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Abstract

In this article we explore issues around the impact of continuing professional development (CPD) for secondary teachers of English offered by an overseas provider through the lens of participants from the Western provinces of China who completed courses at a UK university between 2003 and 2012. We start by offering an overview of English teaching in China. We then report two complementary studies of the same programme. The first aimed for breadth of understanding and involved the collection and analysis of interviews and focus groups discussions with former participants, their teaching colleagues and senior management, as well as classroom observation. The second aimed for depth and drew on data collected from a cohort of 38 teachers on one of the courses, using pre- and post-course surveys; focus group discussions at the end of the course with the whole cohort; and interviews with five of the participants both before they left the UK and again six months later. Evidence is presented for changes in teachers’ philosophies of education directly attributable to participation in the courses; for improved teacher competencies (linguistic, cultural and pedagogical) in the classroom; and for the ways in which returnees are undertaking new roles and responsibilities that exploit their new understandings. Finally, we discuss the implications of these findings for both providers and sponsors of CPD for English language teachers. 
Introduction

In this article, we look at the continuing professional development (CPD) of English teachers – through the lens of a decade of experience in providing three-month courses at a UK university for more than 800 teachers from the Western provinces of China. Our main focus will be on changes in teachers’ practice on their return. The international literature on teacher CPD (see, for instance, Harland and Kinder, 1997; Joyce and Showers 1988; Day, 1999; Ingvarson et al., 2003) has often grappled with this issue and the picture which emerges is sometimes discouraging. There is ample evidence, for instance, of the failure of attempts to implement change (Fullan, 2001) and of the superficial nature of the gains achieved (Cooley, 1997). Guskey (2000: 32) reminds us that many teachers perceive CPD to be irrelevant to their needs and of the fact that we still know relatively little about its impact. Hu (2005: 694) makes a similar point in relation to CPD for teachers in China:
Although there is some evidence attesting to the impact of individual in-service programs on professional growth… the overall picture suggests, at best, only limited effects of formally organized in-service education on teachers’ continuing development. 

In a similar vein, Yan (2008: 587) underlines the importance of the sustainability of initiatives in CPD and of the need to ‘help them become acclimatized to and firmly embedded in the local environment, evolve healthily and strongly, and further induce more fundamental changes’. Our interest, then, is on assessing the impact of the courses on participants’ return to China rather than end of course evaluation. 
In order to provide the context for discussion, we offer a brief overview of English teaching in China and the recent educational reforms, and explain how we set about designing and collecting data for two complementary studies. We present evidence for changes in teachers’ philosophies of education; for improved competencies (linguistic, cultural and pedagogical); and for the ways in which participants have discharged new roles and responsibilities on their return. 
English teaching in China

English was first introduced as a compulsory subject in middle schools in China in 1902 and so is by no means a new development (Zheng & Davison, 2008). Although Russian emerged as the preferred foreign language during the early years of the PRC, its importance diminished following the breakdown in diplomatic relations with the former USSR in the early 1960s. Teaching of languages during the Cultural Revolution between 1966 and 1976 was decentralized and sporadic but focused mainly on English, which has remained the most widely taught foreign language since that time. By the new millennium, close to 80 million secondary school students were studying the language (Hu 2002). Initial training and CPD needs are therefore on a huge scale. In 2002 an estimated 470,000 teachers were involved in the teaching of English at the secondary level (Wang 2007); this number will have risen substantially since that time.

Rigid teaching methods, shortages of qualified teachers and examination-driven instruction have all been identified as obstacles to high quality ELT; dissatisfaction with the outcomes has led to far reaching reform. Writers including Hu (2002), Wang (2007) and Zheng & Davison (2008) describe the profound changes that have taken place in recent decades. Emphasis has shifted over time from grammar-translation and audio-lingual methods, to more functional-structural, communicative and task-based learning approaches. Syllabuses and textbooks currently incorporate an eclectic pedagogy which aims to accommodate both Chinese and international approaches. For instance, teachers are encouraged to actively develop the cognitive skills often associated with the west, such as reasoning, imagination, and creativity, alongside the traditionally valued Chinese skills of observation and memorization. However, as Hu (2002: 36) points out: 

While [the more recent] textbooks have clear advantages over the more traditional ones… the big challenge for the educational authorities is to train a large contingent of teachers to use them effectively in a short time. Without adequate training, it is very likely that the new textbooks will be taught in old ways.

Since the implementation of the revised curriculum in 2005, there has been a growing expectation that teachers move from the traditional role of ‘knowledge transmitter’ to ‘multi-role educator’, from  ‘learning to use’ to ‘learning by using’. This transformation requires them to develop new skills ‘for motivating learners in language learning… developing their learning strategies … [and] designing more task-based, cooperative and problem-solving activities in order to make students the center of learning’ (Wang, 2007: 101). In addition, they are expected to learn to use formative assessment, to adapt textbooks to meet the requirements of the curriculum and the needs of learners, and to use modem technology in their teaching. Fundamental to these new requirements is the need to improve their own English language proficiency.

CPD has been receiving high priority at national level for some time (MOE, 2000a, 2000b) and there is a growing awareness among teachers of the importance of career-long learning. There are currently three main providers: education colleges run by provincial and municipal educational authorities; tertiary teacher education and other institutions of higher learning; and overseas institutions and organizations. In some instances, the overseas provider has worked in collaboration with Chinese partners to deliver courses in China, as in the case of the Department for International Development (DfID) ELT projects which ran from the late 1970s to 2001 (Yan, 2008). On other occasions, delivery has taken place partly in China and partly in English speaking countries. 

It was against this background that the UK University first started to develop three-month courses for teachers of English in collaboration with the China Scholarship Council (CSC), a non-profit organization affiliated to the Ministry of Education. Participants up to the age of 45 are selected by the CSC as part of a highly competitive process; places are either funded jointly by the CSC and the local education authorities or, in some cases, with a small contribution from the participating teachers’ schools. The programme is based on the premise ‘that professional learning is more likely to improve student learning outcomes if it increases teachers’ understanding of the content they teach, how students learn that content and how to represent and convey that content in meaningful ways’ (Ingvarson et al., 2003). The courses form part of China’s Great Western Development Strategy which targets six provinces (Gansu, Guizhou, Qinghai, Shaanxi, Sichuan, and Yunnan), five autonomous regions (Guangxi, Inner Mongolia, Ningxia, Tibet, and Xinjiang), and one municipality (Chongqing), which comes directly under Central Government control (see Figure 1). They should also be seen in the context of the 1986 Nine-year Basic Education Law, which sets out to provide basic education in three phases: first, the richer seaboard areas, then the industrial hinterland, and finally the remote rural areas (Adamson & Morris, 1997). As Hu (2002) has indicated, considerable effort and resources are needed to improve the delivery of ELT in these areas in order to achieve parity with colleagues in more economically developed parts of China.
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Figure 1: Map of the Western provinces [Source:  Gelb, C. & Chen, D. (n.d.)]

The approach adopted by the UK university is consistent with that of many other teacher education and professional development programmes. The focus in delivery is on constructivism rather than transmission: instruction is student-centered, interactive, and inquiry-oriented. The three month courses have four components: language teaching methodology; a one week school placement which allows participants to situate in actual classroom practice many of the issues covered in the methodology component; English language development; and a social and cultural programme which, alongside life in British host families, exposes them both to new experiences and allows them to apply newly acquired skills and knowledge.

Methodology
In the first of the two complementary studies (hereafter Study A), we used case study as our framework, a blend of the ‘connoisseur’ approach which draws on researchers familiar with a subject or a programme to critically characterize and appraise it (the ‘insider’ perspective; see Weir and Roberts, 1994), and the client-centred approach which addresses concerns and issues of practitioners and other clients in a given setting (Stufflebeam & Webster, 1980). 

Purposive sampling was used to identify schools representative of those sending participants on our programme. We had identified various factors at the outset which might influence the outcomes. It was possible, for instance, that there might be differences between schools in large municipalities and smaller cities and from one province to another. It would therefore be important to achieve a good mix and also a good geographical spread. An unexpected complication was the unrest in Xinjiang, which supplies in the region of 30 per cent of teachers for our courses, immediately prior to the fieldwork. Prudence dictated that this autonomous region should not be included. Fieldwork was ultimately conducted at four sites (Guiyang, Zunyi, Chongqing, and Chengdu) in three provincial capitals or municipalities in Southwest China (Guizhou, Sichuan, and Chongqing) in March 2010. School A in Zunyi and School B in Chongqing – formed the main focus: here we interviewed former participants, head teachers and heads of English departments and colleagues who had not participated in the Reading programme. In these and the other locations Guiyang and Chengdu), we also spoke to a wider range of other participants as well as educational administrators.

Our study was undertaken as part of a joint evaluation of our courses with the CSC. Our own interest related to the teachers in the schools; the CSC responsibility was for administrative aspects of teacher recruitment. This cooperation had both advantages and disadvantages. CSC arranged access to all schools, engaging in complex negotiations with education authorities at provincial and district levels. We provided details of the schools we wished to involve and the people that we wanted to see within the time available. CSC then liaised with the schools and, wherever possible, timetabled meetings in response to our requests. This modus operandi allowed us to by-pass the gatekeepers who would normally have been involved in permitting access to schools. As a result, we were able to achieve in the space of two weeks what might otherwise have taken many months. The disadvantages, of course, included the need to compromise on some aspects of the original research design, and the limited time available for reflection and follow up, reduced still further by the sometimes conflicting demands of CSC responsibilities in the evaluation. 

We used three main methods of data collection (see Table 1). The first was open ended, semi-structured interviews with former participants in schools A and B, and with head teachers and heads of the English Department. The second was focus group discussions with two different groups: colleagues in the English Department in the a and b schools who had not taken part in the programme; a wide range of former participants from across the region who had responded to an invitation from CSC to join us in all four locations. Finally, we undertook a number of classroom observations of both former participants and non-participants. The aim, then, was to increase the validity of our findings by triangulating both the methods used – interviews, focus groups and observation – and the sources of information – participant and non-participant teachers and members of the senior management team. By drawing on these additional sources, the hope was to produce evidence which would either support or contradict the views expressed by teachers who had completed training.


	Method
	No of interviews
	Numbers of focus groups
	Numbers of classroom observations

	Former participants
	10
	5
	5

	Non-participants
	0
	2
	2

	Headteachers/
heads of section
	10
	0
	0


Table 1: Data collection methods and participants

We were acutely aware of the disadvantages of our ‘insider’ status as researchers trying to evaluate a course in which we played a key part in designing and delivering. People who had known and worked with us over a period of three months might well find it difficult to be frank in assessments of their experience. We took a range of measures to counteract these effects. Semi-structured interviews with the teachers in the Zunyi and Chonqing schools and focus group discussions with the teachers in the four schools in Chengdu were undertaken by a Xiaorong Zhang who, at the time of data collection, was a PhD student. She had previously been a participant on the course but was unknown to the teachers in the study, schools with teachers who had attended the same course having been deliberately excluded. Daguo Li was responsible for the interviews and focus group discussions with non-participants. He was, however, at the request of the CSC, jointly responsible with colleagues from the CSC for four of the five discussions with the wider groups of former participants. All data collection was undertaken by Chinese native speakers, thereby eliminating cultural issues that might have arisen in interviews either in English or with English speakers. While we are conscious of the potential weaknesses of our data, the findings which we report below suggest a high level of reflection and critical awareness on the part of interviewees and focus group discussants, leading us to believe that attempts to reduce the effects of our insider status were successful.

Study B (hereafter Study B) formed the basis for Xiaorong Zhang’s PhD dissertation. While the earlier study had had achieved considerable breadth, she was keen to explore various issues relating to the depth of experience of the same participants over a longer period of time. A mixed methods design was employed: a quantitative approach in the form of surveys at the start and end of the three month training provides a general view of the participants’ experience; a qualitative approach based around focus group discussions and interviews made it possible to investigate the research questions in greater depth. Data collection was undertaken in three stages: at the start of the course, at the end of the course and finally half a year later when the participants had returned to China. In the first stage, the whole cohort completed a survey of their existing knowledge, beliefs about EFL and their expectation of the course. During the second stage, all completed a second survey, this time exploring the extent to which the course met their needs; they also took part in focus group discussions, designed to add flesh to the bones provided by the survey. In the third stage, five participants, selected so as to represent both genders, a range of ages, teaching grades, types of school, their places of origin, and performance on the course were interviewed at two points in time: at the end of the course and about six months after their return.
For both studies focus group discussions and interviews were transcribed and, in the case of Study A, classroom observations were recorded using field notes. Data were then imported into NVivo8, a specialist software package for qualitative data analysis. Analytical categories were allowed to emerge from, rather than being imposed on, the data. In Study B, quantitative data were processed using the software package SPSS.
Findings

The impact of the programmes on teachers’ return to China can be grouped under three main headings: changes in philosophy; improvement in competencies; and new leadership roles. Most of the examples we cite are taken from Study A; reference to study B is used either to confirm conclusions drawn from Study B, or to introduce new perspectives on the earlier findings.

Changes in philosophy

Hu (2005: 667) sums up what happens in Chinese classrooms in terms of an ‘expository, teacher-centered pedagogical approach’ where ‘teachers are expected to be virtuosos of learning’ whose priority is ‘the selection, mediation, and transmission of authoritative knowledge’. Commentators on teaching and learning in China usually explain these expectations in terms of the deep-seated influence of Confucian philosophy on all aspects of Chinese social and cultural life. Confucianism provides a hierarchical structure which stresses mutual respect and harmony; its influence is particularly evident in the hierarchical relationships between students and teachers (Biggs 1994; Chan, 1999). Students owe respect to those who provide knowledge and the authority of teachers is such that only they – and not the students – should initiate interactions in class. Such expectations are, of course, at odds with the requirements of communicative language teaching.

The tutors on our programme operated according to very different principles; participants also witnessed a very different pattern of teacher-pupil relationships during their school placements.  This exposure made a deep impression. As Li Yan observed:
The relationship between the [course participants] and the trainers was very equal. [The trainers] could kneel down to talk to you or answer your questions … During teaching, students and the teacher should have more eye contact, maintain level eye contact, rather than make students look up at you. And the class ritual of asking all the students to stand up at the start of a lesson [as is the usual practice in schools in China] is not necessary in my view. 

Participants raised a wide range of closely related issues, including student-centredness, differentiation and enjoyment in learning, which flow from the philosophy which underpins both our programme and British education more generally. Many perceived these issues in terms of ‘quality education’, a concept they had been introduced to in China but which they had only begun to fully understand following their exposure to education in the UK.

According to Collins and O’Brien (2003):

Student-centered instruction [SCI] is an instructional approach in which students influence the content, activities, materials, and pace of learning. This learning model places the student (learner) in the center of the learning process. The instructor provides students with opportunities to learn independently and from one another and coaches them in the skills they need to do so effectively.
‘Student-centredness’ and ‘active learning’ are often used more or less interchangeably in western educational discourse; the effectiveness of this approach is well established (Michael, 2006). Some participants interpreted student-centred teaching in terms of a refusal to spoon-feed pupils. This understanding was apparent, for instance in Hou Meili’s comment on her observation of a biology lesson:
The teacher didn’t teach the things the students already knew but only focused on what the students did not know … There were only about ten students in the class … and they were not well behaved, but the teacher was able to conduct the lessons based on the needs of the students … The teacher asked them to design a poster, writing down the various uses of the vitamin … the students needed to write some of them down themselves and the teacher did not simply give the answer… This greatly inspired me.

Zhang Huilin also expressed approval for this approach to teaching:

What impressed me most during the school placement was the shadowing experience, that is, following a student for a day. Their music lessons are totally different from those in China. Their music room is more like our computer room. For example, their students didn’t just sit there listening to the teacher singing a song. They were composing by themselves … Obviously what they were trying to do is to really develop students’ basic composing skills and other practical skills. … I feel we lag behind. 

Differentiation has been an essential element in student-centred learning in the west for the last two decades. It allows for differences within a teaching group, and is designed to result in optimum learning outcomes for individual pupils (Battersby, 2002)
.  This issue had clearly captured the imagination of course participants who commented on ways in which ‘potential’ in Chinese education was often defined in terms of examination outcomes. The British programme, in contrast, had alerted them to the importance of a broader understanding of potential. Li Mei commented on British children’s experience of education in the following terms:

You may not like the education at school, for instance, in terms of knowledge, but you like acting. No problem, I will teach you how to perform. You like cooking: there is a dedicated food technology room and the teacher teaches you how to cook interesting food. You like innovation or mechanics, there are also such special skills rooms – you can make things and there is a teacher on site to guide you. I feel these are good for the development of students’ individuality.

Similarly, in applying this new understanding to her own situation, Dai Han highlighted the importance of ‘respecting students as individuals, as every student is different – their intelligence, their learning styles, and their methods of study are all different’.

One activity during the programme which had clearly made a strong impression involved drawing a pen. Predictably, the end products were very varied. Fan Daoming, summed up what he had learned from this experience:

[The trainer] emphasised a key concept, that is, to look at the pen from different perspectives … therefore, in terms of students, as a teacher, we should also look at things from their perspective, trying to be inclusive and encouraging … 

This approach was in marked contrast with what he considered to be normal practice in China. Reflecting on what he would have done prior to the course, Fan Daoming commented:

Before I would probably ignore these types of students, those who really did not want to learn. After I returned [from the UK], I felt there might actually be other reasons why these students did not want to study.
The notion of learning for fun also attracted comment. Educational policy in the west increasingly stresses the importance of enjoyment in education, both as a right and as a support for learning (Lumby, 2010). The emphasis on learning as an enjoyable experience in the CPD programme and in schools had clearly made an impression on participants. This impression was reinforced by observation of family life. According to Lin Shuting:
I sometimes observed how the children of the home stay family and those in the neighbourhood learn. I felt then British children were as if living in paradise [compared with Chinese children]. After the comparison, I told myself I wanted to make sure my students wouldn’t regard English learning as a kind of suffering. 

Similar accounts of changes in philosophy were also a frequent feature in Study B, not only at the end of the three month training period but also six months after the five case study teachers had returned to China. In addition to the themes discussed above, there was widespread approval for the way in which Elizabeth, the teacher trainer, modelled instructional skills and techniques rather than simply talking about them. Typical comments include the following:
I feel Elizabeth not only put across to us the beliefs and methods but also demonstrated how these would be applied. When teaching us about teaching philosophies, she didn’t simply lecture us on abstract concepts but gave examples of how to use them. For instance, in describing cognitive constructivism, she used a paper clip to explain it. It’s so amazing that such an abstract and complex theory could be illustrated with this easy example. I thought it incredible. 










In a similar vein, Li Shuang was one of a number of participants who admired the rapport the trainer had developed with participants, very different from the teaching style they had adopted before the start of the course: 

We all feel that Elizabeth’s personal charm and sincerity have won us over … She is so sensitive to the way we think and feel that she is able to respond straightaway to the slightest little problem and at a speed which makes you feel incredible.

Impact on practice

Expressions of approval for the constructivist thrust of much western education do not necessarily translate into changed practice. In the case of the course participants, however, there was ample evidence that exposure to new ideas was at least influencing their self-reported approach to teaching on return; these reports were reinforced by classroom observation. Wan Ling, for instance, claimed that she no longer dominated classes to the same extent so that ‘students did more and we teachers became a guide’. And according to Li Yan:

After I came back, I was nicer to my students and more approachable. … I was also careful in my use of words, for example, I would no longer tell them ‘If you have questions, you should ask me, you should ask me for advice’; instead, I would say, ‘If you have questions, you can raise them and we can discuss them’. So the students also felt they were closer to you … and you could now discuss with them, consult them. 

There was similarly evidence of greater differentiation and a willingness to support students in achieving their potential. As Shen Na explained:

Before I participated in the programme, when I tested my students on their vocabulary, I thought I was going to find out who didn’t do the homework I had left and punish those who didn’t do it. Now it’s different, … I remember … [in the UK, the trainer] was preparing us for the assessment, asking us to imagine how we would answer the question, what would the question look like…? I felt it was important to give us such a support or help before the assessment. So now in my own teaching, I give my students a lot of such support before their exams.  

In a similar vein, Shen Na outlined her new approach to gap filling:

I offer students two choices. They have the same material but with different words taken out. For the stronger students, I take out a word every four words; but for the weaker students, I take out a word every eight words… I use this kind of activity to enable students to discuss among themselves, for example, the comparative and superlative forms of the adjectives. 

Participants also expressed excitement about the student response to innovations. Typical comments included:

When I came back…  I was teaching a unit called New Media. I asked my students to make a blackboard poster based on their own interests. They needed to collect their own materials. And the students did really well. They made a blackboard poster themselves and we put it up. It is still there and very beautiful. 

I asked the students to talk about an Unforgettable Experience… They immediately got interested … Once they are interested, you can achieve good results. Even if the weakest students did not understand, they would ask the students sitting next to them what the teacher had just said, or they would ask you directly what it was about. I felt that was very successful. 

The gains reported for CPD in the wider literature include improved teacher confidence and self-efficacy or enhanced belief in their ability to make a difference to their pupils’ learning; a greater commitment to changing practice; and willingness to try new approaches (EPPI, 2003). Such gains were evident in the self-reports of participants in the UK programme, as summarized by Fan Daoming:
Before I went to the UK, I wasn’t really sure about some of my teaching methods and strategies. After being in the UK … I feel more confident about their theoretical foundation and practical relevance. … After the training, I feel I can do [what is required] so I am able to carry on more publicly without having to worry about anything. … I made action plans in the UK. Since I came back, I have designed my lessons using the action plan as scaffolding, that is, I have no longer used the traditional lesson plans … This is because I have found the theoretical support for myself and I have become more confident. 

Study B provided further confirmation of this growth in confidence and self-efficacy. Zeng Min, for instance, reported:
When setting homework, I adopt the strategy we learned abroad …  The top students do one type of exercise; the average ones do another type; and the weaker students do yet another type … Teachers [observing my lesson] appreciate my way of teaching. [So] I use this in almost every lesson. 

Improvement in competencies

Participants reported improved competencies in several areas of importance for their professional development as teachers: proficiency in English, lesson planning and delivery, and cultural understanding. 

Proficiency in English 

Wang (1999; 2007) points to the great variation in the quality of teachers in terms both of language proficiency and teaching ability. The low levels of proficiency in English attained by secondary school pupils have attracted considerable critical comment in China. Wei (2001), for instance, highlights the fragmentary knowledge of grammar and inadequate vocabulary of most children. The 2005 National Curriculum requires teachers to make considerable changes in the professional practice, from knowledge- to competency-based teaching, and from transmitter of knowledge to facilitator of learning. However, unless teachers improve their own levels of proficiency in English, it is unrealistic to expect them to perform these new roles.
Participants in the UK programme commented on their improvement in speaking and understanding English. They reported that input both on their own pronunciation and approaches to the teaching of pronunciation had greatly improved intelligibility. By hearing authentic English speech in class, in their host families, in the community and on TV, as well as having opportunities to practice in a wide range of situations, their knowledge of vocabulary and idiomatic expressions had also increased. As Han Ding commented:

I feel that now you are in the country yourself, you hear both standard and non-standard pronunciations… When I did not have lessons, I liked to watch football and seek opportunities to talk with people. The elderly British like to talk with others… I like this vivid, real, “pure English”, “authentic English”. 

Dai Han made a similar point:

I feel sure there was improvement because, at the start, I had to think in advance about what to say next, what comes first and what follows. But later on, no matter what, we speak as we like, not having to think too much. Even if it’s just a word, once it’s said, people could understand. 

Wan Dawei summarized the benefits of a three-month stay thus:

What I feel most strongly is my linguistic skills have improved. To be honest, before that I wasn’t sure about many things. The three-month study has given me confidence in my own language… Before that I wasn’t certain about some of what I said and did not feel confident about what I told my students… But now I am very confident and can explain what they are. The good thing is, when I feel more confident, I am better able to influence my students.      

Again Study B confirmed these observations. Data from end-of-course focus group discussions and interviews with the case study teachers provided evidence for three main areas of improvement. First, speaking ability, particularly fluency and pronunciation had markedly improved. Second, there was a marked growth in their confidence when speaking. Zeng Min, for instance, who comes from a remote part of Guizhou and had achieved a bare pass in the final assessment, commented:


Now I’m not afraid of giving open lessons [type of lesson in China open to observation by peers or the School Management] of any kind. I’m even able to speak in English. My colleagues said my accent has been much better since I returned from the course. Everybody agrees on it (laughing).


Third, there was evidence that the language awareness component of the course had changed the way in which they evaluated students’ speaking performance. As Li Qin commented:


Another improvement is … we used to judge a learner by their accent … But, now we’ve learned intelligibility matters. Every country has its own accent … [now] we can reassure the students so that they won’t lack confidence [about their pronunciation]. … Also we have changed how we judge other peoples’ English.














Lesson planning and delivery

There is a disjunction in the initial training of teachers in China between English language proficiency and knowledge about the language, on the one hand, the pedagogical skills required to teach English, on the other. As Hu (2005: 674) points out:

The language skill courses are not generally concerned with how target language skills (i.e., listening, speaking, reading, and writing) and communication strategies can be developed in the secondary classroom; the language knowledge courses tend not to give any attention to how secondary students can best be helped to master specific language systems (e.g., pronunciation, grammar, and vocabulary).

For this reason, the focus of the programme is not simply improving participants’ proficiency but also on extending their repertoire of teaching methods and there were strong indications that this approach has been successful. 

We have already commented on more general changes related to the Confucian philosophy underpinning their teaching. There was also evidence of change related more specifically to the teaching of English.  All the participants highlighted the practical teaching techniques, skills, and strategies that they had learned on the course. Examples of how they had been able to put this learning into practice included the use of active learning strategies, such as correction codes in student writing as a way of not only improving students’ active learning, participation and autonomy, but also reducing teacher workload; mind maps in the learning of vocabulary; and songs and storytelling in order to engage and motivate students. Frequent reference was also made to project work and cooperative learning (e.g. group work), clear indications of a significant move from the more traditional transmission model of teaching. Interestingly, participants such as Wei Wen in Study A reported that this approach was effective not only with younger students but also with the more examination oriented senior classes:

For example, a specific aspect of grammar: during revision, I can ask the students to form groups to discuss this first. If students do not understand any aspect of the grammar, they can learn from the stronger students, who can offer help to them. After the students have a better understanding by learning from each other, the teacher can then follow up. 

Cultural understanding

Growing importance has been paid to cultural understanding in English for some time (Wang, 2007). One of the goals of the syllabi introduced in 2000 to both junior and senior secondary schools, for instance, is to ‘instill in students a respect for meritorious cultural traditions of other nations and an understanding of, as well as love for, Chinese culture’ (Hu, 2005: 36).  Significantly, lessons in the most recent textbooks are topic-based, focusing not on linguistic structures but on culture-specific activities and introducing cross-cultural information (Hu, 2005: 39).

Participants stayed with host families, were able to observe daily routines, rituals around food, and leisure activities. They reported a significant increase both in their cultural understanding and their ability to apply this understanding in the classroom. They were struck by what they perceived to be the courtesy of British drivers to pedestrians, British people’s habit of queuing and their respect for their historical and cultural heritage. Travel in the UK and school placements also helped participants to build a much more sophisticated appreciation of British culture which increased their confidence in dealing with cultural issues in the textbooks they were using.  Chen Shaohua summed up the significance of these experiences in the following terms:

With home stay, we were able … to see what their daily life is like, through observing, listening, learning, and experiencing. Then we also had a school placement, observing how the teachers teach and how the students behave, even to see how they use punishment … We also visited some sites …These are useful for cultural understanding and knowledge and skills…  Almost all the reading materials we use relate to cultural background. So when we explain to the students, it’s more accurate.

Wan Ling made a similar observation:

When you have had direct experience of British culture, you feel very confident in the classroom. When I talk about British culture, I feel it’s easy and my students are very interested.

Lang Fangfang characterised her current teaching as more lively in relation to British culture, an observation with which many participants agreed:

In terms of teaching, … it was very flat before, but now I feel it’s very live or multi-dimensional. Here is a specific example: one unit in the textbook of Senior Two is about the British Isles. There is a map to go with the text. I had taught the unit before. Such a map is very flat even if it’s downloaded from the internet, as it’s very abstract even to myself. But after I stayed in the UK for three months, I can draw my own even with my eyes closed – piece of cake. Besides, when I taught that unit again, I tried to relate to culture and my own life experiences there. The students no longer found it boring; on the contrary, they felt it was very vivid. 

As a result of studying and living for three months in the UK, some participants were able to reflect on their own culture and have developed a better awareness of the Chinese society and culture. 

With their increased competencies in the English language, pedagogical practice and cultural awareness and understanding, the vast majority of the participants expressed a noticeable increase in self-confidence in their professional life, which in many cases also seemed to have had a positive impact on their lives more generally. 

Study B was able to explore cultural understanding in greater depth than the earlier study. The findings suggest that participants began to make the transition from outsiders to insiders in terms of social distance. Accounts of their intercultural experience show how their views of culture changed in response not only to literature, media and films but their own authentic experiences. Having had the opportunity to compare and contrast these experiences with their lives in China, they not only became more aware of their own culture, but were better able to share their insights on British culture with their students.

Constraints

The intellectual appreciation of the benefits of new approaches and new competencies, of course, can find itself in an uneasy tension with the structural demands of the workplace on return and, in particular, the examination system (Wu, 2001; Hu, 2005). The Gaokao or National College Entrance Examination (NCEE) is widely recognized as a major obstacle for reform, particularly in the teaching of English. For many years, they have been characterized by multiple-choice and blank filling, with a heavy emphasis on discrete-point knowledge of grammar and vocabulary and linguistic accuracy. Gradual transformation of the English test since the late 1990s has resulted in some lessening of pressure on teachers. However, this issue was identified by participants in our study as the greatest constraint on their ability to introduce innovation. As Wan Ling explained:
After being on the UK programme, I feel I should emphasise communications more. But we are severely constrained by Gaokao ​– teaching in China revolves round Gaokao, just like a conductor’s baton. [For example,] if listening is not tested on Gaokao and we ask our students to practise listening and speaking every day, they don’t want to do it. And their parents wouldn’t be happy for us to do it that way either. So if we don’t get good exam results, we won’t be accepted by society. So we feel a bit confused sometimes. 

Not all former participants, however, felt as negative. Many reported success in implementing the new ideas, methods and techniques, even at Senior Three when the pressure of examinations was looming.  Han Ding, for instance, describes his use of Communicative Language Teaching (CLT) in large classes in the following terms:

I demonstrated it in the class I just taught [referring to the lesson the researchers had observed slightly earlier]. Group work, … pair work … I demonstrated all these to you.  … I think CLT is possible in large classes. … [Some asked] can you still use CLT at Senior Three? I said why not? The essence of it is encouraging students to communicate and interact. 

Other examples of new approaches being used with older students included techniques for motivating students, and for responding to writing; and the use of activities during exam revision. Significantly, these initiatives did not involve blindly copying what they had learned; instead, they were integrated into current practices.

Study B highlighted further constraints, including lack of enthusiasm for professional development. Tan, for instance, commented on the lack of engagement of colleagues though clearly felt sympathy for why this should be the case:


To be honest, it’s really hard to start anything meaningful. It’s also extremely time consuming. In addition, we receive very poor treatment here. The school regulations are very strict and we’re badly treated. So, the teachers have poor motivation. At least it affects teachers’ motivation. 



Additionally, the case study teachers also drew attention to obstacles peculiar to Western China. It is, for example, very difficult to conduct group work in a class of over 80 students as was the case for Xu, who teaches in a key school in Tibet. This resource problem was also reported by Deng and Zeng, who both teach in county schools situated in mountainous areas. Participants also commented on the lower skills levels widely associated with students in the Western provinces where standards are acknowledged to be lower than in the rest of China Hu, 2003()

.an, for instance, pointed out:

Our students are placed in three streams. It’s impossible to use some ideas in the less able classes because they lack initiative. They are not particularly interested in English … If they don’t understand vocabulary, supposedly as a tool for study, how can you persuade them to improve their thinking? It’s rather hard.










New leadership responsibilities 

Participants have assumed a wide range of responsibilities since their return with significant numbers becoming subject leaders, research project leaders, heads of department, key teachers, mentors for young teachers, or leading figures in local English Associations; many have received awards since their return in competitions for teachers at provincial, municipal and district levels. There is evidence that they have been a driving force in teaching reform, research and school management and development; they have also played an important role in teachers’ professional development through various kinds of cascade training.

Cascade training 

Tan’s comment above has already highlighted the reluctance of some colleagues to engage in continuing professional development. Such reluctance is exacerbated by the poor quality of CPD in China which was highlighted both by participants in our studies and in the literature (Zuo and Wang, 2008; Ke and Hong, 2011). It should also be acknowledged at the outset that the cascade model which returning teachers are expected to adopt on their return is by no means unproblematic: when those involved in the delivery of the training are not sufficiently experienced or have not yet achieved a full understanding of the relevant issues, their ability to replicate course content is inevitably limited and complex concepts can be reduced to overly simplistic dichotomies (Chisolm, 2004). However, given the urgency of the modernization project, it is not surprising that the stakeholders – the CSC, the local education authorities and individual schools – should expect that returning participants cascade the learning which has taken place in the UK. 

School-based CPD in China has a long and respectable history (Lo, 1984). There is a strong tradition of sharing and collaboration with teachers organized into teaching research groups composed either of all the teachers of a given subject in the school, or a sub-group of all the teachers of a subject for a given year group. Members of a teaching research group share a common workspace or room where teachers do their marking, discuss their teaching and their students, and undertake collective curriculum and lesson planning. Observation of lessons is another common activity. Lessons take three forms: ordinary, demonstration, and competition and teachers are required to undertake a set number of observations. Teachers also present end-of semester reports at group meetings where members reflect on aspects of their teaching. As Hu (2002: 681) points out, activities of this sort represent ‘a form of continuous, job-embedded professional development’. The receptiveness of teachers in Chinese schools, then, to the cascading of knowledge, skills and strategies is far greater than might be the case in many other settings.

Examples of many of the activities discussed above were offered by returning teachers. In Study A, Sun Lian, for instance, commented: ‘I have always thought that a teacher should be good at reflecting on and reviewing their own teaching, not just simply be a teaching technician… We … should reflect, and also guide other teachers to reflect’. In a similar vein, Shen Na explained:

Every time we had a teaching and research activity, I would have a focussed topic. I would give out the UK handouts to my colleagues and then we would discuss as a group their relevance for our own situation. We now have a teaching group, or a feedback group.  ... I give about two public lessons every month. … After the lessons, I explain what the theories are behind what I’ve done, and then my colleagues offer their comments and opinions. 

Teachers who had not participated in the UK programme confirmed that they had benefitted from their colleagues’ overseas-based CPD. Based on the lessons they had observed participants delivering on their return, they commented on their breadth of vision, confidence and the benefits of exposure to authentic language and culture. Such comments were offered in the context of their own desire to break out of the professional rut in which they found themselves. Ms Wu expressed her frustrations thus:

Our current teaching... is executed step by step based on what we have pre-planned, very routinized. So what is pressing for me is wanting to develop a new way of thinking, or a new model. At the end of the day there need to be changes for things, including language teaching. So I really need some new information, particularly from overseas. So far we have only been following local perspectives … 

The cascade training was not, however, limited to participants’ immediate colleagues. Participants both drove and actively participated in various CPD activities beyond their own school. Considerable numbers had been involved in programmes for key teachers of English, organised by provincial, municipal, and district level education authorities. In their role as leading members of local professional associations, many were also involved in CPD activities at county or township level, such as the “Bring-lessons-to-rural schools” programme conducted by the Huanghuagang English Association. 

It would seem, however, that the extent of this involvement was variable. Thus Zhang Shengli commented that, although she had benefitted in terms of her own professional development, she had reservations about the extent of her influence. Several participants expressed a strong desire for more organized follow-up activities which would ensure more effective cascading, including workshops, and the formation of an association where returnee teachers could pool ideas and experiences.

Research

Reflections from a number of the participants confirmed the growing interest in empirical and action research which has been flagged by writers such as Hu (2002). Several had been involved in research projects on teaching reform before they went to the UK and had used the experience of their study abroad as a platform for research activities upon return. Some, for instance, have been actively involved in investigating the reform and practice of English language teaching in rural areas of Shaanxi province. Li Hongyan, a teacher trainer based at an Institute of Education, had identified various obstacles to the implementation of the 2005 curriculum standards and ways of helping teachers in rural areas by applying the theoretical understandings acquired during training. Sun Danye, for her part, had been involved in action research in her own school:

When I was studying in the UK … my school was in the very early stages of exploring [project work], but there was a wide interest. At that time … I had no idea how to do it. During my study there [at Reading], … the handouts suddenly gave me a lot of ideas.  … I felt, ah, project work is like this. When I came back, I mobilized all the [year groups] to participate in the projects in English... 

Leadership roles

Participants also identified personal gains associated with successful completion of the course: several had been promoted to leadership roles including head of department and deputy director of studies. They were therefore able to play a more important role in curriculum decisions such as the setting of teaching objectives and the adaptation of materials, as well as in the collective planning of lessons. They were also able to organise and drive teaching and research activities, research groups, teaching competitions and English contests. Some were also able to make a significant contribution to the international dimension in the work of their school. The following accounts offered by head teachers on the value-added dimension of teachers on their return were typical:

Zhang Dazhi was an ordinary teacher when he went to Britain. But now he is the Head of our English Department. Sun Lian was already our Head of English Department when he went. But his experience of study in the UK, particularly the broadening of his international perspective, has been very useful... Since he came back, in addition to being outstanding in his own teaching, he has had more responsibility for educational research at our school and, more importantly, he has been invited to be a supervisor for Masters students at Sichuan Normal University. These are clear examples of the changes and the progress they have made since their return. 

Ms Liang was sent out in 2006. When she returned from her three months’ training, the school had clear and high expectations of her. First of all, from the perspective of management, when we had a re-shuffle of our administrative team, we asked her to join the team. She is now the Deputy Director of Studies at our Dufu Campus… She is mainly responsible for the management of Senior One and Senior Two. 

Impact on students

Teachers’ own reflections, the comments of senior management and colleagues who have not participated in the UK programme and our own classroom observation all attest to the impact of the overseas-based CPD on participants’ classroom practices and professional development. Assessing the impact of this experience on students, however, is more difficult. As Goodall et al. (2006) point out: ‘The vast majority of evaluation practice remains at the level of participant reaction and learning. The impact on student learning is rarely evaluated and if done so, is rarely executed very effectively or well’. Our own study is no exception to this general trend: we would have required considerably more time and resources to investigate this issue. We were, however, able to collect indirect evidence of the positive effects on students.

Teachers offered many examples of students having been both impressed and motivated by the fact that they had spent time in the UK. Li Mei, for instance, reported that her teaching was now considered more authentic, citing the student who had observed: ‘I could never have imagined that this lady with an Oriental face could teach us in this very westernized style!’ The most frequent argument advanced by teachers for the effectiveness of their CPD, however, was improved examination results and performance in student competitions. The following comments were typical:

In our school, we have targets for first tier and second tier of the top universities. All 51 students in my top set were accepted by top universities… For the next set, I had 22 more accepted than the target. If you want a typical example, take Liang Li in the top set. His parents said his best score in English before was 74 [out of 150]. He was in my Senior Two class when I took over. I applied the philosophies and ideas I learnt in the UK … He got 116 on the national university entrance exam and was accepted by Nankai University [one of the top universities in China].

When I came back, I organized my students to participate in the English Skills Competition of Guizhou province and all the top three prizes in Zunyi were in my class.
While teacher reports do not constitute reliable evidence of a positive impact on student outcomes, they do, of course, indicate perceptions that this is the case. It is also interesting to mention that, during the fieldwork, when we invited their comments on the ‘indirect’ influence on students, some participants corrected us, insisting that they were reporting the ‘direct’ impact on their students. 

Lessons to be learned

Our aim in these studies was to move beyond the routine end of course evaluations to take a critical look at the actual impact of our courses on teachers’ return to China. Based in our reading of the literature on CPD for teachers, we had been conscious that teachers might fail to see the relevance of our courses for their work (Guskey, 2000; Yan, 2008). In addition, where teacher educators and teachers work at ‘cultural boundaries’ (Roberts 1998: 3), as is the case in any partnership between overseas providers and Chinese clients, there is a real danger that providers are constrained by their inability to see beyond the prism of their own experience. When we embarked upon the studies reported in this paper we were very mindful of the possible gap between our aspirations and the expectations of the teachers following the programme. In the event, our fears were ill founded. There was little evidence, for instance, of the teacher apathy or resistance widely documented in investigations of CPD (Guskey, 2000). Although the momentum for the programme was top-down, participants were still enthusiastic about their experience, in the case of those included in the earlier study up to seven years after their return. Non-participating colleagues also expressed a strong desire to broaden their outlook through similar programmes. 

Our attempts to assess the impact of the programme on their return can be summarized in two parts: first, in relation to individual teachers; second, in relation to colleagues in their own and other schools.

On an individual level, participants’ philosophies of life and learning had undergone significant change. They demonstrated a heightened awareness of the central role of students in teaching and learning. Their linguistic skills and ability to design and conduct lessons, and their cultural awareness and insight had improved significantly. As is often the case with effective CPD, their confidence had increased considerably and, consequently, they perceived their teaching to be more effective. These perceptions were confirmed by colleagues and the senior management of their schools and validated both by provincial and, occasionally, national awards and by outstanding performances on the part of some of their students. Also on the level of the individual, many of the returning teachers have now joined the senior management team, and are actively involved in the reform of teaching in their schools. 
Perhaps one of the most surprising findings of the studies was the enormous impact of the one-week school placement on participants: a large proportion of the reflections offered in interviews and focus group discussion referred to what they had observed in schools. The importance of the placement can no doubt be explained in terms of the opportunities it offered for situated learning, allowing teachers to make links between the content of their university-based learning and actual classroom practice. Another striking finding, particularly evident in the later study, concerned the increased cultural awareness of participants, not least in the context of their experience of a three-month home stay. The vast majority clearly had a better understanding of British culture and demonstrated that they had reflected deeply on their experiences. By the end of the course, individuals could be placed along a continuum in terms of the extent to which they had achieved intercultural sensitivity or to which their stereotypes had been challenged. In particular, the data collected from the case study teachers six months after their return suggested that their experiences had helped them achieve a more balanced world vision; enhanced understanding of cultural background issues; and their ability to act as a bridge between British and Chinese culture in EFL education. Our own findings then, reinforce the conclusion of Yan (2008: 597) and other writers that ‘successful innovation depends on the generation of realistically grounded knowledge relating to specific social, political and cultural contexts’.

The other evidence of impact related to work with colleagues: cascading effects were felt both within the participants’ own school and beyond. Predictably, participants were able to play an important role in English language teaching in their own schools through mentoring or encouraging less experienced colleagues and leading teaching and research activities. Although overdependence on such cascading can be problematic, the highly collaborative teaching culture within Chinese schools has provided fertile ground for new ideas. The recognition of the special challenges facing teachers in the western provinces must of course be acknowledged: very large classes, and limited human and material resources  inevitably have a negative effect on teacher willingness to engage in CPD.  That said, nearly all the participants had been involved in cascading their learning not only in their own schools but well beyond, for example, through teacher training or other teaching and research activities at the municipal, provincial or even national levels. They clearly have a mission: by integrating new perspectives and techniques in their own practices, they see themselves as helping to implement the new curriculum in the Western Region.
This enthusiasm should not, of course, be taken to imply that teachers accepted new ideas uncritically. Nor would we wish to suggest that implementation of new approaches is unproblematic, particularly in an examination-driven education where assessment has not kept pace with curriculum reform. Significantly, the common thread running through the experience of many participants, and reflecting the imperatives of the new curriculum, was the desire to integrate more recent international developments with more traditional practices. Of course, the extent to which returnees are influencing English languages teaching is variable. We acknowledge that those offering accounts of their practice are likely to give the best possible gloss on their achievements. The picture which emerges is, however, consistent: the overseas-based CPD has, directly and indirectly, made an impact on the practice of large numbers of teachers in schools in western China. 

We are also very conscious that while the data collected through interviews, focus groups and observation present a consistent and persuasive picture of the impact on actual teacher practice, assessments of the impact on student outcomes is well beyond the scope of the present study. The perceptions of participating and non-participating teachers, as well as head teachers and senior management are that returnees are making a real difference in terms of student performance. It should be stressed, however, that these observations are impressionistic rather than objective; the measurement of student outcomes is a highly complex issue, especially when curriculum and assessment may be out of step. 

The recognition of English as an essential element in the modernization of China, together with the growing awareness of the weaknesses of traditional approaches to the teaching of the language has opened up new spaces for dialogue concerning pedagogy and professional practice. It is clearly important, however, that new approaches to the teaching of English are presented in a way which allows teachers to decide which elements should be incorporated into their teaching and how. The role of research in this process should not be underestimated. As Zheng & Davison (2008: 180) point out: 
Most teaching programmes attach great attention to transmitting subject matter knowledge to teachers… In future, training programmes should include more information about the latest pedagogic innovation and change and academic research both inside and outside China in order to help teachers to carry out more action research-based study so that they can explore their pedagogic spaces and reflect on their beliefs and practices.
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