or inadequate English
language ability. For example, in Yemen, a high proportion of petroleum graduates are
unable to find work with the oil companies because of their poor English ability, and a
government officer in Yemen advised the graduates to improve their English language
ability in order to increase their opportunities in getting a job within the oil industry
(Al-Tamimi & Shuib, 2009). In Malaysia, except from the government agencies where
Malay still dominates, English is used as the language of communication in all of the
private sector and in multinational companies (Kassim & Ali, 2010). Poor English
language ability is claimed to hinder graduates in respect of their employability. More

than half of 3,800 recruiters and managers surveyed by an online recruitment company



in Malaysia cite poor English language ability as the reason for rejecting candidates

(Phang, 20006).

A similar case is also found at airports in Europe. There are job vacancies in the area of
airport ground staff that have remained unfilled since the beginning of the 21% century.
Again, part of the reason for this is because job applicants do not have the required level
of English language ability (Cutting, 2012). In India, English language ability is seen as
the key which can eventually open doors to the world of professional employment,
either within India or abroad (Scrase, 2004). Similarly, Riemer (2002) also noted that
there is an increasing number of international projects in engineering, and there is a
clear necessity for effective English language communication skills in the engineering

industry.

It is also reported that English language ability is one key contributing factor for
increasing an individual’s probability of employment (Dustmann & Fabbri, 2003;
Education First, 2012; Schellekens, 2001). For example, Dustmann and Fabbri (2003)
use two UK surveys on ethnic minorities (the Fourth National Survey on Ethnic
Minorities, and the Family and Working Lives Survey) to analyse information about
immigrants’ language proficiency and employment status. Based on their statistics, they
estimate that fluency in the English language increases employment probabilities by
about 22% (p. 696). A report on a national evaluation of the impact of federally-
supported English as a second language instruction program in the United States also
shows that English language improvement enhances the employability of people whose
first language is not English: with a 6% net increase in employment for individuals after
6 months enrolment in an English language course, and more positive results are shown
for those who are employed prior to enrolling in the English course (i.e. improvement in

their job performance, or obtaining a better job) (Fitzgerald, 1995).

These examples reveal how important it is to have an appropriate level of English
language ability for employment purposes. English language is increasingly becoming a
basic skill needed and required for the workforce (Education First, 2012), and plays an
increasingly vital role in the employment market. It is often recognised as essential for
employment, with particular importance for professional employment (Scrase, 2004).

Companies are increasingly requiring English language ability, and individuals see

in



those with English language ability as having a better chance of securing/obtaining
employment, or gaining promotion. Therefore, English language can either be seen to
have a strong relation to or be an essential prerequisite for increasing the advantage for
individuals to gain employment in this globalised world (Arkoudis et al., 2009;
Education First, 2012; ESOL Task and Finish Group, 2008; Nallaya, 2012; Nunan,
2003; Schellekens, 2001; Shafie & Nayan, 2010).

Consequently, individuals increasingly perceive English language ability as a practical
tool for employment, either domestically or abroad. This then naturally influences their
desire/reason to study the English language for practical employment reasons. It is thus
no surprise to see that there is an increased interest, from the younger population in
particular, to study the English language (Euromonitor International, 2012). For
example, Schellekens (2001) carried out research on 178 learners from 53 countries
whose first language is not English, and who attend ESOL courses in England and
Wales. His study reveals that the majority of interviewees (90%) expressed that their
reason for studying English is associated with employment: with 71% of them were
learning English in order to find work and 19% to improve their job prospects (XII). In
the Middle East and North African region, it is also noted that most young people have
a clear understanding of the important role of English language ability in helping them
to gain employment, either within their country or abroad. Similarly, in Indonesia, it is
noted that English language maintains its position as the primary and favourite foreign
language studied in schools because English language is perceived to play a critical part
in determining and securing a position in the job market (Lie, 2007). These examples
confirm Lihani’s (1955) statements that people are interested in languages more for
practical purposes. Also, even though people choose to study languages for many
reasons, employability is widely cited as the key reason behind such a choice (Canning,

2009).

Studying the English language for the purpose of practical employment is also reflected
in students’ motivation towards learning English. For example, Al-Tamimi and Shuib’s
(2009) study identifies a greater instrumental (including utilitarian and academic
reasons) than integrative motivation for Petroleum Engineering students to learn the
English language, and the primary source of utilitarian reason is related to employment,

i.e. enable them to get a job more easily (p. 44).
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The importance of English language ability in a globalised world is also reflected and

emphasised in different aspects of the employment market such as

1) Companies’ recruiting strategies

In a 2012 Economist Intelligence Unit global survey of 572 executives, two-thirds of
executives consider English as the one essential language that companies expect their
workforce to have for the company to succeed on an international scale. Nearly 70% of
the executives said their workforce will need to have English language ability to realise
the company’s international expansion plans (The Economist Intelligence Unit, 2012).
This is also reflected in employees’ experience of their working environment. In a 2010
survey of 26,000 global employees in 152 countries, 84% of them reveal that they need
to use English on the job every week, and 55% need it every day (GlobalEnglish, 2012).
The fact that companies are recruiting employees with English language ability can be
explained from the results of the Business English Index (BEI) in the global workplace
(GlobalEnglish, 2012), where it reveals that employees’ lack of Business English
proficiency threatens the productivity of companies, industries, and country-specific

economies.

2) Salary gap

A research project commissioned by the British Council to better understand the
benefits of English language for individuals and societies in eight Middle Eastern and
north African countries reveals that salaries vary between 5% and 95% between similar-
skilled individuals who speak/ do not speak English (Euromonitor International, 2012).
In Dustmann and Fabbri (2003)’s study, they also found that English language ability is
associated with higher earnings for ethnic minority immigrants in the UK. Similarly,
Shields and Price (2002) argue in their study that fluency in (speaking) the English
language has a positive effect on occupational wage among ethnic minority immigrants
in the UK, with a 16.5% rise in the mean occupational wage. Recruiters and HR
managers around the world also report that employees with good English language
ability for their country earn 30%-50% higher salaries than otherwise similarly qualified
employees (Education First, 2012). English language ability has shown to improve

individuals’ earning power.
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3) Employee position

English language ability is considered particularly important for the middle- and senior-
level positions (Euromonitor International, 2012), or as Schellekens (2001) states,
English language ability is required except for low skilled jobs, such as cleaning,

driving buses, and kitchen portering (Schellekens, 2001).

The relation between English language ability and an individual’s employee position
can be seen, for example, in the Swedish transport manufacturer Volvo in South Korea,

where English language is the required language for managers (Riemer, 2002).

It is claimed that individuals with poor/no English language ability may be passed over
for promotion (Education First, 2012). This is expressed, for example, by graduates
from textile and clothing in Hong Kong, in which they state a need to acquire better
English language ability to help them cope with more demanding communication tasks

upon promotion (So-mui & Mead, 2000).

It is clear that English language ability is linked to individuals’ employability in today’s
globalised world. There is an increased demand for English language ability in the work
environment, and individuals consequently perceive English language ability as a
practical tool for their employability. However, it needs to be noted that the growing
needs of English language ability is in different levels and types of employment across
various fields, from professional jobs (such as symbolic analysts) to routine production
work (such as factory workers) (Nunan, 2003; Warschauer, 2000). And an individual
needs to bear in mind that such English language requirements will vary according to
the context or application. For example, the English required by an academic, a
computer programmer, and a business person may all be different (the relation between
language and context is further discussed in Chapter Three). Accordingly, there is a
wide range of demands upon the English language, and thus English language teaching
(ELT) has to change to meet the new demands. This raises the question as to how far
English language education meets these English language demands — a question that

this thesis is concerned with from the point of view of its provision in VHSs in Taiwan.
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Up to this point, this chapter has discussed several aspects that help us understand the
current demand for English language ability in the globalised job market. Figure 1
below shows a conceptual model based on the above discussion. In diagram A, the
starting point is globalisation followed by the key impacts and changes that drives and
embodies it. These result in intense competition in a globalised environment and the
changing pattern of a global labour market. Diagram B shows the other influence of
globalisation, which is its reinforcement of the spread of and pre-eminence of the
English language, which has led to its dominance as a global language. The outcomes
from Diagrams A and B create a need for communicative English language ability in a
globalised world. In addition, the realities of the globalised environment (as shown in
Diagram A), and the dominance of the English language as the global language (as
shown in Diagram B), lead to the importance of English language ability for
employment (Diagram C). Jobs require English language ability and thus individuals
desire English language ability for their practical employment purpose. Furthermore,
the use and requirement of English language among different types and levels of
employment will vary according to the context or application, so there is a wider range
of demand upon English (Diagram D). Therefore, ELT has to change to meet the new
demands (Diagram E).

The need for ELT to meet the new English language demands in the globalised world

has also drawn attention to research in areas related to English language education and

employment, and this is examined in the following section.
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Figure 1. A conceptual model of the current demands of English language teaching and learning



1.6 Research in areas related to English language education and

employment

The concerns about English language ability and an individual’s employability have
become a major issue in the academic and industrial sectors. Attention and emphasis
has been put on preparing learners with English language ability that meets the needs

and demands of industry (Nallaya, 2012).

English language courses that are focused on employment are typically delivered via
two main methods: courses provided in the workplace and designed for the employment
needs of that particular company, and courses provided at educational institutions (i.e.
schools, universities) to meet the requirements of a particular industry. Much research
has been carried out that investigates the relationship between English language
education and employment. For example, Cowling (2007) helped a corporate language
training provider at a large Japanese industrial firm to set up intensive English language
courses for its year 1-3 employees. The courses were intended to give employees
practical English language training, focusing on language used in business situations
that they may encounter in their workplace. Through the use of interviews and
questionnaires to gather and compare relevant data from different sources, four key
areas were identified to be included in the syllabus: nine topics useful to the students’
working lives; a communicative course for students to adapt their current general
English knowledge to business situations; consideration of cultural issues in

communication with foreign businesspeople; and realistic examples of language.

The above study focuses on developing an English course for the current employees to
familiarise themselves with and master the English language they will encounter in their
later working lives. Starting from a different focus, a European Commission Leonardo
project was carried out with the aim of opening the doors to employment opportunities
for those job seekers, and for those currently employed as ground staff in European
airports (Cutting, 2012). Through observing the four trades (security guards, ground
handlers, catering staff, and bus drivers) at work, and interviewing the managers,
trainers, and workers about their daily routines and problem scenarios, the learning

materials were then designed from the grammatical and the functional point of view.
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Dialogues illustrating typical daily routines and problem cases are included, and the

similarities and differences between the four trades are also outlined.

Both of these studies emphasise the importance of incorporating the English language
use and performance in the industry into the course content. However, in Cowling’s
(2007) study, he points out that in many cases of the planning and designing of English
as a foreign language course, the importance of understanding and examining the

specific language needs and use in the targeted field is greatly overlooked.

Evidence has indicated a lack of direct correlation between graduate skills and the skills
required by industry (Riemer, 2002). Several studies have been carried out to improve
this situation by, for example, adding the English language requirements of industries to

existing English language programmes (Kassim & Ali, 2010; So-mui & Mead, 2000).

In order to update the existing English language programmes of two higher education
institutions, and familarise teachers of the programmes with the communication needs
of personnel in the textile and clothing industry, So-mui and Mead (2000) investigated
the communication demands placed on merchandisers working in this business
environment. The data was collected through questionnaires, follow-up telephone
interviews with graduates from the two institutions who are working as merchandisers
in the industry, and their supervisors. Collection of authentic workplace texts, and visits
to the workplace were also used to collect data. The interview responses from the
supervisors reveal that the graduates’ English language and communication skills seem
inadequate when it comes to performing more demanding tasks, and also highlights a

lack of proficiency in written English.

Their findings help to improve the current English language courses by 1) raising
current students’ awareness of the English communication demands placed in this
industry, particularly in written English; 2) addressing the English language course
content more on the practice of the most common and preferred use of fax as a channel
of communication, and reducing the coverage of the more conventional content of the
courses, e.g. letter writing; 3) focusing on the main purposes of written communication
and activities in this industry to help students to concentrate on the specific areas of

language and communication at work.
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Similar to So-mui and Mead (2000)’s study, in which feedback from the English
language use and demands from the targeted industry are sought, Kassim and Ali (2010)
use self-developed questionnaires to collect information on the important
communication skills and communicative events frequently faced and utilised by
engineers. Their findings identify specific communicative events that are considered
important for engineers, and also the emphasis on oral rather than written
communication skills required by engineers. The results from this study are useful in
assisting them to develop English language communication syllabus and curriculum for
engineering undergraduates in Malaysia, and helping them to prepare students with the
English language necessary for becoming professional global engineers, and to enhance

the students’ competitive advantage in the job market.

Starting with a different approach, Shafie and Nayan (2010) investigate whether
through the use of an English for Occupational Purposes (EOP) approach in teaching
English to undergraduates in Malaysia can help to enhance students’ employability
skills. The idea of EOP courses is that they are designed to concentrate on workplace
interactions in vocational related situations. Learning activities and tasks are based on
students’ disciplines, and students are taught to be conscious of structures of texts in
their disciplines. Their study concludes a positive outcome for the EOP courses in

enhancing students’ employability skills.

The research on English language education/courses and employment suggests that the
outcome of English language education is often disappointing (Lie, 2007; Wedell,
2008). Industries and higher education are making an effort to improve their
employees’/students’ English language ability to better meet the English language
demands in employment. Steps are being taken to understand the nature of English
language use and performance in the targeted industry to ensure the quality of English

language learning.

These studies try to inform and improve English language courses so they become more
specifically focused, or tailored to be more domain-specific. Arguably, one of the key
aspects these studies try to achieve is to increase the focus on English language ability
for employability. However, general English language courses, which focus on English

language in general situations, is the type of English generally offered in schools (Orr,
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1998). This trend has attracted some negative and critical responses. For example, the
English proficiency index for companies 2012 (data are gather from 1.7 million adults
in 54 countries over 3 years) (Education First, 2012) shows that employees around the
globe struggle with English, particularly those students leaving secondary schools who
often do not have sufficient English to function effectively in employment. The report
further points out that in lower proficiency countries, English is not considered as an
essential skill for employability, but is taught as a secondary academic subject in school,
with outdated drilled rote learning, and emphasis on grammatical accuracy and
memorisation rather than the English language skills needed in employment. Thus,
“school systems carry much of the blame for the low levels of English proficiency

among adults” (p. 22).

Another criticism about general English can be seen in Chia, Johnson, Chia, and Olive’s
(1999) study on the English language needs for medical college students in Taiwan.
Their study indicates that general English language courses are not sufficient, and
students need additional emphasis on aspects of medical English. General English
courses have been criticised for a lack of awareness of the specific needs of students
(Cowling, 2007). As a result, most learners do not “see the connection on what they do
in class with the real job world that they will venture into later” (Shafie & Nayan, 2010,
p. 119).

The above discussion reveals that there has been much discussion and research
concerning English language education/courses and the learners’ employability, and
much attention given to the importance of preparing learners with the English language
ability necessary for their chosen domain. However, the majority of discussion and
research has mainly concentrated on adult or university learners, with much less
attention given to the secondary school sector, particularly the general English language

education offered in career-oriented VHSs.
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1.7 English language, English language education, and VHSs in

Taiwan

Oliver (2005) suggests that in order to face the changes brought about by globalisation,
education systems need to parallel the contemporary changes and adapt to prepare
young people to live and function effectively in globalised environments. Arguably,
major educational changes are already taking place at university and in the elementary
school sector. For example, there is the tendency towards an ‘Englishisation in higher
education’ (Gnutzmann & Intemann, 2008), with an increasing use of English language
as the medium of education in universities worldwide (Graddol, 2006). There is also a
trend of national education policies supporting an early start to teaching of English
within elementary schools (Enever, 2008). However, there seems to be less attention
given to the secondary level of education, where vocational training in Taiwan, and

many other countries, is positioned.

1.7.1 VHSs in Taiwan

Technical and vocational education in Taiwan has always been closely linked to social-
economic development, and the establishment and development of vocational education
is aimed at delivering the manpower needed for national and social economic growth
and development, and providing students with adequate professional knowledge and
specialised skills for the job markets. For example, there have been different stages of
Taiwan’s economic development, from a labour-intensive agricultural period, to a skill-
intensive industrial period, and currently a capital-intensive knowledge-based
information technology period. Different manpower is needed during different
developmental stages, and thus different educational missions are specified to fulfil the
need at different stages of development. The initial goal of vocational education was to
train various types of entry-level workers to provide the highly skilled manpower
needed for economic development in the 1960s and early 1970s. Later, when Taiwan
shifted from exporting agricultural products to industrial manufactured goods,
vocational education was aimed at more specialised technical personnel, and various
levels of expertise. Vocational education was expanded at that time, both in the number

of students and the number of schools. The ultimate goal of Taiwan’s vocational
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education system is to cultivate skills needed in the job market, and it is modified

according to the country’s economic growth.

VHSs are categorised in the senior (upper) level of secondary education in Taiwan.
They provide vocational programs for junior high school graduates. Students are
normally aged 15-18 years old, and typically choose a single specialism, such as
electrical engineering, computer science or hospitality. In principle, students who
graduate from VHSs are equipped to take up employment or go on to advanced study,

such as a 4-year or 2-year technology college course.

The distinct characteristic of VHSs that differentiates them from academic high school
lies in the emphasis on students’ ability to meet and acquire work capability, and help
students prepare to enter the job market after graduation. However, getting a higher
academic qualification has always been a priority in Taiwan, as it is seen as essential for
advancement into the upper social classes and well paid jobs (Cheng, 2007). With the
launch of educational reforms in recent years along with the higher tertiary acceptance
rates at nearly 100%, there are more channels and opportunities for greater numbers of
VHS students to move on to tertiary education (Cheng, 2007). There are increasing
numbers of students going for university education and decreasing numbers of students
are entering vocational education. As a result, the vocational system is suffering a crisis

of identity.

Huang (2008) also points out that, because VHS performance is evaluated by the
number of students going to the national university system, VHS tend to focus on
sending students into higher education. In other words, building employment-oriented
skills and work capability should be the core of the Technological and Vocational
Education (TVE) in Taiwan; however, continuing to pursue higher education appears to
become the primary focus and also the indicator of VHS effectiveness. The vocational
education system in Taiwan seems to lose a clear direction, which differentiates it from

academic high schools.

The basic framework of VHSs in Taiwan can be illustrated from four aspects: (i)
Purpose: VHSs in Taiwan have a very clear intention and purpose. They aim to give

students basic technical skills and help them join the work force right after their
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completion of study; (ii) Intention: VHSs’ intention is to take students who may not
achieve the academic criteria for entering senior high schools, or students who have
aspirations of employment and would like to learn practical, career-oriented skills. In
other words, this alternative educational path provides them with a vocational orientated
education, which helps them to obtain employment; (iii) Who: Students from junior
high schools who often struggle with homework and do not manage to get into an
academic stream can instead cultivate occupational skills by entering VHSs. These
schools have a specifically devised curriculum that addresses students’ needs and allows
them to receive the relevant occupational training that they require, as well as equip
them with skills which could lead towards employment; (iv) Curriculum: In order to
suit the varying personal interests and social tendencies, VHSs in Taiwan offer a wide
range of subfields, including agriculture, industry, business, maritime studies, marine
products, medicine, nursing, home economics, drama and art. It can generally be
divided into three components. (1) Core subjects: These include Chinese, English, and
mathematics; (2) Technical subjects: These include technical theory and practical
experience within students’ chosen field; (3) Options: This allows VHSs to have a more

flexible curriculum design.

Clearly, students at this schooling sector have chosen their specific field for their future,
and VHSs aim to equip students with the necessary skills and knowledge in
employment. Unlike their technical subjects, where students are provided with the
opportunity to engage in relevant work experience, and which serve as preparation for
their potential future careers, English language is provided as a common core subject
across various departments. Apparently, such provision does not address or differentiate
English language in various domains. However, when Cutting (2012) explores the
English language use of ground staff in European airports (security guards, ground
handlers, catering staff and bus drivers), he reveals that there are differences between
trades. Each trade has its own most frequently used grammar and functional dialogues.
Also, as mentioned earlier, numerous studies have been carried out within industry and
at university level to tailor their English language courses to be more domain-specific so

that they address the demands of the specific field.
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1.7.2 English language and VHSs

Evidence has shown that there is an increase in the English language ability
requirements in the job market in Taiwan, and English language ability is a large factor
in an individual’s future career development in Taiwanese society. For example, a
report in 2005 from 104 Job Bank learning sector (a leading online recruitment service
in Taiwan) shows that 53% of its total job vacancies require the applicants to have
foreign language skills, and 95% of these jobs ask specifically for English language
ability. Furthermore, 88% of the industries approved of, and would like to set up,
“English proficiency requirements for different positions” (Liu, 2005). Four years later,
the report shows that nearly half (47.5%) of its total full-time job vacancies require the
applicants to have English language ability. This percentage rises by almost 20% if the
applicants apply for a leadership position (67%), with a further rise to 75% for a
directorship position. This shows that not only is there an increasing requirement for
English language ability in the Taiwanese job market, but also the higher the position in

industry, the greater the demand for English language ability.

Sommers (2008) also points out that the use of English among Taiwan’s workforce can
be categorised as (1) intensive use: the use of English is essential to an individual’s job
performance, (2) elective use: the use of English is not necessary for job performance
but is necessary for promotion from entry-level to management positions, and (3)
assessment-based use: English is not generally used in companies and workplaces but is
used as an assessment of merit or potential in recruitment (p. 56). English language
ability certainly has a direct impact on many aspects of one’s life in Taiwan, especially

career-wise, i.e. better jobs, job promotion, salary rise, etc. (Gao, 2002).

Since the goal of the vocational education system in Taiwan is to train the manpower to
meet the demands of national economic growth, industrial changes and social needs,
English language ability should be considered as one of the VHS students’ skills that
will enhance their competitive edge in employability. It is essential to cultivate and
develop VHS students’ English language ability in order to secure a place in the global
and national economy. If VHS students have adequate English language skills and

competencies applicable to their desired job, it will give them a better opportunity to
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apply for jobs or even higher positions. It can be said that English is a tool for survival,
and should no longer be regarded as a mere school subject in VHS. However, the
scoring system in the TVE Joint College Entrance Examination gives double weighting
to professional technical subjects compared to English. Furthermore, students can gain
extra points by having additional technical certificates in the alternative route of
entering college by recommendation from school. Because of the overemphasis on
vocational training, it is no surprise that the status of English language in VHS is
regarded merely as a required school subject. What is even worse, it is only seen by
students to be a minor or unimportant subject compared to the so-called technical core

courses (Wang & Liao, 2010).

1.7.3 English language education in Taiwanese VHSs

Su (1997) surveyed the entrance examination papers for the technical college in 1997.
She found that up to 70% of the total score could be achieved only when students had
very clear concepts of grammar and mastery of rules. The entrance examination for
technical college focuses on language knowledge, and does not include speaking and
listening sections. The effect of this is that English language teachers in VHSs focus on
instructing the skills related to the testing types (multiple choice questions) and on

language knowledge (vocabulary and grammar in particular).

The entrance examinations for English language have undergone a change towards a
more communicative-oriented framework. Examination in 2001 was constructed
following the basic principles of communicative language testing. Conversation items
were added, whilst the number of grammar items decreased. Even though official policy
documents state that communicative competence is the main goal for teaching English
language, the reality may well be different. Students in Taiwan still have difficulty
having basic conversations in English (Chu, 2011), this can be explained by firstly, the
deep-rooted test culture, which focuses on written test results; secondly, the style of

examinations, which leads to the tendency of focusing on reading.

Furthermore, as the entrance examinations in Taiwan are not orally based, reading

comprehension skill is a necessity for students to prepare for the university entrance
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examination (Celani, 2008). The examination system in Taiwan determines what is
important to study by what is to be examined. In addition, teachers have to prepare
students for passing the examinations based on the requirements of the examination
system, where all too often, as Findley and Nathan (1980) claim, “the need of the
student to functionally communicate in the language has been overlooked” (p. 222).
Language teaching becomes a process of practising and acquiring sufficient vocabulary
and grammar rules to pass the exam, which hardly considers the English language need
and use in reality. This may explain the low level of English language performance in
Taiwan when it comes to communicative language use (Nunan, 2003). Taiwanese
learners may be good at recognising and memorising grammatical rules of English but

are often not able to use English for communication.

Based on a report by the Educational Testing Service (ETS) in Taiwan (2011), oral
communication skill is being placed as the most important English language skill by
Taiwanese industries when recruiting and interviewing new employees. Savignon and
Wang (2003) also point out, “learners and the society as a whole expect and value
communicative skills” (p. 240). The ability to use English language in communication
is strongly perceived by the government and people of Taiwan as a very important
element of English language ability. More and more education institutions, businesses
and organisations in Taiwan have adopted the Test of English for International
Communication (TOEIC, a global standard test developed to test everyday language
skills in the workplace to measure and evaluate English communicative ability for non-
native English speakers). It is used for assessment and promotion purposes, and also in
some universities for admission purposes or as a graduation requirements (Nan, 2011;
Newsletter, 2009). However, comparing TOEIC test results of different stages of
students in Taiwan to other counterparts in Asia, VHS students have been pointed out as
the most disappointing group due to their inadequate English performance (Chang,
2009). In VHSs, English seems to be taught as a discipline rather than as a
communication tool. The priorities of the development of certain aspects of English
language skills need to be reconsidered in the English language education in VHSs in

Taiwan.

It can be seen that it is necessary to enhance VHS students’ English language ability in

terms of promoting their post-graduation employability. While there are substantial
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requirements for English language ability in employment, the disappointing English
ability results of Taiwanese VHS students pose serious questions on the quality and
effectiveness of English education in VHSs, particularly in regard to its connection to

students’ potential English requirement and use in employment.

Furthermore, as mentioned earlier, there is a problem with the emphasis on written
examinations in schools. Whilst good grades may appear to demonstrate satisfactory
English language knowledge in the range that the examination covers, it is not an
indication of good English language competence in terms of desired actual English
language use. Holmes (2001) discusses general employability in UK, and states that
employers want the graduates they recruit and employ have desirable performance
rather than skills in a general term. If this is the case in the English language ability
requirement in the Taiwanese job market, then it is necessary to understand and provide
the relevant English language skills demanded by the employment that VHS graduates
enter. This leads to the question of whether the English language courses provided in
VHSs are relevant enough to support and prepare VHS students with the desired
English language ability in employment, as well as understand the complexity of

English language use in their potential job.

1.7.4 VHS students and teaching

VHS students in Taiwan are considered to be poorly motivated to learn English (Su,
2003; Wang, 2002). Cheng and Dérnyei (2007) said that “without sufficient motivation
even the brightest learners are unlikely to persist long enough to attain any really useful
language ability, whereas most learners with strong motivation can achieve a working
knowledge of the L2, regardless of their language aptitude or any undesirable learning
conditions” (p.153). There is no doubt about the great importance that motivation plays
in terms of language learning. The existence of motivation definitely helps the process

of language learning.
Warden and Lin (2000) claim that Taiwanese students are motivated to learn English

because of the potential benefits it will bring at some point in the future. Also, the

instrumental motive associated with potential career improvement is highlighted in
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Taiwanese students’ English language study. If this applies to VHS students, then using
Feather’s (1990) class of motives, which include values and needs, English language
study that is relevant to what students need and value would appear to be helpful in

stimulating VHS students’ desire and motives of learning English.

Similar ideas can be seen in Wilkins (1973) and Goodman (1986). Wilkins (1973) states
that if language learning is related to the needs of the learners and the way they use the
language, they will have greater sustained satisfaction in language learning, as they are
able to see the practical benefit of what they are doing through language learning.
Goodman (1986) advocates that schools make language hard to learn because schools
do not put priority in the ‘communication of meaning’. When the learning is sensible
and relevant to learners’ needs and experiences, it becomes easier. When learners use
language meaningfully and purposefully, learning has purpose for learners. In other
words, language learning should be meaningful, relevant and has purpose for learners.
Therefore, it is worth bearing in mind what aspects and types of language are required
to fulfil language learners’ expectation of their language learning. These are essential in

terms of language learners’ desire and motivation in language learning.

Furthermore, in Cheng and Dornyei’s (2007) survey of 387 Taiwanese teachers of
English in a wide range of institutional contexts (from elementary schools to
universities) and teaching in several different educational sectors at the same time, they
found that English language teachers in Taiwan show a “lack of recognition of the
utility of goal setting” (which in traditional motivation research, it has been labelled as
‘orientations’, and the most frequently mentioned types of orientations are
‘instrumental” and ‘integrative’) (p. 163). It appears that it would be useful to explore
VHS teachers’ English teaching goals, and VHS students’ reasons and purposes to learn
English. If English language teachers in VHSs could be aware of the reasons behind
VHS students’ English language learning and could make good use of the potential
motive exist in VHS students, it would possibly have powerful influence on VHS

students’ English language learning in Taiwan.

In summary, this section looked at the relationship between English language, English
language education, and VHSs in Taiwan. Figure 2 attempts to summarise the above

discussion. As we can see in diagram A, the starting point is the appreciation that the
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VHSs place emphasis on the ability of students to meet and acquire work capability, and
help them to prepare for future employment. Given that situation, the diagram next to it
shows the English language ability requirements in career-wise aspect in Taiwan, and
moves on to show how this then affect VHS students’ need to become proficient in
English language for their careers. From diagram B, we can see that the argument has
looked at the contradictions between what VHSs intend to focus on and what the current
reality is. It then moves on to see how this leads to the unimportant status of English
language in VHSs. Diagram C looks at the language skills that are needed by Taiwanese
industries and society, and how VHSs prepare students with these language skills. It
then moves on to discuss the problems that arise as a result of the disparity between the
two. The whole discussion then moves on to look at VHS students and what research
has suggested (Diagram D), and leads to one aim of this study. The last diagram E looks

at English language teachers and what this study aims to find out from them.

Figure 2. The relationship between English language, English language education, and VHSs in
Taiwan

A.

VHSs

1. Emphasis on students’ ability to
meet and acquire work capability.

2. Help students prepare to enter the
job market after graduation - equip
them with professional technical
knowledge and abilities required for
the job market and career
development.

English language ability
1. There is an increasing
requirement for English language
ability in the Taiwanese job market.
2. The higher the position in
industry, the greater the demand for
English language ability.

3. The use of English language
among Taiwan’s workforce is a fact;
it is only a matter of whether it is
intensive English use, elective use or
assessment-based use.

Relationship

1. Enhancement of competitive edge in employability
2. A better opportunity to apply for a job or even a higher
position
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VHS core:
Employment-oriented and work capability building

AN

A V.4

1. Primary focus: sending 2. Scoring system: overemphasis on
students into higher education vocational training

The status of English language in VHSs:
1. A required school subject
2. A minor or unimportant subject compared to the technical courses

C.
/ . . \ Gnglish language skills provided \
English langu'a gq Sklus peeded 1. The style of examination is written but not
1. Oral complumcatlon sk111 is placed orally based - reading comprehension skill is a
as _the most. 1mporta_nt Engl.ISh language necessity for students to prepare for the
skill by Taiwanese industries. examination.
2. In Taiwan, learners and the society <—————> 7 Students are good at recognising and
asa who!e ep'cpect am'i value . memorising grammatical rules of English but
communicative English language skills. are often not able to use English for
\ j communication.
Problems:

1. English language need and use in reality is hardly considered.
2. English is taught as a discipline rather than as a communication tool in VHSs.

D.
KVHS students \ fResearch reports about Taiwanese English \
1. Identified as the most disappointing group language learners
because their inadequate English language 1. Taiwanese students are motivated to learn English
performance in the TOEIC as compared to other because of the potential benefits it will bring at some
groups of students in Asia. point in the future.
2. Less motivated students. 2. The instrumental motive associated with potential
career improvement is highlighted in Taiwanese
student’s English language study.

o AN )

What aspects and types of language are required to fulfill
VHS learners’ expectation of their language learning?
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English language teachers in Taiwan ‘lack of This study aims to explore
recognition of the utility of goal setting’ 1. VHS teachers’ English language teaching
(instrumental and integrative motivations). goals.
2. VHS students’ reasons and purposes to learn
English.

Therefore, considering the contextualised reality of the English language demands in
employment, the purposes of VHSs, and their arrangements for English language
courses, there is a need to gain a deeper insight into how such arrangements prepare
students for their intended employment, and also to explore what VHS teachers’ and
students’ perspectives are of their English language education in VHSs (as research
question two seeks to find out). This exploration will also help to find out whether
current English language education in VHSs in Taiwan has evolved in tandem with the

changing economic growth.

1.8 Structure and content of the remaining chapters in this thesis

There are eight further chapters in this study. Chapter Two looks at the impact of
globalisation on English language education. It first examines the realities of English
language used in global and national contexts, and its pedagogical implications, which
helps to clarify the Taiwanese context of the present research. It then moves on to look
at English language in the Taiwanese context, and examines the English language
syllabus with the curriculum of VHSs. This is relevant to understanding to what extent
the English language curriculum prepares students with the English necessary for their

intended employment, as stated in research question one.

Chapters Three to Five review relevant literature on English language education.
Chapter Three looks at literature on English language learning, and examines the
concept of learning English as a foreign language (EFL) (as it is the English language
learning context of the current study). This review generates several important aspects
that are relevant to the discussion of EFL education, and which have been used to guide
the construction of the questionnaires and interviews for this study. Chapter Four

reviews literature on English language teaching, and examines the major developments
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in foreign English language teaching. The literature review of these two chapters lead to
a further examination of English language purposes and needs, and what/how English
language education can offer to students in terms of preparing them with the
desired/required types of English language and needs. This is presented in Chapter Five

on a discussion of the general English and English for Specific Purposes.

Chapters Six to Eight discuss the research methodology, and the findings relating to the
relationship between English language education and VHS students in Taiwan, and the
extent to which English language education in VHSs prepares students for future
employment. Chapter Six discusses the research questions, the research design and
methods, the sample and population choices of this study, data collection and analysis,
and ethical considerations. Chapters Seven and Eight deal with the presentation and
analysis of data, which seek to answer the two research questions of this study. Chapter
Seven presents data and findings from the student participants, and Chapter Eight
presents data and findings from the teacher participants. Students and teachers’
perspectives on English language education in VHSs, its importance for employability,
and the relationship between English language education in VHSs and students’ future

employment are analysed and presented in both chapters.

Chapter Nine draws on the findings from both Chapters Seven and Eight, and provides
a summary of major findings and discussions, reaching a conclusion that answers the
main research question of this study. It also discusses the implications of the research
findings and offers recommendations both in terms of suggestions for improving current

practice and ideas for further research in this area.
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The impact of globalisation on English
language education in Taiwan: policy

implications for VHSs

2.1 Introduction

This chapter looks at the impact of globalisation on English language education, with a
particular focus on Taiwan and its VHSs. It consists of three parts. The first part looks
at English language in two different global and national contexts, which provides an
understanding of the realities of English language in use, and its impact on English
language education. It not only provides wider contextual background information to
this study, it is also useful for policy makers and practitioners when thinking about
language planning and curriculum, and the teaching of English language, which further
helps to understand and clarify the second part of this chapter: the Taiwanese context of

the present study, as well as its pedagogical implications.

The second part of this chapter looks at the context of English language in Taiwan, for
example, the impact of globalisation on Taiwan. It first looks at its economical
planning, and language policy and reforms, and then the status, use, role, and the
purposes of English language in Taiwanese society, which provides the necessary
contextual background to this research. This contextualisation sheds light on the policy
implications to VHSs and English language education. The third part of this chapter
examines the English language syllabus within the curriculum of VHSs, and therefore

answers research question one stated in Chapter One.
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2.2 The impact of globalisation on English language use

As discussed in the previous chapter, globalisation has led to the further spread of
English language around the world, and influences the use of language. It has resulted
in the increased use of English language worldwide, both in terms of numbers of
speakers, and in the geographic and functional expansion of contexts of use.
Worldwide, non-native English speakers (NNES) outnumber native English speakers
(NES) three to one (Gagliardi, 2010; Sasaki, Suzuki, & Yoneda, 2006). The English
language is no longer seen to be dominated by the native English speaking countries
(Gagliardi & Maley, 2010; Warschauer, 2000), and there is a transition in the function,
contexts of use, and ownership of English (Jenkins, 2000). Accordingly, the goal of
English language teaching and learning is no longer simply and primarily to be able to
communicate effectively with NES. The goal and focus to achieve the native standard

has also been questioned (Jenkins, 2000; Young & Walsh, 2010).

The growth, spread, and dominance of English language has implications for language
policy, language planning and curricula, and the teaching of English (Seidlhofer, 2003;
Young & Walsh, 2010), and it has claimed the attention of both researchers and
practitioners in the field of English language teaching and learning. One area of
growing interest is in respect to how the English language is used around the world.
Since there is an increasing proportion of communication in English between NNES,
the English language can and will be changed by all its users (Young & Walsh, 2010).
To correspond to the reality of English used worldwide, new terms emerged: World
Englishes, English as an International Language (EIL), and English as a Lingua Franca
(ELF). These different types of Englishes are discussed in further detail in section 2.3.1.

below.

2.3 The English language in the global context: EIL and ELF

McArthur (2002) defines a language as lingua franca when the language is “‘common to,
or shared by, many cultures and communities at any or all social and educational levels,
and used as an international tool” (p. 2). Even though other languages, such as Chinese

and Spanish, have more native speakers than English (Graddol, 2006; Young & Walsh,
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2010), the dominant status of English as a global language has led to the term ELF
emerging as a way of representing its current position and role (Seidlhofer, 2005). The
global spread of English has also resulted in the emergence of ‘new English’, which
means world English use and the varieties of non-standard English, and this is one of

the features studied under the category of ELF.

Much research has focused on different aspects, implications, and consequences of the
development of World English varieties in ELF (Gagliardi & Maley, 2010; Graddol,
2006), the intelligibility in world Englishes in the global context (Jenkins, 2000;
Kachru, 2008; Smith, 1983b), and the maintaining of national and local identity in the
face of globalisation (Graddol, 2006; Kachru, 1992). For example, Seidlhofer (2003)
discusses the function of English as the world language and outlines its likely
consequences in pedagogy, such as re-orientation of English language from achieving
native standard towards focusing on skills and strategies useful in international contexts,
and also exposure to a wide range of varieties of English to facilitate the acquisition of
communicative abilities. Jenkins (2000) states that flexibility is the key priniciple in
facing the World English varieties, and proposes pedagogical procedures to help
speakers of English to acquire such flexibility. She argues that Received Pronunication
(RP) or Genearl American (GA) English would serve as a reference or guidance in
teaching, and as a commom pronunciation core for intelligibility. Speakers (learners)
need to be flexible to adjust and adapt their speech according to the context of

interaction, and so do speech receivers (teachers).

However, Maley (2010) argues against the claim that ELF brings about new varieties of
English use across a wide variety of interactions between NNES. She states that this
kind of claim focuses primarily on interactions between NNES. Although there are
statistically more NNES-NNES interactions than those between NES-NES, there are
other more complex types of interaction that need to be taken into account (see details
on p. 28-29), as well as the status of the users’ English needs, because competent users
of English are less likely to resort to other forms of English. Therefore, Maley (2010)
states that “the sheer range of variability in the use of English is phenomenal” (p. 31).

This appears to be the case in terms of English as a second/foreign language teaching.

21



These concerns about World Englishes or English varieties in ELF do not seem to have
much influence on its practice. For example, Jenkins (2000) pointed out that in English
as a foreign language countries, the teaching profession still follows standard English
criteria (Jenkins, 2000). Also, Yung and Walsh’s (2010) study, in which they
interviewed 26 NNES teachers from different countries and explored their beliefs about
the usefulness and appropriateness of EIL and EFL varieties, found that “most
participants are more concerned with ways of selecting, adapting and exploiting a
variety which is appropriate to their local context than with issues around the usefulness
and appropriateness of EIL/EFL” (p. 136). Their investigation indicates a general trend
suggesting that participants were taught the local variety of English at lower levels, for
example, Taiwanese English in terms of pronunciation and grammar in schools.
However, once they became more advanced learners, i.e. in colleges or universities,
they have more access or exposure to authentic British or American English, which is
dependent on local conditions and expectations. Therefore, their finding shows that
teacher participants are not concerned about ELF issues, rather, they report a practical
and pragmatic perspective on varieties of English, with a need to believe in a standard
form of the language. In other words, teacher participants would want to teach English
which would approximate as closely as possible to the native standard. Thus, their study
suggests that a clear understanding of local contexts should be the first consideration in

terms of English education.

While ELF focuses on the use of English primarily among NNES, EIL highlights the
international use of English, and it applies to both NES and NNES. According to Smith
(1983b), English, when used as an international language, it is no longer dominated by
NES but by anyone who speaks English. English native speakers need to be aware of
the English varieties because English is used as a function to communicate with people

worldwide.

Smith (1978) suggests that “English as an international or intranational language (EIIL)
is a more accurate term of how English language is being used in most of the world” (p.
5), and further claims that EIIL “should become the classroom subject rather than
ESOL” (which is the umbrella term for ESL or EFL) (p. 5). His two main arguments for
the educational differences between ESOL and EIIL are, firstly, EIIL learners include
both NES and NNES while ESOL refers to NNES only. Secondly, the emphasis is on
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the study of culture. ESOL emphasises mainly native English speaking culture while

EIIL allows wider cultures to be involved.

However, when Kachru (1986) described English language teaching and learning, he
proposed the concentric circles model to represent the situation: the inner circle
represents English as a first language (i.e. Australia, Britain, the USA); the outer circle
represents English as a secondary language in a multilingual environment (ESL) (i.e.
India, Singapore, and the Philippines), and the expanding circles represents English as a
foreign language (EFL) (i.e. China, Japan, and Korea). Judd (1981) had earlier
identified and proposed four distinct contextual categories determined by the language
environment in which the NNES were studying: ESL (English as a second language),
EFL (English as a foreign language), EAL (English as an additional language) and
ELWC (English as a Language of Wider Communication) (p. 60-63). Judd’s
categorisation is determined by the language environment in which the NNES were
learning English. Therefore, in terms of the groups mentioned above, Judd excludes

NES.

Of course, we cannot neglect the notion of EIL. As Kachru (1992) proposes, teaching
English as an international language is “an awareness of the fact that most ESL/EFL
today relates to NNS populates requiring English for their internal purposes, or for
dealing with other NNS populations, without the presence or intervention of native
speakers” (p. 41). Educators need to bear in mind the function of English as an
international language to facilitate communication between different countries and
cultures (communication facilitator), which can certainly have some pedagogical
implication. Current English language teaching and learning studies often refers to ELF
and EIL, and these terms are generally used when considering English language in a
global sense. However, they cannot represent other aspects of English language
positions. This is because different sociopolitical, cultural and economic backgrounds
will make considerable difference in terms of the role, function, and status that English
language holds in a nation. Therefore, thinking of English as an international language
does not help us to understand the position of English language within a nation where
English language is not a native language. If we narrow down English language to
national level, the role and functions of English language in a specific nation context

may vary. Accordingly, the fundamental contextual factor of how English language is
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perceived and functions in a nation needs to be examined and looked at from its national

context.

2.4 The English language in a national context: ESL and EFL

An initial understanding of the position of English language in a national context will
definitely be meaningful and in fact, most appropriate when it comes to the teaching and
learning of English language. In terms of English used as a non-native language, this is
best achieved by using the categorisation system of English as a second language (ESL)

and English as a foreign language (EFL).

It has been shown that these two situations have considerable differences in terms of
English language teaching and learning (Kachru, 1992; Nayar, 1997). For example,
Hakansson and Norrby (2010) conducted a longitudinal study comparing different
contexts: in a foreign setting or in the target language environment (instructed language
learners of Swedish in two different learning contexts: in the target language
environment (referred to as second language learners) and outside of the target language
environment (referred to as foreign language learners). Their result show differences
between the second language and foreign language groups in their pragmatics and
lexicon production. Their study confirms that the learning environment is a critical
factor. In Kobayashi (2001)’s study, she also reconfirmed the importance of taking the
particular social context of the learners in order to gain a proper understanding of
learners’ learning attitudes towards learning. The distinction between ESL and EFL has
been recognised as useful in providing perspectives in developing and discussing
English language curriculum, teaching aims, strategies and methods (Brown, 1994b;
Christophersen, 1873; Judd, 1981). Therefore, the following sections briefly look at the
two terms, ESL and EFL.

2.4.1 ESL

The colonisation of British imperialism in the 19th century triggered the initial spread
of English. In many colonial and post-colonial nations, English remains in use due to its

advantages and the social prestige status English entitles. Often, these nations are
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multilingual and multicultural. English becomes a ‘second’ language (though not in the
order of acquisition), for the purpose of intranational everyday communication. English
has some officially approved national status, and it is a vital medium of instruction in
the educational system (Kachru, 1992; Nayar, 1997; Smith, 1978). The other ESL
situations take place initially from the liberalised post World War II immigration policy
in North America. English is being taught to immigrants to interact and integrate into
the English native speaking society in the native environment (Nayar, 1997). In short, in
ESL countries, “English is used for a range of purposes or has an official status”

(Gnutzmann & Intemann, 2008, p. 13).

In terms of English language learning and teaching, an ESL context provides learners
with rich English language exposure, and real-life English language use opportunities
outside the classroom, which allows them to ‘“develop their pragmatic ability”
(Martinez-Flor & Uso-Juan, 2006, p. 51). Moreover, English language is primarily

studied for utilitarian reasons (Nayar, 1997).

2.4.2 EFL

The rise and economic influence of the United States in the 20th century furthered the
spread of English language in the non-colonised areas of the world. In this way, English
gradually won its unique international status. English has been integrated into the
education systems of many countries, and is taught as a school subject even though it
does not have any official status (Judd, 1981; Kachru, 1992; Nayar, 1997). It has little
or no internal communicative function, it is simply “just another language” (Kachru,
1992). English language is studied mainly for its usefulness in international contact and
communication (Smith, 1978; Smith, 1983b). In short, in EFL countries, “English is
usually learned through education for international and occupational purposes”

(Gnutzmann & Intemann, 2008, p. 14).

In terms of English language learning and teaching, the EFL context provides learners
with a limited amount of exposure to English (Smith, 1983b) and restricted English
language use (Kachru, 1992). Learners do not have ready-made exposure to and

immediate uses for English situations outside classroom, they need to make efforts to
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create such opportunities, and may thus “have difficulty in seeing the relevance of

learning English” (Brown, 1994b, p. 6).

2.4.3 Views against the ESL and EFL labels

English as a second and as a foreign language are ways to refer to the role of English
language position, use, and learning outside the NNES English learning scope
(situations). While research highlights the importance of distinguishing ESL and EFL,
and its value in informing English language pedagogy, there are some arguments
against these two labels. Nayar (1997) argues that ESL and EFL is the reality of history
and demography rather than the realities of the changing role of English in today’s
world. Smith (1978) states the same view, expressing that these two labels do not “fully
describe the present state of English language use” (p.13). Examples of its constantly
overlapping definition and blurry references can be found in the literature and in the
English language teaching materials marketing (Hakansson & Norrby, 2010; Kachru,
2008; Nayar, 1997; Smith, 1978). Nayar (1997) further points out different perceptions
and interpretations of ESL from looking at the sociocultural English language
acquisition background and objective of learning (see p. 15-24 for further details). He
further proposed a new label, English as an associate language (EAL), to differentiate
the two dimensions of ESL. It seems that ESL appears to be more controversial than
EFL. As Nayar (1997) claims, the use of EFL is “semantically more transparent and less

complex in that it is basically referred to a language that is foreign” (p. 12).

So far this section has argued that globalisation has led to the further spread of English
around the world and that this has affected how English language is used. The
discussion has seen that two broadly different groups of researchers have emerged, both
looking at the realities of English language in use. One line of research, which sees
English as either an international language or lingua franca, has raised such issues as the
emergence of varieties of World English, their intelligibility, local and national
identities and their consequences for English language pedagogy. A different line of
research has looked at the same issues from a more context-bound perspective, in which
understanding and responding to local, national and social contexts for English

language led to seeing issues of English language teaching and learning through the
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more traditional approaches of EFL and ESL. Figure 3 below sums up these two

positions.

English seen as a global language
(international/lingua franca)

Global level

The English language in
a global sense

/1 . ELF - English is used as a worldwide \

communication language between NNES.

2. EIL - English is used as a function to
communicate with people worldwide.

3. World Englishes - the emergence of
World English varieties.

English seen as a
second/foreign language

National level

How English in NNES countries is
perceived and functions in a national sense

¢

/
~

v
@onsequences and

pedagogical implications

1. Intelligibility - Intelligible
communication among speakers
from different nations and culture.

2. Identity - Maintaining national

and local identity in the face of
globalisation.

Q English varieties

/National position

1. ESL - (1) Intranational everyday communication

(2) Officially approved national status (3) A vital
medium of instruction in the educational system.

2. EFL - (1) Little or no internal communicative

function (2) No official status (3) It’s simply just

another language and it’s taught as a school subject

(4) Mainly studied for its usefulness in

kintemational contact and communication

~

/

y

Gnglish language teaching and \

learning environment

1. ESL - (1) rich English exposure (2) Rich real-life
English use opportunities outside the classroom (3)
English is primarily studied for utilitarian reasons
intranationally and domestic motivation.

2. EFL - (1) Limited amount of exposure to English (2)
Restricted English use (3) No ready-made exposure to
and immediate uses of English situations outside
classroom (4) learners may have difficulty in seeing

Q} relevance of learning English.

/

Figure 3. Two different perspectives on English language teaching and learning: global and ESL/EFL

A suggested conceptual map (see Figure 4) for the two different perspectives on English

language teaching and learning is to see these two as contrasting mindsets: outside-in

and inside-out. The outside-in view starts from the position that English is a global

phenomenon and then considers how this phenomenon affects how the English

language appears in local areas in terms of its applications, functions, and local usage.

This view considers global issues and uses in order to understand the local reality. The



other perspective, inside-out view, starts with the local reality. It looks at how English
occurs in a local, national, or social context. How English is changing in the worldwide
setting, i.e. interaction between different groups of English speakers is not their primary
concern. This is the perspective that is generally used by teachers, policy makers, and
curriculum developers. This leads to a mismatch between what students are being

prepared for by their English education, and the world realities or their employer’s

positions that apply to them.

The global context

National/local
context

National/local
context

The global context

Outside-in view: uses a wide global

Inside-out view: wuses a narrow

view to understand English in a national to understand English in a

narrow national setting wider global setting

Figure 4. Two contrasting conceptual English teaching and learning mind-sets

We can use these two views to simplify the many different classifications of English
language teaching and learning that currently exist. For example, ESL/EFL are both
inside-out views as they can be seen as working from a specific context to a broader
international perspective. By contrast, the more recent global approach, i.e. EIL, EFL,

sees English more from the outside-in perspectives. However, both views accept the
need for national context to be considered.

As the current context of this study focuses on Taiwan, the following sections aim at
clarifying the Taiwanese context of the present study. The role, status and function of
English in Taiwan are introduced. In addition, in the context of current study, the
researcher proposes a new term: English as an international foreign language (EIFL) in

the context of Taiwan from the perspectives of English use globally and nationally, as
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well as the role and function of English in Taiwan. This new designation modifies the
ESL/EFL terms to include a global perspective. This allows us to consider the local
properties and realities of learning and using English in Taiwan, whilst still being aware

of the global issues.

As this study is concerned with the English language education in VHSs in Taiwan, the
second part of this chapter examines the status, use, rule, and the purpose of English
language in Taiwanese society, and the impact of globalisation on the English language
education in Taiwan. These help in understanding the situation of English language in
Taiwan, as well as later discussion of English language education in Taiwanese VHSs,

where this study is conducted.

2.5 The context of English language in Taiwan

As mentioned earlier, one area of English language education research is investigating
the development or emerging varieties of English language, and their relevant
pedagogical aspects. Globalisation has led to English language education going through
rapid changes in different countries, and Taiwan is no exception. The influences and
functions of English are increasingly expanding in Taiwan. It is the most commonly

studied, and the only required foreign language in schools.

Jung and Norton (2002) state that, “in many non-English speaking countries, a learner’s
acquisition of English can be profoundly affected by a government’s policy toward the
role of English in society and also by the procedures for implementing those decisions
in its educational system” (p. 246). The role of governments on the national language
policy will shape the language use and learning. In order to get a better idea of English
language education in Taiwan, it would be essential to first gain an initial understanding
of the English language context in Taiwan. Therefore, the following sections look at the
effect of globalisation on national and economical planning, some of the government’s
recent policy regarding English language, and further discusses the status, use, role, and
the purpose of English language in Taiwanese society. The impact of globalisation on
the English education in Taiwan is also examined, with particular attention given to

Taiwanese VHS English language education.
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2.5.1 The effect of globalisation on national and economical planning

Globalisation has led to greater integration in international trade. In facing global
competition, one of Taiwan’s national policy goals is to cultivate localised industries as
well as promote globalisation for Taiwan. Taiwan’s admission as an official member of
the World Trade Organisation (WTO) in January 2002 is one of the noticeable policy
achievements of Taiwan in joining international trade organisations. As a major global
exporter of manufactured goods, Taiwan’s accession to the WTO ensures an equal

opportunity to compete within the international marketplace.

Other major national plans towards global competitiveness in the international market
are, for example, the following plans proposed by the Council for Economic Planning

and Development (2002):

(1) Developing Taiwan into a global research, development, and supply centre for high

value-added products.

(2) Investing in global logistic distribution channels; building Taiwan into a regional
headquarters for Taiwanese and multinational corporations to improve the business and

investment climate in Taiwan.

(3) Investing and developing an internationalised living environment, and create a
barrier-free and sustainable living environment to develop Taiwan into a prime tourist

destination.

As for the national economy boost and development, the Executive Yuan (2009) has
picked out six main emerging industries, with the aim of ‘deepening the development
of pre-established industries on the existing foundations of Taiwan’s Information and
Communication Technology (ICT) industry, while at the same time suitably adjusting
Taiwan’s over-dependence on the ICT industry’. The six chosen industries are:
biotechnology, green energy, travel & tourism, cultural & creative enterprises, medical

care, and high-end agriculture.
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As stated by the Executive Yuan (2009), to successfully develop each of the six
emerging sectors, it will “require high-quality human resources with foreign language

ability and a global perspective” (p. 14).

Furthermore, in face of the impact of the global financial storm, the Taiwanese
President, Ying-Jeou Ma, in his 2009 New Year’s Day address, proclaimed that the
government must strive ‘to turn Taiwan into a global centre of innovation, an Asia-
Pacific economic and trade hub, and an operations headquarters for Taiwanese overseas
businesses’ (Executive Yuan, 2009). English is no doubt a vital element in increasing
the international competitiveness of Taiwan, and in achieving the ultimate goal of

shaping Taiwan into a suitable international resources exchange centre.

To sum up, the effects of globalisation on Taiwanese national and economical planning

are as follows:

1. One of the national policy goals is cultivate localised industries as well as promote

globalisation for Taiwan.

2. High-quality human resources with foreign language ability and a global perspective

are required.

3. The ultimate goal is shape Taiwan into a suitable international resources exchange

centre.

It is clear from this that English language ability plays an essential role for the
promotion of globalisation and international competitiveness for Taiwan. In addition,
English language ability is also a key element in achieving those plans proposed by
governmental departments. This indicates that English language ability at different
levels and in different areas of specialties is needed in Taiwan. The need and use of
English in Taiwan is no longer limited to “a small highly educated elite” as Judd (1981,

p. 62) defined, but is relevant to a wider range of the population.
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2.5.2 The Taiwanese Government’s response to the globalisation of

English: promotion of English language ability in Taiwan

The British Council estimates that, by 2020, half of the world’s population, or 3 billion
people, will be able to communicate in English. 70 countries have already designated
English as an official language (Executive Yuan, 2009). English has become essential to

facilitating Taiwan’s connection with the global community.

The Taiwanese government recognises that English language ability is one of the key
elements in developing international competitiveness, and thus strives to enhance
international language training for those working in national projects as well as citizens

of Taiwan.

In view of the English language need for globalisation, the Ministry of Education
(MOE) in Taiwan has promoted the General English Proficiency Test (GEPT) as a
dependable and objective measure of English language ability, and to encourage
students and citizens to learn English (Wang & Liao, 2010). Moreover, the government
has begun to sponsor English language courses to help service workers to improve their

English (Chern, 2004).

Two recent plans carried out by the Executive Yuan (2002, 2009), which emphasise the

promotion of English and the quality of English language in Taiwan are

(1) Challenge 2008: National Development Plan (2002-2007). Its strategies in
promoting national English language ability are:

(a) creating an English living environment

(b) promoting GEPT

(c) enhancing Quality of English educators

(d) promoting International Trends in Universities and Colleges

(e) attracting Foreign Students

(f) encouraging Study Abroad
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(2) Plan for Enhancing National English Proficiency (Executive Yuan, 2009). The focus
is to collaborate with the MOE to map out appropriate measures for creating a suitable
environment to enhance the English language ability of citizens of this country,

including civil servants.

To sum up, the Taiwanese government’s policy regarding English language is to firstly,
enhance international English language training for those working on national projects
as well as other citizens. Secondly, to implement plans that promote English and raise
the quality of English. So on a national level, the Taiwanese government promotes the
internationalisation of English to increase global competitiveness, boost the economy
and development of Taiwan. All this calls for greater levels of English language ability

among Taiwanese citizens.

2.5.3 Policy applications and implementations on the use of English

language in Taiwan

The main example of this policy being implemented is seen in the aim to build an
English living environment to meet globalisation needs and attract more foreign visitors
to Taiwan. It consists of two major approaches for creating an English-friendly
environment for visitors: (1) all websites aim to include an English version to give
foreigners an understanding of all aspects of Taiwan society; and (2) regional service

facilities that provide information in English.

Another example of policy implementation is that Taiwan’s city and county
governments have set up artificial English learning facilities and programmes in
elementary and junior high schools to immerse learners in real world English situations,
and to improve their ability to communicate in English. In 2006, the Taoyuan Education
Bureau opened the first English Village in Taiwan. At the end of May 2009, a
preliminary survey found that 36 schools had established such facilities: 2 were set up
by senior high schools, 2 by junior high schools, and the rest were set up by elementary
schools (Executive Yuan, 2009). These give learners more opportunities of being

exposed to native English speaking teachers and authentic discourse and language use.
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From these we can see that the Taiwanese government is actively expanding the use and
application of English as a part of daily life. However, despite these official efforts in
promoting and making English ‘used’ in Taiwanese society, the most widely used and
spoken language for Taiwanese people is still not English. In other words, English is
still not used as a major means for communication in daily life in Taiwan (Chen &

Hsieh, 2011).

2.5.4 English language in Taiwan: use and function

The Taiwanese government has a language policy dilemma. On the one hand, there is
policy discussion about the promoting of English for global competitiveness. On the
other hand, however, it finds itself needing to preserve native languages. Because of the
complex socio-historical background, the official language of Taiwan is Mandarin
(Chinese). However, Mandarin is not native to Taiwan. Taiwanese mother tongues are
Taiwanese (Tai-Yu) and Hakka. Taiwanese is the widely spoken language, around 70

percent of the population; Hakka, around 15 percent of the population (Liao, 2010).

As there are more people becoming aware of the importance of preserving native
Taiwanese languages, the Taiwanese government has started to make efforts to promote
native education. Elementary school students are required to study one local native
language in Taiwan - Taiwanese, Hakka, or an indigenous language. As for junior high

school students, such local native language study is optional (Kloter, 2004).

While striving for a balance between national identity and competitiveness, the
desirability of English in Taiwan is constructed through the international, national, and
local statuses of English language. English is claimed by the government to be a quasi-
official language in Taiwan (Chen & Hsieh, 2011). Nationally, it is a vital key element
of Taiwan’s economic, financial, and technological development. Educationally, it is a
leading factor in the educational success of students in Taiwan. Vocationally, it is
becoming an essential requirement for more than half of the jobs in Taiwan (104 job
bank in 2004, the largest human resources company in Taiwan). Ability in English
gives an individual an additional competitive advantage in the Taiwan workplace

(Wang & Liao, 2010).
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As Celani (2008) maintains, “at present we live in a world where English opens doors to
educational and job opportunities at all levels” (p. 421). English definitely holds a
unique position in Taiwan. There is an increased requirement and use of English in
many sectors of Taiwanese society and life. However, daily communication needs still
relies on Mandarin and the native languages in Taiwan. The extent of the function and
uses of English in Taiwan are still limited compared to ESL countries, and the native
languages used in Taiwan. Furthermore, the exposure and interaction with English

language in Taiwan is still more restricted and limited than in ESL contexts.

All in all, English is not a prominent feature of Taiwanese social interaction. Mandarin
and Taiwanese are the major languages used on a daily basis. Most people can get by
well without speaking any other language. However, English does feature in two other
areas of Taiwanese life. One is as a compulsory component in schools and universities
examinations, the other is as a requirement in growing and diverse employment

situations.

2.5.5 The effectiveness of government policy efforts

So far in this chapter government policy efforts on English language have been
presented. However, I will now consider the effectiveness of these efforts, drawing on

the evidence from the literature review.

The Taiwanese government aims to provide opportunities to both learn and use English
practically, and thus gain English language ability. Huang (2005) claims that English is
increasingly used not only for international communication associated with government,
business and popular culture, but also for internal purposes in major institutions in
Taiwan. Feng (2011) also made a similar statement, saying that the prestigious status of
English in Taiwan ‘“has led to an exponential increase in its use in many important
sectors of society and in many schools as a medium of instruction” (p.9). This shows
the recognition of the Taiwanese’s government’s effort to promote English. However, it
is suggested that there is still a long way to go before English becomes commonly used

in Taiwan. Possible reasons why it may be some time yet before this is achieved are:
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(1) English is claimed to be a quasi-official language by the Taiwanese government.
There is some evidence to show that citizens are still unaware of the political and
practical implications of English being a ‘quasi-official’ language. For example, Huang
(2005) conducted six semi-structured focus group interviews with a total of 30
university and college students in Taiwan, and found that “participants did not seem to
be cognizant of the political and practical implications of awarding a language ‘official

status” (p. 50).

(2) Government’s internationalisation plans and programmes are still in the process of
improvement and development. For example, creating an internationalised environment
is still unsatisfactory. (e.g. Taiwan’s former adoption of Tongyong Romanisation in
English signage causes complications and confusion to foreign visitors and residents).
Furthermore, regulations on recruiting international talent and attracting foreign
investment to Taiwan have restricted the government’s plan for turning Taiwan into a
‘centre of confluence’ for Asia-Pacific cultural and creative industries (Executive Yuan,

2009).

(3) Despite the fact that English is actually emphasised in government’s policy as an
‘internationalisation’ key tool, it is still designated and classified as a ‘foreign language’
subject in schools, and studied for only a few hours per week in public schooling.

Taiwan still lacks the English immersion environment that ESL countries have.

The discussion above suggests that English in Taiwan is an EIFL (see 2.3.3.).
Nationally, the Taiwanese government promotes greater English language ability of
citizens in Taiwan, and actively expands the use and application of English as a part of
Taiwanese daily life situations. Locally, however, Mandarin and Taiwanese are the
major languages used on a daily social interaction basis. English is a compulsory
component in schools and universities examinations, and a requirement in the growing
and diverse employment. The extent of the functions, uses, exposure, and interaction
with English language in Taiwan is still restricted and limited compared to ESL

countries.

Taiwan recognises English as a key strategy for national economic development and

regards English language education as critical to its future. The government in Taiwan
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has been actively investing in the promotion of national English language ability for
each category of citizen, and further strives to provide opportunities for learning
English. However, despite the government’s efforts and attempts to enhance national
English language ability, the Taiwanese government has recently expressed serious
concerns about national English language ability and has announced and implemented

several new educational reforms (Graddol, 2006).

2.6 Recent educational reform and curriculum changes in relation to

foreign (English) language

The overall philosophy of English language education in Taiwan is reflected in the
national curriculum guidelines set by the MOE. Recently, the Taiwanese government
has announced a series of language policies and initiated several curricular changes and
reforms in general in an attempt to improve the teaching and learning of the English
language in Taiwan, and also to reflect the needs of society. These reforms and changes
can be seen in three educational levels: elementary and junior high school, senior high

schools, and higher education.

Elementary and junior high school level

English language education in schools started from the first year of junior high school
(equivalent to the seventh grade in America) in 1949 in Taiwan (Su, 2006). In response
to the government’s strives towards internationalisation, the MOE has extended the
teaching of English to the elementary school level. English language has become
compulsory in the fifth grade (in which learners are 11-12 years old) in September
2001, and it was later further lowered down to the third grade (ages 8-9) or a lower
starting grade-level in some areas (Su, 2006). In addition, teachers from English
language speaking countries, such as America, Australia, Britain, and Canada, are
recruited to teach English at elementary and junior high schools (Huang, 2003). The aim

of this is to improve competitiveness globally (Nunan, 2003).

English is listed as one of the seven learning areas, namely “Language Arts” (Mandarin

Chinese, Taiwanese, and other local languages are all included in this area). Since then,
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the MOE has supervised this reform and implemented it step-by-step. Its aims are
outlined in its curriculum guidelines for English language, and these provide a very
important indicator of expectations relating to subject content and approaches to

teaching and learning. The aims are

(1) Develop learners’ basic communication skills to apply to real life situations.

(2) Cultivate learners’ English learning interest and methods to develop learner
autonomy.

(3) Increase learners’ understanding of domestic and foreign customs and culture to

respect and compare cultural differences (Ministry of Education, 2000).

The policy for English language materials (syllabuses and textbooks) has changed from
a ‘one outline and one textbook edition’ policy (a unified editorial textbook system) to
‘one outline and multiple textbook edition’ policy It is now one set of curriculum
guidelines, and an open market for textbooks. The new curriculum guidelines suggest
that the objectives and principles for the design of English language teaching and
learning materials should be based on learners’ interest and needs. The content should
be practical, interesting, and easy to understand. In the first two years (3™ and 4™ grades,
in which learners are 9-10 years old), emphasis is put on listening and speaking abilities,
with gradual integration of reading and writing in the 5™ and 6™ grade (in which
learners are 11-12 years old). At the junior high school stage (in which learners are 13-

15 years old), the focus is on developing and integrating the four language skills.

One of the major changes in the new curriculum is the advocation of the
Communicative Approach as the main instructional methodology. In the past, the
English language curriculum in junior high schools emphasised grammar, reading, and
translation. The teaching approach was the traditional Grammar Translation Method.
With the introduction of the new curriculum, English language textbooks are now
designed and based on the development of communicative competencies and the
Communicative Language Teaching Method. The reform of the curriculum places
emphasis on the construction of meaning. The focus is on developing communicative

competence rather than memorising and delivering knowledge of the language.
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Higher education

Chen and Hsieh (2011) also noted that “academic promotion in higher education (in
Taiwan) is assessed by publication in three English academic indexes (the science
citation index (SCI), social sciences citation index (SSCI) and engineering index (EI)”
(p. 71). English language is increasingly used as an academic promotion tool in higher
education in Taiwan. Furthermore, an increasing number of higher education
institutions are requiring students to pass an English language ability test for a certain

level as a condition for application or graduation (Gao, 2002).

Coleman (2006) points out that developing countries can export their educational
services through the medium of English language teaching. The need and importance of
the use of English as the medium of teaching and learning is recognised by the
Taiwanese government which encourages the development of courses that are taught in
English. Presently, many higher education institutions in Taiwan offer instruction in
English (Clark, 2002). Higher education institutions in Taiwan also strive towards
international teaching and strive to attain international standards (Ministry of Education,
2006). Strategies to promote the internationalisation of higher education in Taiwan
announced by the Ministry of Education (2006) include the promotion of ‘dual degrees’,
encouraging academic cooperation between domestic and foreign colleges and
universities, the pursuit of prestige in worldwide rankings, encouraging the recruitment
of international students and staff, provision of professional English language education

courses, etc.

High school level

The educational plan to meet the emergence of the global village and to cultivate
students’ global view in secondary levels is the promotion of second foreign language
study in high schools (i.e. a second foreign language other than the compulsory English
course). In March 2005, a Five-Year Plan for Promotion of Second Foreign Language
Study in Senior High Schools was officially launched to continue the effort, as well as
to upgrade the environment and the climate for the learning of second foreign languages
in Taiwan. In the first semester of the 2008 school year, 197 schools began 863 classes

of a variety of second foreign language courses with 29,339 students signing up. The
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language choices students have are French, German, Japanese, Korean, Latin, Russian,

and Spanish (Ministry of Education, 2009).

However, educational reforms in technological and vocational education appear not to
focus on foreign (English) language. One of the educational reforms in technological
and vocational education is the ‘Expertise Training Project’ (Ministry of Education,
2009). It aims at improving and enhancing the practical aspects of the students’

specialised skills training to produce specialised workers required by job markets.

In summary, we can see from the Taiwanese government’s policy statements that
several plans have been announced and implemented to improve and enhance English
language education in elementary schooling and the higher education sector. High
schools promote a second foreign language after English. However, in the sector of
VHSs, no major plan exists to promote English language learning. The primary focus is
still on the specialised technical skills for VHSs. Given that English language ability is
needed at different levels and in different areas of specialities in Taiwan, and that the
establishment of VHSs is career-oriented, it is certainly important that English language
education provided in VHSs prepare students with the ability for their intended
employment. Because of this, the investigation conducted in the current research can
contribute to whether English language education in VHSs has adapted to suit the
changing career requirements of students in Taiwan, as stated in Chapter One.
Therefore, the remaining part of this chapter examines the English language syllabus
within the curriculum of VHSs in order to better understand the type of English
language education provided and how far it can be seen to prepare students for their

intended careers.

2.7 English language curriculum in VHSs

A newly developed curriculum guideline for VHS was announced in 2008 and came
into effect in 2009 (Ministry of Education, 2008). It stated that subjects taught in VHSs
should put a priority on practicality. The goal for foreign language teaching is to build a
foundation for further related professional pursuit, develop language related entry-level

technical personnel, and enable them to deal with language aspects in work. English
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language is taught for 2 lessons per week (50 minutes per lesson) and carries 12 credits

(formerly a minimum of 8) for the whole three years.

Students attending VHSs for three years, with two terms per year. Each term has its
own curriculum guideline, which are composed of four aspects: subject framework,
teaching guidelines, teaching material framework, and implementation. Interestingly
though, the guidelines for each term are almost exactly the same, except for the number
of new words each term, and two extra topics (global perspectives, and travel and
transport) are added in the V and VI courses outlines. Since the six English language
guidelines are very much alike, only one of the curriculum guidelines has been

translated into English (see Appendix B).

As we can see, the overall aims outlined in Appendix B 1.1. are associated with the
general areas of language teaching and learning, with no particular emphasis on
vocational context. The primary content is expressed in the form of a list, which could
be described as topics or themes. Content covers a wide range of areas, with broad
implications in terms of vocabulary. Only one entry, related vocational types of
knowledge, refers directly and is relevant to vocational contexts. It is worth noting that
communicative skill is listed as one of the topics to be taught in the lesson. As for the
teaching guidelines (B 1.2.), communication skills, English language learning strategies,
cultural difference awareness, and critical thinking and analysis ability are the four main
teaching aims outlined. The teaching material framework in B 1.3. is a list of ‘unit
topics’, which shows that it is a topic-based curriculum. There are 11 unit topics, and
each one is associated with a list of examples of what might be included. The unit topics
and examples provided are very wide and general. Communicative competence is
addressed, with particular emphasis on interpersonal interaction and communication
ability. As for language components, phonology, vocabulary and grammar are three
aspects specifically listed. Materials compilation in B 1.4. is multi-dimensional, which
is based on students’ interest and level. This is clearly shown in the wide range of topics
presented. No particular teaching methodology is stated, but the application of English
language communication skills is mentioned. As for assessment and resources, it states
that language application is more important than language knowledge, focuses more on
fluency than accuracy. It seems to be orientated towards communicative language

teaching (see detailed discussion in Chapter Four).
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2.7.1 Critical commentary about the English language curriculum

With reference to the subject framework (see Appendix B), we can see that the
curriculum guidelines for VHSs are very general, with a wide range of topics presented.
English language teaching and learning research suggests that English is traditionally
taught to NNES in schools as a compulsory subject, and that the type of English taught
is essentially English for General Purposes (EGP) (Orr, 1998) or English with a general
educational aim in mind (Mackay & Mountford, 1978). This type of English covers
English language applications in general situations and focuses on the language itself,
e.g. the grammar (the general rules of English usage) (Hutchinson & Waters, 1987).
There is a long established acceptance that students learn English because it is regarded
as a ‘good thing’ for them as a part of a broad education (Mackay & Mountford, 1978).
In this situation students perceive that English is a required subject, rather than a
language that they can make use of in real life. Accordingly, the students’ immediate
English language learning aim is to pass the examination rather than to achieve any
functional language skills, which the students ought to acquire. The emphasis on
examinations leads to the memorisation of English knowledge, rather than the
realisation of the practical purposes, uses, and applications of English. In other words,
this results in students possessing knowledge of English, particularly with regard to the
syntactic and lexical rules of how English language operates, but not the communicative
knowledge of English language use (Mackay & Mountford, 1978). Also, teachers
themselves concentrate on teaching content which will help students to pass their

examination.

As a result of the examination-oriented teaching and learning, development in the
language skills that the students ought to gain is often neglected. English learning is
seen as a school requirement to pass the examination. This is certainly the case in
Taiwan. Chen, Warden, and Chang (2005) proposed the “Chinese Imperative”
motivator to reflect this cultural specific English learning motivator in the EFL context
in Taiwan. Historically and culturally high achievement in examinations is regarded as a
success for the individual, as well as the family. This emphasis remains in place today,
where standardised examination scores are used as a basic criterion in many situations,

e.g. universities establishing English certification exit requirements, corporations
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requiring that all potential employees must possess English certificates, or the utilisation
of English proficiency tests as a recruitment and promotion criterion. These test could
be a Taiwanese local English proficiency test: General English Proficiency Test
(GEPT), or other English proficiency tests such as TOEIC, TOEFL, IELTS (Gong,
2008; Pan, 2009).

Consequently, learners could fail to perceive the relevance of General English to their
future benefit or professional career. Language learning may merely be considered as a
school subject matter. The intention of English learning becomes preparing learners to
pass examinations rather than for future use. Furthermore, without a clear vision of the
relationship between the English learned in schools and the real world, students do not
necessarily acknowledge the importance of the English learned in schools with their
future success, nor would the students be conscious of the future application and use of

English (Mackay & Mountford, 1978).

It can be seen that General English in schools provide students with a general idea of
English, particularly with the rules of how English language operates. However, general
rules do not always encompass everything, especially with the specialisations and
diversity of today’s world. Furthermore, English is used as a communication means to
connect to the world. A considerable amount of good general knowledge of English will
help learners to build up a foundation to learn English; however, it does not necessarily
provide learners with the ability to actually use English successfully. General English in
schools, with an examination emphasis, fails to develop the English language skills
learners require. Also, it appears that learners’ awareness of the practical English use to

their future is not addressed either.

The English language curriculum guideline in VHSs appears to be general English
applicable to general situations, and this is also indicated by the literature. However, as
discussed in Chapter One, the relationship between English language and VHS students
is beneficial when English language education in linked to preparing and developing
students with the ability for their future employment prospects. This leads to a question

of the suitability of the general English on offer in VHSs in Taiwan.
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Moving to the teaching guidelines (B 1.2.), we can see that even though they appear to
be communicatively orientated, this is not stated in detail. This is unlike the curriculum
for elementary and junior high schools, which explains in detail what it means by
‘communicatively’, and information is given about what a communicative teaching
method would be like. There is in fact no specific indication of teaching methodology in
the VHS guidelines. This implies that teachers are allowed to adopt any type of teaching
methods, including a traditional grammar translation method. Therefore, the goal of

teaching English for communicative competence may well be far from the reality.

Following from this, the MOE provide guidelines on the material compilation. They
suggest topics that should be covered and allow textbook writers to include other topics
relevant to the students’ interests and abilities. However, only one out of eleven of the
suggested topics is clearly relevant to employment. If the guidelines only provide a
small amount of English relevant to employment, how could it adequately build and

develop language skills relevant to students’ work?

Shavit and Miiller (2000) state that, “The preparation of young people for the labour
market requires that curricula be differentiated to suit the diverse occupational
destinations of students (p.438) ... The effectiveness of vocational education also
varies by its specificity and relevance to employers requirements (p.440)...The more
specific the training, the bigger the impact of vocational qualifications on the labour
market prospects of workers (p.443)”. Therefore, utility and relevance are the key
elements in respect of preparing and enhancing VHS students’ employability, and
differentiated curricula that suit students’ diverse occupational destinations help to

prepare learners with the ability required for the labour market.

Applying this idea to English language education in VHSs indicates that learning
English that is relevant to the students’ chosen field will bring about a positive
experience of language learning, as students may gain greater benefit with more specific
and relevant English language training. Also, learners will be rewarded by an
improvement in future job prospects. However, the key elements of utility and
relevance are not reflected in the English curriculum guidelines. The English language
curriculum is not differentiated by the type of skills and language required by the

diverse occupations VHS graduates may enter. It is a general English curriculum

27



guideline preparing students for general English applications and purposes. This does
not recognise and respond to the communicative English language needs and language
using purposes of VHS students’ diverse specialisation, nor does it make English
language more relevant to the students’ intended employment context. It is more
usefully considered as providing a broad foundation rather than a detailed and selective
specification of English language use for learners to perform in their specific vocational
related contexts. Thus, on initial examination of the English language curriculum in
VHSs it appears that students are not being provided with the English language required

for their intended career.

2.8 Summary

This chapter has examined some of the key issues on the impact of globalisation on
English language education. It has also looked at the curriculum changes and reforms in
Taiwan: from the changes in curriculum policy to the changes of the curriculum
guidelines for elementary and junior high schools and VHSs. It covered different
aspects stated in the guideline, such as the aims, principles, instructional methodology,
and content, and this is summarised in Figure 5. This chapter has also critically
examined the VHS English language curriculum, and concluded that it prescribes
general English courses, which provides students with English for general situations. As
already discussed in Chapter One, General English has been criticised, but it is still
being implemented in VHSs. Learners’ specific English language needs and use in their
chosen field of specialisation are not addressed. In other words, it does not prepare
students for their intended careers. The communicative language needs and practices is
not specifically addressed either. This approach needs to be reviewed in Taiwan.
Therefore, this research uses both teachers’ and students’ views, experiences, and
perspectives on their English language courses to gauge to what extent the

communicative aims of VHS English language courses are being achieved.
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Foreign English Language Learning

3.0 Introduction

Richards and Rodgers (2001) state that language teaching is based on different views of
what language is, and how a language is learned. Thus, an understanding of language
and language learning is an important element in understanding language teaching.
Therefore, it is important to look at language and language learning before looking at

language teaching.

This chapter looks at foreign English language learning to try and understand its nature
and the situations in which it occurs. It starts with an examination of language, and then
links the important elements identified to English language learning. It then moves on to
examine some of the issues of first language (L1) learning to provide an introduction to
the study of foreign language learning. Research about language learning has attempted
to understand the relationship between L1 and second language (L2)
acquisition/learning (Cook, 2002), for example, to see if there are any similarities or
variations in different situations. However, it needs to be borne in mind that the
researcher does not intend to use the L1 acquisition theory to apply to foreign language
learning, but rather, to understand L1 acquisition and use it as a source of concepts for
looking at L2/foreign language learning. This chapter also clarifies the two terms used

in the current study: ‘foreign’ and ‘learning’ in foreign English language learning.

The implications for foreign language learning are discussed, and their relevance to

second/foreign language learning considered.
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3.1 Language and the need for language

Language can be seen as a property of human beings (Cook & Bassetti, 2011), and the
ability to use language distinguishes humans from other animals (Gleitman, 1997). It is
argued that humans having language abilities superior to those of other animals is a very
important part of the uniqueness of humans (Macwhinney, 2002; Pinker, 1997).
However, it is of perhaps greater importance to consider what language brings to us and

why we need language.

Sekerina, Fernandez, and Clahsen (2008) state that “language is the main vehicle by
which we know about other people’s thoughts” (introduction). Even though Pinker
(1997) argues that thoughts cannot be words, language could represent thought
(Goodman, 1986). Goodman (1986) maintains that “language begins as a means of
communication between members of the group” (p. 11), which enables us to both
physically and socially connect to our environment (Gass, 2010). Similarly, Cook
(2010) states that the use of language is for doing things (such as communicating ideas
to other people, and relating one piece of language to another), and for relating to
people, which means language use is for communication and interaction. Goodman
(1986) further points out that the natural purpose of language is “the communication of

meaning” (p. 7).

However, Bickerton (1996) claims that language has many other uses, and language is
not simply a means of communication. This idea that language may do far more than
merely serve as a vehicle for communication is illustrated by Gardner (2011). He
identifies four different important functions of language use, such as to convince other
individuals of a course of action, to help one remember information, to explain, and also
to ponder meaning. Regardless of the wide variety of ways in which we use language,

language is essentially a tool fashioned by humans for their use (Clark, 1998).

3.1.1 Understanding language

Halliday and Hasan (1985) claim that “understanding about language lies in the study of

texts” (p. 5). In other words, a text is a way to understand language. Texts here refer to
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language that is functional, and conveys meanings. Texts are seen as a semantic unit
which relates to the language as a whole, rather than being treated as isolated words or
sentences. It carries out social exchange of meanings and interaction between speakers,
and can be treated either as an instance of a continuous process of choices in meaning,
or a product of its environment. Whether text is treated as an instance of the process or
the product of social meaning, an important aspect that should be noted is that it is the
particular ‘context of situation’ that gives and exchanges the meaning of texts. Text
operates in a context of situation, and this is why Halliday and Hasan (1985) further
point out that “all language must be understood in its context of situation” (p. 8). Texts,
or the functional aspect of language alone, do not give meaning to language, the

meaning needs to be unfolded through the accompanying context of situation.

Even though text is one particular instance of language use, the importance of context as
critical for language and language learning has been addressed and recognised in the
literature. For example, Pennebaker, Mehl, and Niederhoffer (2003) point out that
“language is, by definition, contextual” (p. 549), and consequently, language must be
considered within its context. Leckie-Tarry (1995) claims that “all meaning is made by
contextualisation; the actual occurrence-meaning, use-meaning or text-meaning of a
word or phrase depends entirely on its contextualisation” (p. 17). The very same texts or
words could express and convey something different in a different context. Similarly,
Ervin-Tripp (1996) states that an understanding of contexts of speech is necessary for
building up realistic theories of language and of language learning. In addition, from an
early age, children start to use contextual information in formulating expression and
comprehending language (Loukusa, 2007). Apparently, context plays an essential role

in understanding language and language learning. So what does context mean?

The word ‘context’ originates from ‘con-text’ in English, which means text that is with
another text, or the words and sentences that precede or follow (Halliday & Hasan,
1985; Kramsch, 1993). Text and context are two inseparable notions, as “two sides of
the same coin and act as such upon each other” (Kramsch, 1993, p. 10). It has influence
on the choices of linguistic form to ensure cohesive structure (Kramsch, 1993). It also
helps to identify and understand the relationships of the content, intention of the text,

and the correct reference (Wiebe, Hirst, & Horton, 1996).
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Halliday and Hasan (1985) refer to context as the total environment in which texts are
unfolded and interpreted. Kramsch (1993) characterises context in two senses: one is the
internal context of utterance, which refers to the intentions, assumptions, and
presuppositions of the participants in a language event, and which will determine the
form, the appropriateness, and the meaning of utterances; the other one is the external
context of communication, which refers to all factors that concern participants and the
environment in which the speech event takes place. Loukusa (2007) conceives context
in communication as a multidimensional concept including information from social,
cognitive, cultural, linguistic, physical, and other non-linguistic context, and the hearer

utilises all the information from the contextual factors when interpreting meaning.

Context “determines what people mean by the utterances they make” (Stanley & Szabo,
2000, p. 220), as “all meaning was function in a context” (Halliday & Hasan, 1985), and
“our choice of words is constrained by the context in which we use the language”
(Kramsch, 1993, p. 34). All these make context essential in understanding and

interpreting meanings.

There are different levels of context, namely, context of situation and context of culture
in terms of its contributions to understanding and interpretation of meaning (Halliday &
Hasan, 1985; Leckie-Tarry, 1995). The term ‘context of situation’ comes with the idea
that “the situation is prior to the discourse that relates to it” (Halliday & Hasan, 1985, p.
5). To convey and interpret meaning of texts, both the verbal environment and the
situation in which the text was uttered need to take into account, so that clues of what
was actually happening at the time or what is going on are given. It refers more to the

“immediate situation of actual language use” (Mohan, 2011, p. 59).

The term ‘context of situation’ was first put forward by Malinowski (1923) to express
the environment in which the text was uttered (including verbal as well as the situation)
(Halliday & Hasan, 1985), and produced and interpreted (Leckie-Tarry, 1995). It
reveals “the systematic relationship between language and the environment...and relates
that situation simultaneously to the text, to the linguistic system, and to the social
system” (Leckie-Tarry, 1995, p. 5). The language is all part of the immediate situation;
however, the situation does not necessarily need to be the immediate surroundings in

which the text or event is unfolding. For example, the narrative lines of a story could
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have less direct relation to the particular surroundings or situation in which it takes
place (Halliday & Hasan, 1985). The concept of context of situation is later widened to
include more components in the contextual factors of the situation, such as the
participants, action, the intent of the communication to be used to a general linguistic

event, rather than just for the study of texts (Halliday & Hasan, 1985).

Applying the concept of context of situation to human communication, some argue that
it enables the participants to make predictions about meanings (Halliday & Hasan,
1985), as one does not often get the intended meaning and comprehension of utterances
from the purely linguistic information (Loukusa, 2007). Context of information also
helps to explain how people are able to interact (Halliday & Hasan, 1985). The
information provided by the context of situation then contributes to the success with
which people communicate (Halliday & Hasan, 1985). Furthermore, it is pointed out
that children’s ability to comprehend language relies on the physical context as well as
the utilisation of the diverse contextual information in which the communication takes
place (Loukusa, 2007). In other words, contextual information can be utilised to assist

language comprehension.

Language can be seen as an “expression of a speech community’s knowledge and
expectations” and “a reflection of the social order” (Kramsch, 1993, p. 10). To
understand and interpret meaning adequately, it is sometimes insufficient to just
understand the immediate situations. Information on the broader social context,
generated by the participants’ culture, also plays a part (Halliday & Hasan, 1985;
Leckie-Tarry, 1995). Information on the whole cultural background or knowledge of the
participants, social events or practice is called ‘the context of culture’ (Halliday &
Hasan, 1985). These are shared sets of knowledge, including the institutional and
ideological, by all members of a speech community (Leckie-Tarry, 1995). It is brought
by various participants, triggered by contexts of situations, and articulated in language

in systematic ways (Leckie-Tarry, 1995).

From the above discussion, context is an essential element in understanding language.
Context gives meaning to language (Halliday & Hasan, 1985). The ways people use
words and their choices of words (i.e. the styles and the content of what people say) can

convey a great deal of information regarding themselves, the audience, their motives,
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and their situations (Pennebaker et al., 2003). Language and context are two inseparable
notions. Humans are context-sensitive (Ervin-Tripp, 1996). It is often difficult to
understand language purely from a linguistic aspect of language. The same words,
phrases, or sentences may all represent or convey different meanings in different
contexts. Also, words, phrases, or sentences usually need to be put into context to make
sense. Context helps to understand language, and contextual information facilitates
language comprehension. However, there is another dimension of language, which
changes according to context and purpose, that is, language use. Therefore, in the

following section, the relationship between context and language use is examined.

3.1.2 Language use and context

Our choices and decisions on the variations of language use are dependent on the
context (Kramsch, 1993), and the particular purpose an individual has (Wiebe et al.,
1996). These will affect the meaning and the effect of an utterance (Wiebe et al., 1996).
An individual may use language differently to suit the context in which the utterance
occurs (Hoff, 2010; Pennebaker et al., 2003). For example, in her investigation on the
effect of contextual variables on young children’s language use in conversation, Hoff
(2010) found that the contextual variables, such as the settings and the conversational
partner, will have an effect on children’s language use and production. Similarly, Biber,
Conrad, and Reppen (1998) state that in participating in different situations and
contexts, such as talking to a family member or writing a letter to a friend, we use
different varieties of language. Pennebaker et al. (2003) further point out that people
have different language tactics and language use in formal versus informal settings,
such as differences in word choices in respect of politeness. Therefore, language use

varies according to different contexts.

Studies on language use in a range of contexts reveal that there are also other aspects
concerning language use that need to be attended to, such as pragmatic language and
register. Pragmatic language is a function of language used for a purpose for facilitating
or furthering an activity (Halliday & Hasan, 1985). It focuses on using language in
socially effective and appropriate ways in various contexts (Hyter, 2003; O'Neill, 2007).

In other words, pragmatic language refers to intentional use of language appropriately
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for various contexts of social interaction (Abbeduto, 2008). According to Dore (1974),
language acquisition should not just involve learning the abstract structures of linguistic
competence. The abilities or skills for pragmatic language is essential for an individual
to initiate, develop, engage, and maintain social interactions and relationships (Hyter,
2003). This pragmatic language ability is a personal language choice conditioned by the
social interaction situation an individual encounters (Erton, 2007). It is claimed that
children’s acquisition of pragmatic language develops from the ability to use context in
language comprehension and expression, and which will be affected by social and
cognitive factors (Loukusa, 2007). This seems to suggest that context is a key for the
development of pragmatic language, and the relationship between pragmatic language
and language use can be seen as we need to make sure that we use language
appropriately in the right context. This leads to another aspect of language use, namely

register.

According to Biber et al. (1998), register refers to “the varieties of language that we use
in different situations” (p. 2). It is “associated with the organisation of situation or
immediate context” (Lee, 2001, p. 42), and concerns “lexico-grammatical and
discoursal-semantic patterns associated with situations” (ibid, p. 46). Register refers to
our choice of language in a specific situation. Describing the characteristics and
different types of registers available in a language is an important area of study, for
example, the corpus-based approach attempts to find typical patterns of use in a range of

contextual factors (Biber et al., 1998).

To sum up, talking about language comprehension and language production, context is
an essential element that needs to be considered. In terms of language use, there are also
other aspects that need to be considered, such as language choices and appropriateness.
Register is one of the language use examples concerning our choices of language
varieties used in different situations, while pragmatics is another example concerning

the appropriate use of language in the specific context.
Context is an important dimension in any language, including English. Accordingly,

when talking about English language learning, the role of context in comprehension and

learning certainly needs to be taken into account.
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3.2 English language learning, use, and context

Hadley (2001) suggests that “language learning should be contextualized” (p. 139).
Learners need to realise that English, as any other language, has different varieties for
different contexts. Also, learners should be aware of the effect of the contextual factors
on language. Besides, language is used for purposeful communication, so learning a
language should not just involve its structural system, but also how to use, express,
create, and interpret meanings. Learners need to be given and be motivated to use
language in meaningful contexts appropriately, and this is more appealing than isolated
and extensive memorisation and drilling (Hadley, 2001). Opportunities to experience
language use in a different range of contexts is believed to make learners successful in

target language communication (Erton, 2007).

Considerable research has been conducted regarding English language use and context
for non-native English learners, such as learners’ interlanguage pragmatics (Kasper &
Rose, 2001), and language use in different contexts and language variations (Wolfram,
2006). Interlanguage pramatics is defined as “the non-native speaker’s knowledge of a
pragmatic system and knowledge of its appropriate use” (Jianda, 2006, p. 2). Schmidt
(1993) focuses on the ways in which learners become consciously involved in the
principles of pragmatics in second language learning, Jianda (2006) has looked at ways
of assessing learners’ interlanguage pragmatic knowledge, and Rose (1997) proposes
pragmatic consciousness-raising as a way to try to allow learners to be aware of
context-based variation in language use and the role of variables that help determine
that variation. As for language use in different contexts and language variations, some
approach it through a focus on language, such as discourse analysis (Schiffrin, Tannen,
& Hamilton, 2003), some approach it through language variations as a function in
society (Wardhaugh, 2010), and others approach it through the role and nature of
language in a specific domain, such as tourism (Thurlow & Jaworski, 2010). This

demonstrates the necessary role of context in language.
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3.3 First language acquisition

We start to acquire our native language from virtually the moment we are born.
Goodman (1986) states that children are driven to learn language by their need to
communicate with others. Similarly, Cook, Long, and McDonough (1979) state that
children use their first language to reflect their own world, and to reflect their need to
interact with the people around them. In short, the use of language reflects the child’s

own needs and interests.

It is claimed that the L1 acquisition emerges through different types of exposure to
language and social contact, mainly through interactions between children and adults
(Cook, 2002, 2010). Children are exposed to the language all the time, and all the
language is spoken in the context of the world around children (Cook et al., 1979). Gass
(2010) claims that “no acquisition can take place without some regular and consistent
input to feed the growing language system” (p. 194). Children have a lot of
opportunities for meaningful and purposeful language input and output (Goodman,
1986), and are provided with rich contextual support to guide them through the process
of language discovery (Macwhinney, 2002). At the same time, children are also
involved in using language functionally and purposefully to meet their own needs
(Goodman, 1986). Therefore, it can be suggested that L1 acquisition is essentially
driven by the need to interact and communicate with others. The use of language
reflects an individual’s needs and purposes. L1 develops through exposure, contact, and

use of language.

It needs to be noted that in L1 acquisition, learners will generally achieve perfect
mastery or become fluent in the language. However, this kind of guarantee does not
necessarily apply, and in general does not apply, with second/foreign language learning
(Bley-Vroman, 1990; Cook, 2010). Cook (2010) argues that there is no absolute success
with regard to the comparison between the levels reached by L1 and L2 users. Rather,
the measurement of L2 success is relative to the goal. Therefore, in the following
sections, when the researcher looks at some of the issues of learning English as a

second/foreign language, particular attention is given to the importance of
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understanding the individual’s reasons and needs for learning English, rather than

looking at ways for L2 learners to achieve perfect mastery or become fluent in English.

3.4 English as a second/foreign language learning

Many of us learn more than one language as or when a need arises in our lives
(Goodman, 1986). English is the most prevalent second/foreign language or lingua
franca around the world, as such it has been introduced to schools in most NNES
countries, and it is also the language this research is focused on. The terms second
language and foreign language are often used interchangeably, which can lead to
confusion (Judd, 1981; Smith, 1978). Whilst there is some overlap, it is important to
distinguish between the two as they often indicate different methods of teaching and

learning (see section 2.4). Definitions of “second” language include the following:

(1) Chronological acquisition sequence - the first language learned by a baby is his/her
mother tongue, and other languages acquired/learned after L1 is considered as the
second language. In other word, second language is the language acquired/learned in

addition to the first or native language (Kachru, 1992).

(2) Priority or dominance - English is given the status of ‘second’ language despite

being maybe the third or fourth language acquired/learned (Nayar, 1997).

(3) Official fiat or law - English is a second language when it has special official status,

such as being acceptable in the courts of law (Kachru, 1992).

(4) Func