Coventry &«
Onvarsiy QL

Coventry University

DOCTOR OF PHILOSOPHY

An investigation of the English language needs of Business English graduates in
mainland China

Liao, Liang

Award date:
2015

Awarding institution:
Coventry University

Link to publication

General rights
Copyright and moral rights for the publications made accessible in the public portal are retained by the authors and/or other copyright owners
and it is a condition of accessing publications that users recognise and abide by the legal requirements associated with these rights.

» Users may download and print one copy of this thesis for personal non-commercial research or study

* This thesis cannot be reproduced or quoted extensively from without first obtaining permission from the copyright holder(s)
* You may not further distribute the material or use it for any profit-making activity or commercial gain

* You may freely distribute the URL identifying the publication in the public portal

Take down policy
If you believe that this document breaches copyright please contact us providing details, and we will remove access to the work immediately
and investigate your claim.

Download date: 04. Jul. 2025


https://pureportal.coventry.ac.uk/en/studentthesis/an-investigation-of-the-english-language-needs-of-business-english-graduates-in-mainland-china(b6f87ef5-510b-4b7f-9c93-62191036b739).html

An investigation of the English language
needs of Business English graduates in
mainland China

By

Liang Liao

February 2015

S

ven
Sgweertw



An investigation of the English language
needs of Business English graduates in
mainland China

By

Liang Liao

February 2015

A thesis submitted in partial fulfilment of the University’s requirements
for the Degree of Doctor of Philosophy



Dedication
This thesis is dedicated to all English teachers around the world, particularly those

involved with Business English and interested in email exchanges in the environ-
ment of BELF.

Acknowledgement

[ would like to use this opportunity to thank three groups of people involved with
me while [ was working on the present thesis. The first group are academics. First
of all, I would like to thank my supervisor Prof Hilary Nesi (Director of Study), for
her patience, her endless, highly helpful and effective support alongside continu-
ous precious feedback. Hilary has always encouraged me to participate in academ-
ia e.g. by frequently telling me when opportunities to give a conference talk arose.
[ would also like to thank my second supervisor, Dr. Ross Graham, for his support.
Finally, I would like to thank the support staff, who welcomed me on my first day
for enrolment and also helped in the decisive moments when this thesis was about
to be submitted.

The second group are those subjects involved in my study who have voluntarily
helped my data collection. Without their contribution I would not have collected
such precious data.

The third group of people is personally involved with me and mostly non-
academic. First of all, I would like to wholeheartedly thank my husband for his pa-
tience and support, particularly as the submission of my PhD thesis came closer. At
the same time, I would like to thank my parents who also had to suffer with me
through the ups and downs of this project because they were worried I might not
make it on time, and also, my lovely son who has brought me plenty of joy during
this hard time. Furthermore, there are numerous friends and colleagues whom I
also would to thank for their kind support and encouragement when I had doubts
about the success or relevance of my work.



COVENTRY UNIVERSITY
Title: An Investigation of the English Language Needs of Business English Graduates
in Mainland China
Name: Liang Liao
Degree: Doctor of Philosophy
Date: February 2015
Thesis Summary:

The Business English (BE) degree in China was established as an independent dis-
cipline in 2007. Business English used to be taught as a component of English lan-
guage and literature degrees. There are now about 50 universities in China offer-
ing BE degrees, but the change in the status of Business English has not been with-
out attendant problems. Most Chinese universities offering degrees in BE have
failed to combine the teaching of English language and literature and the teaching
of business in very meaningful ways, and have given English language learning a
much larger share of the curriculum. Business English is taught in university Eng-
lish departments rather than in Business Schools, and most BE teachers only have
a background in English language and literature, with no practical work experience
in the area of international business. These teachers have little knowledge of how
English is used in the workplace, and might have difficulty contextualizing BE
teaching in real business situations where English is used as a lingua franca
(BELF). The fact that non-native speakers’ communications predominate in the
BELF environment calls into question the emphasis on native-like correctness in
university BE teaching.

Language needs analysis (LNA) was conducted in order to discover the English
language needs of BE graduates starting work in Chinese companies with an inter-
national clientele. Data from questionnaires, interviews and business emails sent
to and from recent graduates were analysed.

The findings from questionnaires and interviews indicate that emailing is the most
frequent mode of communication in English in the Chinese companies that employ
BE graduates, although speaking skills are also highly prized. All groups of re-
spondents (BE teachers, company employers and RGs) thought standardized na-
tional English tests (e.g. TEM4, TEM8) were important for securing a job. It was
found that most of the company employers and recent graduates believed that ad-
hering to native-like norms was not important in a BELF environment where most
of their clients were non-native English speakers who did not have a very high lev-
el of English.

The findings from analysis of my corpus of 86 business English email chains (307
messages, 34,837 words) suggest that MEMC graduates are communicatively
adept at business email communication and can establish rapport with their cli-
ents and mitigate potential face-threats, despite the fact that their English is some-
times non-standard. Current teaching materials, methods and practices in BE
teaching in China still place greatest emphaisis on conformity to a set of native-like
norms, however, rather than pragmatic competence.

These findings have interesting implications for ESP course content and the teach-
ing of Business English as a lingua franca (BELF). BE lecturers might be unwilling



to use authentic BELF emails as models in the classroom, because the writers have
arestricted command of English. There were no signs of any miscommunication in
the email exchanges, however, and specifically BELF usage may well have had a
disarming effect on clients, helping to achieve the writers’ purposes more effec-
tively than textbook English would have done.

Key words:
Language needs analysis, Business English, BELF, questionanaire, interview, Bus-
ness email
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Chapter 1: Introduction

Introduction

My PhD project aims to develop the idea of making BE education relate much more
closely to the reality of English in the Chinese business world. There is a practical
need to improve practice in BE education in my home university, Jiangxi University
of Finance and Economics (JUFE), where I have had four years of Business English
teaching experience. My experience at JUFE led me to suspect that the types of dis-
course Business English students encounter at university are not very close to
what they will encounter in real business contexts in China.

This study makes a contribution to our understanding of how BELF is used by Chi-
nese participants in real business contexts in China, and attempts to assist the de-

velopment of the BE curriculum by relating it to the Chinese business context.

1.1 The development of business English in China

The role of English as the main lingua franca (ELF) of international business seems
to be beyond dispute. There is a burgeoning global demand for ‘Business English’
(BE), or English for business purposes (EBP). BE was defined by Chen and Wang
(2009:5) as the ‘English language used in a variety of activities that are concerned
with economy, business, and society, specifically including trade, management,
finance, marketing, tourism, news and law etc.”. Moreover, empirical research in BE
is increasingly being directed towards the actualities of business communities in
the global context, as compared to the materials-led movement, dominant in pre-
vious decades, which tended to draw on BE practitioners’ intuition and findings
from the analysis of native speakers’ business interaction. A shift has been ob-
served from analysis of the language used in decontextualized written texts or
speech events to analysis of contextualized communicative genres, stressing the
organizational and/or cultural factors that help the completion of communicative

events (editorial, ESP Journal 2005).
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China has become an increasingly active participant in the global economy since its
opening-up in the 1980s, even more so since its entry into the World Trade Organ-
ization in 2001. There is a rapidly growing awareness of the need to improve the
nation’s English skills, especially the skills of those doing international business
(for example manufacturing and industry, foreign trade and services), who have a
genuine need to learn English for Business purposes.

As the demand grows for professionally specific knowledge of the English language
in the job market, Business English learning in China has also grown. Teaching
English for specific purposes (ESP), and business English language teaching in par-
ticular, is receiving more and more attention. More and more universities in China
are attempting to cultivate business English majors who study English language
and literature plus business disciplines such as international trade and commerce,
rather than traditional English majors who study only language and literature.
Before further elaborating on business English teaching and learning in universi-
ties in China, I would like to briefly introduce English language learning and teach-
ing in secondary schools, because what students learn and how they learn English
at school is the foundation for their further English study in universities. This is
intended as background information that shows the test-oriented nature of English
language teaching in China.

Secondary education in China lasts for six years, of which three are in junior high
school and three in senior high school. English teaching and learning in secondary
schools is still test-oriented and focused on reproduction and rote-learning. The
exposure to English for students is very limited especially in cities that are not as
developed as Beijing and Shanghai. The ‘New curriculum for English teaching in
senior high schools (1996)’ clearly stipulated that the emphasis of teaching should
be on improving students’ reading ability, and reading comprehension is the larg-
est section of the English exam in the Gaokao (College entrance test). Speaking, on
the other hand, is not a compulsory part of the English test. It is widely accepted
that students’ later success is largely determined by their results in the Gaokao.

As there are still no standardized tests for Business English majors, since 2000
Business English majors in their second and fourth years in most universities in

China have been required to take TEM4 (test for English major band 4) and TEM8
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(test for English major band 8) . These tests were designed by the Chinese Higher
Education committee of English majors in accordance with the ‘New Curriculum’
CH R4’ for English majors. For Business English undergraduates, the TEM4
certificate is a pre-requisite for the award of a degree. It is widely believed that
these TEMs achievement tests somehow reflect students’ English language profi-
ciency, but like the Gaokao they place great emphasis on reading and on grammar
and vocabulary and neglect speaking skills. Besides these two standardized tests
(TEM4, TEMS8) for English majors, there are two other standardized tests, CET4
(College English test band 4) and CET6 (College English test band 6), designed for
non-English majors. These two tests also focus on reading. Some English majors
also take CET6, and many laypersons think CET6 is more difficult than TEM4 be-
cause of its band number. These standardized tests that focus on grammatical ex-
ercises barely make sense in terms of real life communication. They ‘perpetuate
grammar-oriented pedagogies without supporting the use of language for real
purposes’, as Mickan (2013:xiii) noted when talking about general national tests.
Problems with the national tests are one of main reasons why there is a need to
revise the language curriculum.
Business English has undergone many changes in the process of transformation
into the modern discipline. ‘Foreign trade English’ was first established as a degree
programme in China in 1951 at the University of International Business and Eco-
nomics (UIBE). By 2009 only seven universities in China had been approved to
teach Business English as an independent major, but since then the number has
greatly increased. At the time of writing there are about 50 universities in China
running such programmes.
During this period of transformation several problems have emerged. Most Chi-
nese universities offering degrees in BE have failed to combine the teaching of Eng-
lish language and literature and the teaching of business in very meaningful ways,
and have given English language learning a much larger share of the curriculum.
Zhang (2007: 406) noted that Business English is taught in university English de-
partments rather than in Business Schools, and most BE teachers only have a
background in English language and literature, with no practical work experience

in the area of international business. These teachers have little knowledge of how
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English is used in the workplace, and thus might have difficulty contextualizing BE
teaching in real business situations and integrating knowledge of intercultural
business communication. Most BE textbooks used in China tend to be teacher-
centred and regard learners as passive knowledge recipients (Ning & Dou 2011).
According to my own observations, classroom materials tend to be out of date and

are not based on naturally occurring authentic business discourse.

1.2 The UIBE syllabus (2009)

The University of International Business and Economics (UIBE) in Beijing, the first
Chinese university to introduce Business English as an independent discipline,
drafted a set of guidelines in 2009 called ‘Teaching Requirements for Business
English Majors at University level (Trial)’. These were described and reviewed by
Chen and Wang (2009). The guidelines recommended a syllabus for Business Eng-
lish degree programmes in universities across China, and a version of this syllabus
is due to be trialled in universities that have been approved by the Chinese Higher
Education Department.

According to the UIBE document (2009), the training objectives of Business Eng-
lish major programmes are to produce multi-talented English graduates who have
a solid foundation in English, broad international horizons, reasonable knowledge
of international business and communication skills, and mastery of the basic theo-
ries of economics, management and law. These graduates should have received a
good quality education in both humanities and intercultural communication, and
should be able to work in the fields of business, economics and trade, management,
finance, or foreign affairs. The competences for Business English major students
are expected to encompass linguistic competence, strategic competence, discourse
competence, pragmatic competence, cross-cultural competence and business
know-how.

Business English programmes in tertiary education in China last four years. Ac-
cording to the UIBE guidelines, the training for Business English students should
be delivered through four main modules divided into 15 sub-categories (See Table

1.1).
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In terms of the training objectives and the type of modules, Business English de-
gree programmes in China focus primarily on English language learning (see Table
1.1). Besides courses in general English skills, the BE program includes courses for
specific business English skills (EBP) such as business English writing and busi-

ness English speaking.

Specialist Modules Sub-categories

knowledge | Language knowledge and 1.Phonetics, lexicology, grammar

and skills skills 2. Listening, speaking, reading,
writing skills
3. Interpretation and translation
skills

4. Language communication skills
5. Language learning strategies
Business knowledge and skills | 1.Economics

2. Management

3. Law (International Business Law)
4. Business Skills

Cross-cultural communication | 1.Cross-cultural thinking ability

skills 2. Cross-cultural adaptability
3.Cross-cultural communication
ability

Humanities 1.Political and ideological literacy

2. Creative thinking
3. Chinese and foreign culture
Literacy

Table 1.1: Specialist knowledge and skills training

The total class time for major (specialized) subjects is recommended to be no less
than 1800 hours (excluding basic/non-major compulsory subjects and basic/non-
major elective subjects). Table 1.2 presents the credit distribution of the special-
ized major subjects. Twelve core specialized subjects are asterisked (*) to denote

essential compulsory subjects in Business English.

Type | Modules Core specialized subjects Percentage
of

sub-

jects

Spe- | Language Language knowledge: Introducing Linguistics* | 50%-60%
cial- | knowledge | Language skills: (Business English)Integrated

ized | and skills course®; Listening and Speaking™; Reading*,

sub- Writing *; Translation*

jects | Business Business Basics: Introduction of Economics*; 20%-30%

14



Knowledge | Introduction of Management*, Introduction of

and skills International Business Law;
Other business skills courses
Cross- Cross-cultural communication: introduction of | 5%-10%
cultural Cross-cultural Communication*; Business
communi- Communication Practice*, others
cation skills

Humanities | General Introduction of British and American 5%-10%
Literature*; Others

Internship 15% (not in-
Thesis cluded in class
hours)
Total 100%

Table 1.2: UIBE recommendations for credit distribution of specialized major subjects

UIBE recommends that there should be three means of assessing Business English
majors: final examinations of core courses, the national TEM4 normally taken in
the second year, the national TEMS8 taken in the fourth year, and a thesis in English
written in the final year. TEM4 tests listening comprehension, grammar and vo-
cabulary, reading comprehension and writing. TEM8 tests listening comprehen-
sion, reading comprehension, grammar, knowledge of English literature and cul-
ture, translation and writing.

The four-year Business English programme at the Modern Economics and Man-
agement College (MEMC) follows UIBE guidelines (2009). MEMC is where I have
worked and where a part of the data for this study was collected. It is located in the
capital of Jiangxi province (Nanchang) and is a college of Jiangxi University of Fi-
nance and Economics (JUFE), which has been on the approved list to trial the busi-
ness English programme for bachelor degrees since 2009. As a college of JUFE,
MEMC draws on educational resources from JUFE and follows its teaching pro-
grammes. The difference between JUFE and MEMC is that the students’ scores
from Gaokao (the college entrance exam) are higher for entry to JUFE than they are
for entry to MEMC.

The UIBE syllabus for Business English majors only specifies learning outcomes at
three main stages: entry level, second year (level 4) and fourth year (level 8). The
process of learning and teaching is not discussed in the UIBE guidelines, but it
equates TEM4 and TEMS8 with teaching aims at different levels, indicating that BE

teaching in practice could be very test-oriented.
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Chen and Wang (2009:5) describe the UIBE syllabus as ‘synthetic’ in that it divides

the target language into discrete items, to be taught one at a time (Wilkins 1976,

Long & Crookes 1992). In the current UIBE syllabus the learning objectives are

predetermined as measurements of the ability to perform specified target tasks.

My translation of the learning objectives for the module ‘language knowledge and

skills’ from the UIBE syllabus are presented in Table 1.3.

Modules Subjects Requirements Level 4 Level 8
for entry level
Language Phonetics Learners can Learners have Learners have
knowledge proficiently use mastered the correct pronun-
and skills spelling rules accurate pro- ciation, natural
and phonetic nunciation of intonation, and
transcriptions to | words and sen- smooth speech.
read new words; | tences, have
they can fluently | good command
and clearly read | of rhythmin
texts from Eng- speaking; learn-
lish textbooks ers know the
for grade 3 sen- | rules of phonetic
ior high school variations, link-
students with ing, plosives,
almost accurate | assimilation and
pronunciation intonation for
and intonation. declarative, in-
terrogative and
imperative sen-
tences.
Grammar Learners have Learners have Learners have

mastered the
morphological
variations of
lexis, countable
and uncountable
nouns, singular
and plural
forms; they have
mastered the
different forms
and uses of
pronouns, cardi-
nal and ordinal
numbers, fre-
quently-used
prepositions,
conjunctions,
the syntactic

mastered
agreement be-
tween subject
and predicate,
predicative
clauses, object
clauses, attribu-
tive clauses and
adverbial claus-
es, the use of
particles , differ-
ent tenses, the
active and pas-
sive voice and
word formation;
learners can use
subject clauses,
appositive claus-

mastery of the
strategies for
making sentenc-
es and para-
graphs cohesive,
such as omission
and substitution
and can coher-
ently convey
ideas.

16



functions of
adjectives and
adverbs, the
formation of
comparatives
and superlatives,
basic syntactic
patterns and the
general use of
articles; learners
understand the
main forms indi-
cating the tense
and voice of
verbs, the basic
use of infinitives
and participles
and basic word

es, inverted sen-
tences and dif-
ferent condi-
tional clauses;
they have begun
to master cohe-
sion between
sentences and
paragraphs.

formation.
Vocabulary Learners know Learners know Learners know
no less than 5500-6500 10000-12000
2000 words in- words, including | words including
cluding about 1000 business- 3000 business-
1200 frequently | specific terms specific terms;
used words and | and terms used learners can
a proportionate | frequentlyinthe | proficiently and
number of idi- classroom and in | correctly use
oms, and collo- | other contexts; 5000-6000
cations, and learners can words and their
they can use proficiently and basic colloca-
these in written | correctly use tions
and spoken Eng- | 3000-4000
lish words and their
basic colloca-
tions
Listening Besides under- Learners can Learners can not

standing English
lectures and
guestions in the
classroom,
learners can also
understand at
least 75% of
Voice of America
Special speed
(American
broadcast VOA);
learners can
understand the

understand 90%
of the daily con-
versations of
native English
speakers, VOA
normal speed
broadcasts and
BBC news pro-
grammes; learn-
ers can generally
distinguish
American English
from British Eng-

only understand
all kinds of Eng-
lish conversa-
tions in the real
world, but also
reports, speech-
es and dialogues
on different
themes such as
politics, eco-
nomics, culture,
education and
technology from
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key points and
relevant details
of business con-
versation, for
purposes such as
telephoning,
arranging ap-
pointments and
product descrip-
tion.

lish; learners can
also understand
the key points
and relevant
details of busi-
ness listening
materials such as
interviews, trav-
el arrangements,
conference or-
ganization and
speech; learners
can comprehend
the speakers’
attitude, emo-
tion and real
intention.

English radio
stations and TV
stations such as
CNN, CCTV9 (the
24h English-
language news
channel of CCTV,
China’s largest
TV network);
learners can also
understand
business listen-
ing materials on
complaint han-
dlings, business
reports, business
speeches, busi-
ness negotia-
tions, company
press confer-
ences

Speaking

Learners can
engage in simple
discussion and Q
and A based on
text content;
they can retell
paragraphs that
have been read
or heard; they
can engagein
simple conversa-
tions on topics
in daily life; they
can clearly and
coherently nar-
rate on familiar
topics for at
least 3 minutes

Learners can
socialize with
people in normal
business occa-
sions; they can
use English to
communicate
with English
native speakers,
with correct
intonation and
pronunciation
and error-free in
grammar and
pragmatics, in
some business
activities such as
business recep-
tions, product
specifications,
meetings and
trade fairs.

Learners can use
English to en-
gage in conver-
sations on im-
portant issues at
home and
abroad, and
business specific
topics concern-
ing national
economic poli-
cies, market
analyses, price
negotiations,
business meet-
ings, enterprise
strategies, finan-
cial manage-
ment, market-
ing, business
negotiations and
staff training.
They will have
relevant
knowledge of
business law and
foreign trade
procedures; they
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can express
views and make
speeches about
businessin a
fluent, appropri-
ate, thorough
manner for no
less than 10
minutes

Table 1.3 Learning outcomes for the ‘language knowledge and skills’ module

The other major module that accounts for 20%-30% of the programme is ‘business
knowledge and skills‘. The UIBE syllabus (2009) says that the module is intended
to enable students to acquire knowledge of general and specialized business disci-
plines such as Economics, Management, Law and Business Skills.

In addition the module ‘cross-cultural communication skills’ is meant to help
learners become acquainted with international professional etiquette and practice
and cultural differences, in order to deal with different interpersonal relationships.
Wilkins (1976) explained that in a synthetic syllabus:

Different parts of language are taught separately and step by

step so that acquisition is a process of gradual accumulation

of parts until the whole structure of language has been built

up. ... At any one time the learner is being exposed to a de-

liberately limited sample of language. (Wilkins 1976:2)
Several studies have criticised this approach. Long and Crookes (1992) describe
synthetic syllabuses as being flawed since they wrongly assume that learners can
immediately master target-like linguistic forms and their functions, presented to

them separately and in a linear fashion. Long and Crookes (1992:28) claim that

‘The synthetic syllabus relies on learners’ assumed ability to
learn a language in parts (e.g. structures and functions)
which are independent of one another, and also to integrate,
or synthesize, the pieces when the time comes to use them
for communicative purposes’.

As Prahbu (1984:273) also noted, synthetic, structural and functional syllabuses all
regard language acquisition as a planned process of input-assimilation, and seem
to be based on the principle that what is learnt equals what is taught. Synthetic

syllabuses take no account of learning as a gradual process that is not always in
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one direction. However in reality time is needed to process what has been learnt
and understand the precise meanings and their use (Long & Crooks 2009, Gass
1989, Kellerman 1984).

The learning objectives of the UIBE syllabus (2009) place great emphasis on both
grammatical accuracy and native-like use. Learners are expected to be ‘error-free’
when speaking at level 4 and their listening ability at each level is measured in
terms of their understanding of American English (Voice of America, CNN) and
British English (BBC). The syllabus seems to be overly ambitious and unrealistic in
this respect, and does not take into account the fact that learners in secondary
schools in China have very little exposure to English outside the classroom, or to
the fact that even native speaker communities are far from homogeneous.

As pointed out earlier, English teaching and learning in secondary schools is test-
oriented and neglects communication skills in English. Even the university-level
TEM4 and TEMS tests lack a speaking component. It would appear more useful for
language assessments, especially those for BE majors, to take account of social
needs in the BELF environment. The UIBE syllabus seems to ignore the reality of
the international business world, and the fact that BE graduates are more likely to
communicate with non-native English speakers than with native speakers. Busi-
ness communication in the workplace is dynamic, and requires knowledge of dif-
ferent communication strategies and communication styles consistent with the
different situations, tasks, roles and cultural backgrounds of participants. The
comprehension and production of native-like English might not in fact be an ad-
vantage in business environments where English is used as a lingua franca, and
where many interlocutors do not have a high standard of English.

In terms of assessment, a standardized Business English test for Chinese universi-
ties has not yet been developed. TEM4 and TEM 8, the national standardized tests
of general English skills, do not make reference to business contexts but are still
used to assess Business English students. For this reason some general English
textbooks for the module ‘language knowledge and skills’ are still in use for Busi-
ness English teaching. It is important to help students pass these tests, as they are

a major means of assessing students according to the UIBE guidelines (2009).
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1.3 The BE programme in MEMC

The BE programme in MEMC teaches general English language skills and skills
specific to Business English, and also includes courses in the Humanities (see Table
1.4). However, it does not follow the UIBE guidelines in that it does not include

‘cross-cultural communication skills’ as a separate module, because no teacher is

available to teach this module in MEMC.

Specialist
knowledge
and skills

Modules

Sub-categories

General English language knowledge and
skills

1.phonetics, lexicology,
grammar, linguistics

2. listening, speaking,
reading, writing skills for
general purpose

3. interpretation and
translation skills

4. English literature

5.Rhetoric

6. comparison between
English and Chinese

Business English knowledge and skills

l.international trade

2.International marketing

3. Business English Skills
and knowledge (speak-
ing, interpreting, writing,
negotiating in business
context)

Humanities

1.political and ideological
literacy

2. creative thinking

Table 1.4 The modules of the BE programme at MEMC

The BE programme in MEMC follows the stipulations of the UIBE guidelines in that
it mainly focuses on improving students’ general English language skills (i.e. read-

ing, writing, speaking, and listening) which account for 60% of the programme,
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while literature, linguistics (the theoretical study of language) and business subject
courses from the module of ‘buisness knowledge and skills’ only account for a
smaller share of the programme (5%-10%). Business English skills courses (EBP
courses) such as business English reading, speaking and interpretation are also
taught from the second year and account for about 10-15 % of the programme.
The first two years of the programme are centred on four aspects of language
training i.e. speaking; listening, writing and reading, and business subjects are only
taught in the third and fourth years of the programme, through modules such as
international marketing and international trade. Students usually spend half of the
fourth year looking for internships and writing up their theses. Thus the time
available for learning business-related subjects is greatly restricted.

According to the ‘BE talent cultivation plan’ in MEMC in 2011, the key subjects for
the BE programme are ‘basic English integrated skills’ ‘advanced English speaking’,
‘English listening and speaking’, ‘basic writing’, ‘English grammar’, ‘practical writ-
ing’, ‘business English speaking’, ‘ business English interpretation’, ‘business Eng-
lish reading’, ‘English writing for international economics and trade contracts’,
‘American and British literature’, ‘linguistics’, ‘international business negotiation’
and ‘translation’.

‘Basic English integrated skills’ is regarded as a core course and is taught in the
first and second year (six sessions per week). It is essentially an intensive reading
course that emphasizes vocabulary learning and students’ paraphrasing ability.
The teachers usually spend plenty of time explaining vocabulary use and translat-
ing or paraphrasing difficult sentences. It is very TEM4-oriented and teachers al-
ways train the students’ test taking ability, because TEM4 takes place in the first
semester of the second academic year and the results of this national test also
serve as a measurement of teaching quality.

‘Business English reading’ is taught in the first semester of the third academic year.
The course is meant to improve students’ extensive reading skills and business
knowledge of topical global issues. For example, the textbook used in MEMC dis-
cusses topics such as ‘roles of international organizations in the global economy’.
The MEMC BE writing course includes ‘basic writing’ which is taught in first se-

mester and ‘practical writing’ which is taught in the second semester of the second
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academic year. ‘Basic writing’ generally teaches writing theory and stylistics while
‘practical writing’ is more practice-oriented and teaches students how to write
notes, applications, invitations and emails. Students are taught rigidly that speech
acts correspond with certain mood structures or certain prefabricated lexical units.
The terms ‘genre’ and ‘register’ are not used in the book. The general structures of
different communicative events are taught. but the move structures of different
genres are not clearly specified. Differences in register, the ways in which the ex-
pression of face-threatening acts (FTAs) is affected by the degree of imposition and
the power and distance between interlocutors (Brown and Levinson 1987), and
pragmatic strategies to counter FTAs are not explicitly taught (See Appendix 9).
The basic writing course briefly mentions that the tone of emails tends to be con-
versational and informal when communicating with colleagues and formal when
communicating with a respected person or the head of the company, but the sam-
ple email presented in the textbook is very formal and the students are taught to
write business emails in the same way as business letters. Differences between
business emails and business letters are not sufficiently addressed. Grammatical
accuracy is stressed through the course.

‘English writing for International Economics and Trade contracts’, taught in the
second semester of the third year, focuses on formal legal language and explains
how to write contracts in business contexts. However it would in fact be very rare
for business English graduates to write business contracts; these graduates are
usually engaged in international merchandising

Grammar is taught in the second semester of the first year and is mainly lecture-
based. The teacher usually adopts a deductive approach, providing grammatical
rules, theories and concepts (such as ‘tense’) first, and then asking the students to
do relevant grammar exercises involving gap-fill or multiple-choice questions.

The Business English speaking course is taught in the second year and is more
workplace-related than the general speaking course taught in the first year. It is
concerned with the different communicative needs of daily work and it is meant to
improve students’ ability in English communication at work. The course book
takes a functional approach and develops speaking skills in certain specific con-

texts, for example phone calls and meetings.
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Business subjects such as ‘international trade’ and ‘international marketing’ are
taught in Chinese by teachers from the Department of International Trade, because
the BE teachers have no work experience in companies or out of school, and have a
background in English linguistics and literature.

In my personal experience of being a business English instructor in MEMC, text-
books are used as the main teaching source and are relied on heavily in the process
of teaching. They are highly-regarded because they are designed by experts in Eng-
lish language teaching, business English skills or business subjects, and because
they are published by prestigious publishers. It is also easier and more convenient
for teachers to use them than to design their own teaching materials. Teachers
have great freedom to choose course books. Some teachers stick to certain text-
books for years out of convenience, and so the contents of the textbook become
outdated in terms of information about business matters. This is especially the
case in international trade where new terms are appearing all the time, and it is
also the case in business writing where technology has greatly changed the mode
of communication, and emailing is becoming more dominant than letter writing.
Email writing taught in the ‘practical writing’ module seldom relates to writing in
business contexts. There are therefore serious gaps between the BE taught at
MEMC and English that is actually used in the workplace. This problem will be ex-
amined further and in depth in Chapter Four.

The BE programme in MEMC follows the teaching objectives suggested in the UIBE
guidelines, with the same aim of producing multi-talented business graduates who
have acquired both business knowledge and English language skills. The MEMC BE
programme also has the same learning objectives and uses the same measure-
ments for students’ language skills. The examinations for BE majors follow what
has been stipulated in the UIBE guidelines: final examinations for core courses, the
national TEM4, and a thesis in English written in the final year.

The majority of BE graduates find work in companies that are involved in foreign
trade. Most of the people they communicate with in the workplace are non-native
speakers from different parts of the world, and they communicate using ‘Business
English as a Lingua Franca’ (BELF), a term that is now preferred to the more gen-

eral ‘English as a Lingua Franca‘'(ELF) in the domain of international business.

24



BELF is not about conforming to the norms of native speakers. It is neutral because
it does not belong to anyone and is shared by members of the global business
community, who are referred to as BELF users and communicators rather than as
non-native speakers or learners (Charles 2006, Louhiala-Salminen, Charles &
Kankaanranta 2005; Bhatia & Bremner 2012). In the environment of BELF, most
communicators use non-native-like English to communicate, but draw heavily on
their intercultural competence and transferable communicative skills to manage
rapport in the course of negotiations.

Neither the UIBE syllabus nor the MEMC BE programme have been informed by
language needs analyses (LNA) or investigations of the way business discourse
works in reality. The design of both of these programmes was based on the intui-
tion and experience of applied linguists in the area of BE teaching.

In this study my focus will be on Chinese speakers’ use of English in BELF contexts,
identifying patterns of use in terms of the enactment of social practices that can be
systematically described at more than one level. The findings might be relevant to
the design of BE courses throughout Mainland China, and might provide a useful
supplement to the UIBE guidelines. Hence, the end goal of this study is to make a
contribution to the understanding of how BELF is used by Chinese participants in
real business contexts in China, and to use the results to assist development of spe-
cific parts of the BE curriculum.

When I started my research I already knew that the MEMC BE programme taught
students how to write formal business letters and business emails, and how to
produce grammatically accurate (or 'native-like') English, whereas the programme
did not pay much attention to pragmatics or intercultural communication, or refer
to authentic, up-to-date examples of business communication. Therefore it
seemed reasonable to predict that the students graduating from this course would
be quite accurate and formal in their writing, but would not have acquired the
pragmatic competence or intercultural competence needed to communicate by
email in BELF. On the basis of this prediction I expected to be able to conclude after
my investigations that BE courses in China ought to focus less on native-like 'cor-
rect' language use, and more on the strategies needed to communicate on business

topics in a BELF environment.
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The study is structured in the following way:

Chapter 2 reviews the theoretical literature and empirical stud