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to cultivate learners’ communicative competence as required by the
revised curriculum for English majors at the university level.
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Since the late 1980s there has been a top-down movement to
reform English language teaching (ELT) in China. An important
component of English language teaching reform has been an effort
to import communicative language teaching (CLT) in the Chinese
context (Hu, 2002). However, attempts to introduce CLT into ELT in
China have provoked a great deal of comment and debate. Whereas
some researchers have emphasized the value of adopting CLT in
China (Li, 1984; Maley, 1984; Xiao, 2005), others have noted the
importance of Chinese traditional ways of teaching and learning
(Harvey, 1985; Sampson, 1984; Sano et al., 1984). Still many
researchers have focused on the need to adapt CLT to the demands
and conditions for ELT in China (Anderson, 1993; Rao, 1996, 2002;
Xiao, 2005, 2006a). Within this debate on English teaching
methodology, the study of Chinese students’ perceptions and
attitudes to CLT deserves particular attention. Some earlier studies
show that Chinese students are inclined to prefer a pleasant mixture
of classroom-based learning activities that emphasize both
communicative components of CLT and formal grammatical
correctness of the traditional approach (Rao, 2002; Xiao, 2005,
2006). Therefore, an eclectic approach which can combine the
strengths of different approaches as well as meet Chinese EFL
learners’ needs is necessary.

Communicative language teaching vs. the traditional approach

Communicative language teaching (CLT) has been an influential
approach for at least two decades. The very term ‘communicative’
carries an obvious ring of truth: we ‘learn to communicate by
communicating’ (Larsen-Freeman, 1986, p.131). CLT advocates
learning a language through use. In contrast with the traditional
approach, which stresses teacher classroom dominance and a very
detailed study of grammar, extensive use of paraphrase and the
translation and memorization of structural patterns and vocabulary,
CLT emphasizes the competence of using language for
communication. Learning is regarded as a process of natural growth
rather than acquiring isolated items of language. As learners have
their own active mechanisms for making sense of language input and
constructing their own systems while receiving linguistic input, what
teachers need to do is to help them operate these natural
mechanisms by providing them with “triggers”. In lessons, teachers
can facilitate acquisition by assisting students to practice so that
they can learn to use language actively for real communicative
needs. CLT has some common features of practice that derive from
its basic principles. First, classrooms are learner-oriented. Second,
opportunities are provided through developing a wide repertoire of
activities. Third, the teacher’s roles are multiple. Instead of
imparting knowledge and skills to learners, s/he may act as animator,
co-communicator or counselor in the classroom. Fourth, authentic
materials are used in teaching. (Nunan, 1991, 1993; Mey, 1998)

Related research to date

China has the largest national population of English language learners
in the world, and China is deeply involved in CLT since it was first
introduced into the country in the early 1980s. However, due to
multiple constraints including the linguistic competence of Chinese
EFL teachers, China has had to work hard to adapt CLT to the local
conditions. In China, most teachers claim to use a communicative
approach in some way or other, and it is hardly surprising that no
one wishes to be called a non-communicative teacher. However, as




CLT was borne and developed in Western countries, it is not
universally applicable in Asian contexts without proper adaptation
(Ellis, 1996; Hu, 2005). The problem lies in that modified varieties of
CLT might suit some present conditions for the time being, but they
are far from scientific, since, as practiced in the classroom, they are
not usually selected on the basis of classroom-based or academic
research (Leng, 1997). In many cases, whether CLT is seen to be
difficult, effective, or is rejected as inappropriate, (i.e. reports on its
implementation) have been based mainly on teachers’ own
perceptions of CLT (Li, 1998). Only a few studies have investigated
learners’ views, and fewer studies still, have looked at learner views
of communicative practices in the classroom.

Some researchers argue for a combination of the strengths from
different approaches (cf. Liu, 2004). Liu holds that English as a
foreign language (EFL) teachers choose a teaching method not
because of its professional or theoretical worth, but rather because
it allows them to cope efficiently with the realities of the
environment. In his opinion, if L2/EFL students are actively using the
target language and teaching materials and activities meet the
needs of the students, whatever teaching method is used does not
matter much.

Many researchers contend that both the CLT and traditional
approach have their own advantages and disadvantages. Hence, a
combination of the strengths from different approaches is the best
(Hu, 2002; Rao, 2002; Xiao, 2005). Horwitz (1988) suggests,
classroom realities that contradict learner expectations about
learning may disappoint them and thus interfere with the attainment
of desired learning outcomes. Harvey (1985), based on his
experience of teaching English in China, finds the constructive side
of the traditional approach useful in class. He asserts that:

What might be called “traditional” methods and skKills [in
China] are not fundamentally or necessarily unworkable
alongside modern EFL teaching methods. The idea that
the two are mutually exclusive is absurd. EFL in China
needs Western experience and expertise, not Western
dogma. A balanced approach and the use of existing
potential both have a fundamental part to play in the
development of language teaching in China (Harvey,
1985, p.186).

Rao (2002) studied the views of 30 Chinese university students on
the appropriateness and effectiveness of communicative and non-
communicative activities in their EFL courses in China. He discovered
that the students’ perceived difficulties caused by CLT had their
source in the differences between the underlying educational
theories of China and those of Western countries. He argues that
updating English teaching methods in China needs to combine the
“new” with the “old” to align the communicative approach with
traditional teaching structures. But his suggestions are far from
pedagogically concrete.

Xiao (2005) conducted a large scale empirical study of Chinese
English majors and their teachers at the university level. He reported
that although both the students and teachers concerned were
inclined to see classroom activities emphasizing the real use of the
target language as more effective than those emphasizing formal
grammatical competence, they, however, viewed it inappropriate to
totally abandon the traditional approach in favour of CLT as the
notions underpinning CLT are not very compatible with the Chinese
ELT context.

In reality, what we can infer from relevant studies lies in that the
real issue is not to abandon the traditional approach, but to improve
and modernize it. In other words, to reconcile it with CLT in such a
way that both approaches complement each other. Such assertions
also support some earlier studies by some other Chinese researchers
(Wen, 1996; Su & Zhuang, 1996). These studies reflect the reality
that no single approach can cover all aspects of English teaching




and learning. In the case of CLT, various challenges confronting
Chinese EFL teachers and students in their attempts to use CLT
have to be taken into account and a synthesis of different
approaches should be created to suit the Chinese context. Such
views are also echoed by Western researchers as well.

O’'Neill (1991) draws our attention to the characteristics of English
language lessons that worked well using either teacher-
centeredness or student-centeredness. He emphasizes that “the
critical skills that teachers need are to use their discretion to judge
and select which of the two types of approaches is most likely to
yield fruitful results with a particular class at a particular time” (p.
290) so that the two approaches are complementary to each other.
In other words, teachers should be aware of the necessity and
importance of choosing an appropriate teaching approach to suit a
particular situation or context since English teaching methodologies
are neither culturally-free, nor culturally transferable without proper
adaptation (Larsen-Freeman, 1999).

Some researchers also point out that evaluation of a particular
method depends on many factors, such as language and learning
theories, teaching techniques, syllabus design and teacher and
learner roles. One factor that is often easily ignored is that of
context. A method that can be considered beneficial in one context
may not be so in another. (Huang, 1996; Bax, 2003). Some Western
researchers also support this view and make critical comments on
CLT. For instance, Bax (2003) stresses that although CLT has
served a useful function in the L2 profession particularly as a
corrective to shortcomings in previous methodologies, CLT has
always neglected one key aspect of language teaching, namely the
context in which it takes place. Bax further suggests that the first
priority is the learning context, and the first step in ELT is to identify
key aspects of that context before deciding what and how to teach
in any given class. According to Bax, the context refers to the
teacher’s understanding of individual students and their learning
needs, wants, styles, and strategies as well as the course-book,
local conditions, the classroom culture, school culture, national
culture and so on. By taking into account all these factors as much
as possible in each situation, teachers will be able to identify a
suitable approach and language focus. Methodological decisions will
thus depend on the results of a ‘context analysis’. In Bax’s opinion, it
may be that an emphasis on grammar is useful to start with, or
perhaps an emphasis on oral communication. It may be that lexis will
come first, or it may be that group-work is more suitable than a
more formal lecture mode.

In congruence with the above pro-integration point of views from
both Chinese and Western researchers mentioned above, this study
shows that, in order to ensure effective English language teaching
and learning outcomes, neither the traditional nor the pure CLT
approach can be wholly embraced without adequate modification to
suit the present ELT situations in China at the tertiary level. In other
words, an appropriate approach will probably be an eclectic one, so
as to meet the Chinese ELT context. Given the situation described
above, China needs to combine CLT with the traditional approach to
benefit from the combined strengths of different approaches. Any
teaching methodology has its own reasons to exist. Everything
depends on the specific situations -- the ‘context’ in Bax's term,
where the methods are used and popularised. The teacher and
learner variables determine which methods, textbooks, and teaching
styles will fit in with the stated pedagogical goals. As is evident
above, it is important that communicative features of CLT should be
integrated into the prevalent Chinese pedagogical practices. For
such a beneficial integration to happen in China, it is necessary for
Chinese EFL researchers and teachers to take an eclectic approach
and make ‘well-informed pedagogical choices grounded in an
understanding of socio-cultural influences’ (Hu, 2002).

The purpose of this study
While the above studies report on Chinese EFL learner and teacher




perceptions in implementing communicative language teaching, few
have looked at concrete eclectic approaches to teaching EFL
compulsory courses in China at the university level, and as such,
this paper examines the Comprehensive English (Reading) course
from the perspectiveof combining the strengths of different
approaches with respect to classroom practice. This paper analyses
an eclectic approach to teaching English to English majors at the
tertiary level in China. It offers insights into the curricular and
methodological changes currently being implemented in the Chinese
context. The proposed eclectic model as shown below in Chart-1,
combines the strengths of the traditional approach, CLT and the
context approach (CA). It treats the Chinese EFL context as the
most important starting point for establishing a suitable approach to
ensure effective outcomes of EFL teaching in China. This new
approach does not negate the view that language is for
communication, but it questions the assumed universal applicability
of CLT. Meanwhile, the extent to which communicative components
in instructional practices are seen by learners as essential for
classroom language learning should be taken into account when
making pedagogical decisions. As is evident from the discussion
above, at present this proposed eclectic model may offer a more
realistic framework for EFL education in the Chinese context than
merely rejecting or embracing CLT in a wholesale manner. Instead,
the key issue of innovation in ELT methodology in China is not to
totally discard the traditional approach, but to improve upon and
adapt it (Harvey, 1985; Anderson, 1993; Rao, 1996; 2002; Hu,
2002).

An Eclectic Approach to ELT in China

This paper presents an eclectic approach for teaching English major
students the Comprehensive English (Reading) course at the
university level. As shown in Chart-1 below, an eclectic approach in
this study means, in a broad sense, the combination of strengths
taken from both the CLT and traditional Chinese teaching practices
that have proven useful and effective in the past. The eclectic
approach also includes the ideas proposed in context approach (Bax,
2003). According to Bax, the context in which EFL learning and
teaching takes places is a crucial factor in the success or failure of
learners because contextual factors hugely influence learners’ ability
to effectively learn a foreign language (Bax, 2003).

In other words, an eclectic approach to ELT combines the
strengths deriving from the traditional teaching, communicative
language teaching and context approach in order to suit the current
ELT context in China. It consists of three interrelated stages in
teaching English major students the Comprehensive English
(Reading) course: pre-reading, while-reading and post-reading, with
each stage focusing on different and specific dimensions. The new
approach treats language teaching and learning as an organic
process, and as such includes reading at the syntactical level
(bottom-up stage) and reading at the textual and discourse level
(top-down stage). The top-down stage is more significant in
language teaching because it is this stage that enables the
progression of a synthesized approach to take place. The proposed
model in this study is different from traditional teacher-centred
practices in which teachers intend to treat new words, phrases and
sentence structure patterns as discrete language points and
elaborate upon them over-meticulously while the gist of the text is
usually overlooked. Furthermore, the eclectic approach is aimed at
helping teachers to overcome the weakness of teacher-
centeredness. In this eclectic approach, the prevalent Chinese
methods of teaching Comprehensive English (Reading) courses are
the starting point and CLT and the context approach (CA) are
employed to complement them. The purpose for such a synthesis is
to cultivate learners’ communicative competence as required by the
new curriculum (English Division, 2000) for English major students at
the university level.




Chart-1 An Eclectic Approach to ELT in China

(Cf. Xiao, 2006b, p. 224)

It should be noted that an eclectic approach needs to be based
on a multifaceted view of communicative activities in class. It should
also seek to incorporate student input into the learning process. In
some cases, it is appropriate to focus on assigned tasks and small
group learning. In others, a whole class format is best, while in
others, a combination of formats is appropriate. Therefore,
methodologies vary with different variables such as learners’ English
proficiency level and knowledge about the topic under discussion,
the content of text materials, teachers’ competence in the target
language, teaching styles and classroom management skills. In short,
the methods and activities used depend on “a particular context
where L2 teaching and learning takes place” (Bax, 2003). The
following section presents a practical approach for teaching
Comprehensive English (Reading) course as shown in Chart-2 below.

The choice of the Comprehensive English (Reading) used to
demonstrate the effectiveness of the eclectic model proposed in this
study arises from the following considerations. First, the
Comprehensive English (Reading) courseis the backbone of the
course scheme in the curriculum for both English majors and non-
majors. As the word “comprehensive” indicates, the Comprehensive
English (Reading) course is supposed to combine multiple language
skills in this course in contrast to its predecessor “Intensive
Reading”. (‘Intensive’ indicates paying a large amount of attention to
a small amount of action, i.e. reading text materials). In other
words, the emphasis is placed not only on grammatical structure and
vocabulary, but also on speaking and writing skills and cross-cultural
awareness. Other courses, however, are more restricted to specific




aspects of EFL learning. Second, for the first 2 years of the
undergraduate program for English majors, the Comprehensive
English Reading lessons takes up about 57% of the total of 1,100 -
1,160 class hours designed for English skill-based courses for English
majors (English Division, 2000). The eclectic approach to teaching
English reading is discussed in detail below.

Chart-2 Eclectic Approach to Teaching English Reading Skills

Reading Pre-Reading |While Reading |Post-Reading
Components
Student Top-down Bottom-Up Synthesis
Information Processing Processing
Processing
Linguistic Focus |Introduction |Semantic Comprehension-
& Classroom Raising Items Check-up
Activities Questions Syntactic Interactive
Audio & Video [Items Activities
Aids Discourse Oral Production
Items Evaluating
Socio-cultural |Outside Reading
Items

Pre-reading stage

Pre-reading activities begin with questions to be initiated by a
teacher. The teacher will start the lesson with thought-provoking
questions rather than ask such questions at the end of each lesson
to test learners’ understanding of the text. These questions should
be aimed at helping students better understand the meaning and
structure of a text, to relate students’ reading activity to their prior
knowledge and experience, increase their interest in the subject to
be read and enable them to read with a purpose. For instance,
questions beginning with When, Where, Who, and What can prompt
students to look for specific information from the reading material
while those with Why and How can help them to probe more deeply
into the information they are to read. In addition, such activities can
help students predict or make some “educated” guesses about what
is in the text and thus activate effective top-down processing for
reading comprehension (Chia, 2001). Based on the stimuli in a text,
such as the title, photographs, illustrations, or subtitles, pre-reading
questions can be used to encourage students to make predictions
about the content of the text, and help students better understand
the passage they are going to read.

At this stage, it is important that teachers be aware of what to
ask and how to ask questions appropriately based on the
comprehension and linguistic proficiency of the learners. The way
teachers ask questions ought to stimulate learners to think, speak,
predict, judge and analyse. Nuttall (1983, 1996) classifies classroom
questions into six types from teaching perspective:

1. Questions of literal comprehension: those where answers are
directly and explicitly expressed in the text. They can often be
answered in the words of the text.

2. Questions involving reorganization or reinterpretation: those

requiring students either to reinterpret literal information or to
obtain it from various parts of the text and put it together in a

new way, using elementary inference.

3. Questions of inference: those obliging students to consider
what is implied, but not explicitly stated.

4. Questions of evaluation: those asking for a considered
judgement about the text in terms of what the writer is trying
to do and how far s/he has achieved it.

5. Questions of personal response: those where answers depend
least on the writer, but instead relate to the reader’s reaction




to the text.

6. Questions concerned with how writers say what they mean:
those intending to give students strategies for dealing with a
text in general (pp. 132-133).

Nuttall’'s classifications can help teachers raise appropriate
questions which can help students understand the local and global
meaning of a text as well as how these meanings are expressed. For
example, if teaching an English text entitled International Trade,
teachers could assign students the following questions before they
read the text:

1. What are the reasons for international trade?

2. Why is it impossible for any nation in the world to be
self- sufficient?

3. What countries are mentioned in the text (if any)?

4. Why does the writer mention these countries?

To answer these questions, students have to be ready to deal
with the text as an organic whole, preparing to sort out messages,
select and reorganize those that they judge to be the most relevant
and important to the questions they are going to answer. Here the
passive reading process of input is inclined to become an active
process of output, combining guessing, reading, predicting, inferring
and speaking. It is crucial to note that teachers should not have
preconceived, rigid notions about “correct” answers to their
questions. Alternatively, they should allow student input to be
genuine, and possibly, unpredictable.

While-Reading Stage

While-reading stage consists of reading a text twice, each for a
specific purpose. The first reading concerns two important speed-
reading techniques, namely, skimming and scanning. The training of
these skills is of particular importance because these skills are not
only indispensable for EFL learners, but also because during the
process of skimming and scanning the schemata of students can be
activated. Skimming facilitates text processing by initiating students
into the gist and organization of the text. Scanning is helpful for
seeking specific information for the pre-reading questions mentioned
above. The second reading is a problem-solving process. The
problems to be solved in this process of reading may include lexical,
syntactic, discourse, and socio-cultural dimensions (as shown above
in Chart-2) (Xiang & Wang, 1999). These dimensions are discussed
in detail below.

Lexical and syntactic focus
While reading silently, students come across new grammatical and
structural units and students have the opportunity to pick out
linguistic or syntactic problems that cause them comprehension
difficulties (e.g. long sentences, new structures or expressions
typical of a particular writer’s style). Teachers then ask students to
raise their difficulties and try to interpret them according to the
context. This can be done either individually or in pairs. Then, these
problems are pooled and collected together. Teachers can ask
students to discuss these listed problems in pairs or in a small group
in order to elicit various replies or check how much learners have
come to understand these problems. At this stage, the
methodological focus is that learners would do the problem-raising,
discovery and comprehension rather than the teacher covering the
text in a sentence-by-sentence manner and providing answers to
every single language point which may not directly affect the
learner.

Following this problem-raising stage, teachers can synthesize
these language problems and isolate major specific elements of
linguistic units for detailed explanations from the point of view of




either grammar or stylistics, or both. Activities at this stage may
include presenting different types of drills and students can do the
exercises in pairs or in a small group.

Discourse Analysis

Discourse analysis is carried out in two aspects: firstly, how an idea
is developed (such as topic sentence and support, cause and effect,
comparison and contrast, generalizations and specifics, cohesion and
coherence); secondly, how one idea leads to another (introduction,
development, and conclusion). At this stage, questioning techniques
(mentioned above in pre-reading stage), analytical, inductive and
deductive methods are used to maximize the students’ opportunities
to practise their analytical and critical thinking skills.

Socio-cultural dimensions

Cultural background knowledge is also provided at this stage, which
can help students to gain a better comprehension of the text
content by minimizing cultural interference, and “build new culture-
specific schemata that will be available to EFL students outside the
classroom” (Carrell & Eisterhold, 1987). It will be especially beneficial
if teachers are able to compare and contrast between the two
different cultures. In addition, teachers should provide an
opportunity for students to engage in personal text-based problem-
solving discussions which can act as an important condition to
enhance their cross-cultural awareness. Candlin (1982) stresses
that [language] learning is a matter of managing problems. One way
for teachers to encourage learning is to consistently confront
learners with problems rather than attempt to remove problems in
advance (p.39). This will help make the students more culturally
sensitive when they read on their own. This approach is a striking
contrast to teacher-centred English language classrooms observed
by Xiao (2005), in which teachers paraphrased almost every
language point of the text that they thought might be difficult for
their students. Hence, teachers gave their students so much “help”
that it became a crutch without which the students could not
function. That is, the students were led to formulating word-by-
word reading habits, while some aspects of learning that can lead to
cross-cultural awareness and discourse competence were ignored.

Post-reading stage

This stage focuses on post-reading activities and checks students’
comprehension, consolidates their language skills and engages
students in communicative group activities. This stage includes
students’ answers to the pre-reading questions and further
questions are raised by teachers at this stage to check students’
understanding of the text. For instance, text-based questions of
inference, questions of evaluation, and questions of personal
response and so on.

Take the above-mentioned text International Trade as an
example. After reading the passage, teachers can ask students a
question of evaluation: what does this writer contribute to your
understanding of international trade? Teachers need to be aware
that questions of this kind are the most sophisticated of all because
they require the students not merely to respond, but to analyse
their response and discover the objective reasons for it, as well as
measure it against the presumed intention of the writer. To answer
the question, the students cannot ignore the textual evidence, so
their responses essentially involve the writer’s purpose. Also,
teachers need to ask the students to explain why the text makes
them feel as they do and ensure that students’ responses are based
on a correct understanding of the text.

Evaluative questions are also important with narrative and
descriptive texts, in which the writer may tell a story or recount an
event and then leave it to the readers to figure out for themselves
the message that the writer intends to convey. Urquhart & Weir
(1998) claim that “reading ability must go beyond pure language




skills and includes readers’ pragmatic skills to interpret the text in
terms of their knowledge and experience of the world” (p. 34). In
this sense, after students read the text, they need to interpret the
meaning to respond to the textual ideas and evaluate the
effectiveness of the text. Teachers should be aware that while the
meaning of the text is emphasised, the issues of how the meaning is
produced (in what language form), and how students respond to the
meaning of the text and how they evaluate the effectiveness of the
text, should be also given adequate attention.

The post-reading activities can also be carried out in small groups
or in pairs. Teachers need to make sure that such a group or pair
discussion differs from a “question and answer” session in that
students should be encouraged to express individual, unique opinions
on the same topic. At this stage, the emphasis is on learners’ ability
to use the target language for communication and the exchange of
ideas. Their responses should be incorporated, in an identifiable
fashion, into the learning process.

To initiate and then to guide the discussion, teachers need to set
forth topics to arouse students’ interest as mentioned above and
assign students a learning task or a text-based task -- what is
known as “task-based” learning and teaching (Willis, 1996). Willis
points out that task-based learning combines the best insights from
CLT with an organized focus on language form (Willis, 1996, p.1).
She defines “task” as any activity where the target language is used
by the learner for a communicative purpose in order to achieve an
outcome (p. 23). Text-based tasks require learners to process the
text for meaning in order to achieve the goals of the task. This will
involve reading, listening or viewing with some kind of communicative
purpose and may well involve talking about the text and perhaps
writing notes (p. 68). Text-based tasks should aim to encourage
efficient reading strategies, focusing initially on retrieval of sufficient
relevant meaning for the purpose of the task. Willis (1996) observes
that:

Task-based learning entails holistic processing, that is,
gaining an overall impression, picking up detailed
linguistic clues -- a combination of what are commonly
called ‘top-down’ and ‘bottom-up’ processes (p. 75).

Thus, task-based learning strategies would minimise students’
dependence on teachers for all “the correct answers”. On the
contrary, each task to be completed by students is a step on the
road to learner independence. In task-based learning, teachers can
ask students to predict or attempt to reconstruct the content on
the basis of given clues from part of the text without having read,
heard, or seen the whole. For instance, teachers can ask students
to predict problem-solution and story endings by using a text with a
situation-problem-solution-evaluating pattern, namely, let students
read/hear/watch only parts of a text which give the situation and
problem(s). Next, teachers ask students to work in pairs or in a
group to work out a couple of alternative solutions of their own, and
then they evaluate another pair’'s or group’s solution. When they
have presented their best solutions to each other during a report
phase, the class can be asked to predict which solutions are
mentioned in the original text. Finally, they read/hear/watch the
whole piece and compare and evaluate (cf. Willis, 1996, p. 77). If
using a sequential text, teachers give students most of the text
information and ask them to write (or tell) an ending, or give an
ending, and ask them to write (or tell) the beginning. Teachers can
scaffold students by giving them a few carefully chosen words from
the text. In doing this, it is important to note that teachers should
make sure that students do not feel they have failed if they predict
something entirely different from the original text. Their imagination
ought to be encouraged as this would help students improve their
ability to make judgements on what they read, to express their own
opinions and to grasp the structure of a text. In a word, learners’
analvtical, creative and critical thinking ability together with their




communicative competence will improve during the process.

These activities and tasks may include inference, reasoning,
negotiation of meaning, problem-solving and information transfer.
They may be carried out in a number of ways: group-work, pair
work, individual work and role play. They should be an integral part
of a successful EFL education programme. In many cases, suitable
conditions, an active atmosphere and necessary staff training need
to be created for the performance of these tasks and activities to
occur in classrooms.

Suggestions for employing the eclectic approach in English
class

Adequate attention given to balancing form and meaning
Balancing form and meaning is one of the critical features in the
proposed eclectic approach, which is where CLT and the traditional
approach diverge. Savignon (1991) points out that in L2 or EFL
development, communication cannot take place in the absence of
structure or grammar, because grammar is “a set of shared
assumptions about how language works along with a willingness of
participants to cooperate in the negotiation of meaning” (p.268).
Widdowson (1990) also notes the importance of adequate attention
to form in L2/FL development. He argues that the whole point of
language pedagogy is that it is a way of short-circuiting the slow
process of “natural language acquisition” and can make
arrangements for learning to happen more easily and more efficiently
than it does in “natural surroundings” (p.162). In balancing form and
meaning, “the traditional approach and the communicative approach
are not mutually exclusive” (Harvey, 1985, p.186). The real problem
is how the traditional method can work well along with modern EFL
teaching in the Chinese educational context. For instance, CLT
focuses on meaning and fluency, whereas the traditional approach
emphasizes form and structure. However, it would not be detrimental
to Chinese EFL learners if the teacher explained some grammatical
points to enhance their understanding of the link of meaning to the
structure. Harvey (1985) reminds us that understanding the
grammatical framework of a language is extremely important for
L2/EFL learners.

However, teachers should not place undue emphasis on grammar
and structure, which can prevent learners from understanding the
text material at a holistic and discursive level. Grammar is a tool or
resource to be used in the comprehension and creation of oral and
written discourse, rather than ‘rules to be learned as an end in
itself’ (Rao, 1996). In addition, the real purpose of adequate
grammatical explanation should be aimed at teaching students how
grammar rules function, and thus showing students how they can
ultimately use such rules for real communicative purposes. Excessive
emphasis on grammar analysis could detract from developing the
students’ reasoning power and lead them to forming a habit of
delving too deeply into the minutiae in their learning. In turn, this
may impede the cultivation of their communicative competence and
has a negative effect on development of their critical thinking ability.

Grammar teaching in English class should not be taught as an end
in itself, but always with reference to meaning, social factors,
discourse or a combination of these factors (Celce-Murcia & Hilles,
1988). It is worth noting that teachers should be sensitive to the
needs and learning styles of the students and make explicit to
students the beneficial functions of integrating communicative
components with the traditional approach. This inevitably requires
teachers to adopt appropriate pedagogical strategies for a classroom
progression in which both form and meaning is balanced.

Synthesising the progression of classroom activities

In adopting an eclectic approach, teachers need to adopt
appropriate pedagogical practices to ensure a smooth progression of
classroom activities in which both form and meaning are properly
dealt with. The aim is to combine communicative components with
the explicit instruction of form and structure. For such a smooth




classroom progression to happen in the Chinese context, there
needs to be general pedagogical guidelines for Chinese EFL teachers
to follow. A number of L2 and EFL researchers have proposed
different types of integration concerning classroom progression for
the purpose of combining communicative and traditional methods.
Some suggest a progression from communicative to formal
instruction (Brumfit, 1978) while some others suggest a progression
from formal classroom instruction to communicative activities (Celce-
Murcia & Hilles, 1988; Nunn,1992), from the activities of skills-
getting to skills-using (Rivers & Temperley, 1987), and from text-
based mechanical pattern drills to free communication (Rao, 1999;).
Littlewood (1984) takes a more flexible stance and suggests that
the sequence of progression of classroom learning activities is
interchangeable rather than a fixed pattern and it is up to the
teacher to decide -- based on such factors as the learners, the
specific content of the text materials and the kinds of activities
used.

Moreover, based on my own teaching experience, teachers have
an almost free choice in deciding how many communicative activities
they engage students in doing. Their decisions in this area are often
made on the basis of their own professional competence, classroom
management expertise and the knowledge and information they
possess about the topics or learning tasks concerned. They also
depend on the content of lesson and students concerned. However,
one thing is certain that communicative components should be an
integral part of the teaching process. Taylor (1983) asserts that
students’ needs and the dynamics of particular classes become
major factors in deciding what to teach and how to teach it. Above
all, the teaching methods adopted by teachers in class should vary
significantly in accordance with the context in which teachers find
themselves working (Sano et al., 1984; Bax 2003).

Conclusion and suggestion for further research

To sum up, it has to be pointed out that if teachers know how to
make good use the of pre-reading stageand the while-reading stage
to raise questions, to offer background information, to solve
problems concerning lexical, syntactic, discourse and socio-cultural
dimensions, this will help learners initiate post-reading discussions.
Students may become more interested in what they are doing and
their attention would be heightened since these activities will create
a vivid classroom atmosphere and enrich their prior knowledge. What
is more, it helps them to link their existing knowledge to the text and
directs them into a much deeper understanding.

As mentioned above, the pre-reading questions are helpful in that
they help learners to make predictions and enable them to decide
what they look for (either the global meaning of the text or the
specific facts and details). The while-reading stage involves
problem-solving and it helps students overcome the difficulties which
may hinder their correct comprehension of the text. Post-reading is
of great help in that it directs them into a much deeper
understanding of the text and encourages learners to use their own
analytical and critical thinking skills. Furthermore, communicative
group activities can be organized to achieve meaningful goals
assigned to different groups based on various text contents, to
activate all those language items stored in learners’ minds rather
than concentrate on the minutiae of language points in a sentence-
by-sentence manner as revealed in teacher-centred classrooms. Of
course more research in this related area is needed to further refine
this eclectic approach to foreign language instruction.

No matter how workable an eclectic approach sounds, there is no
denying that further classroom-based empirical research should be
done to test this approach. It is strongly advised that teachers
should design and implement the proposed approach in actual
classroom settings, and summarize its effect in terms of reading skills
development, motivation, attitude changes on the part of students,
as well as teachers’ feedback in order to have this eclectic approach
validated. For the future research, studies on more varied and




creative way of utilizing an eclectic approach for EFL classrooms are
needed. Further, we may capture and readily access first-hand data
in classroom settings for both research and pedagogical purposes.
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