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Abstract. Nowadays, Chinese students must learn English in the nine-year 

compulsory education and the international elites also need English as an asset. 

However, there are apparent differences when people examine the methods that 

teachers across the world use to teach English. Through the comparative analyt-

ical method, this paper discusses and compares the differences between Chinese 

traditional English teaching methods and that of TESOL in their teaching goal, 

class activities, homework and results. The former uses fixed teaching methods 

under the exam-oriented curriculum, and there can be more changes in the ways 

it uses to teach to make classes more interesting. Yet, it is good at making stu-

dents remember grammar rules or words. The latter continues to develop other 

approaches, and the related homework takes on various forms for students of 

different age groups (such as presentations, essays, listening to English music 

and word hunts). The use of mixed methods is recommended to avoid the un-

balanced practice of language domains for both Chinese traditional English 

teaching methods and that of TESOL.  

Keywords: Chinese Traditional English Teaching Methods, TESOL, Grammar-

translation Approach, Audiolingual Approach 

1 Introduction 

In traditional Chinese classrooms, students have to face troubles such as “Mute Eng-

lish” (unable to communicate with others in English, despite having a good grade) or 

“Chinglish” (spoken or written English that is influenced by the Chinese language) 
while trying to gain the English language proficiency. These troubles can greatly im-

pede their learning efficiency and language fluency in daily conversations. It is nearly 

impossible for native English speakers to understand English that is said based on 

Chinese expression (e.g. Fall Carefully, which truly means reminding people to be 

aware of the slippery floor). Besides, a lack of interest in English learning is a com-

mon issue among Chinese students. Even for those who are into English learning and 

have the basic patience to learn, the process soon turns dull for them. One can hardly 
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keep up the passion under that circumstance. The causes of these problems and the 

further solutions are all hidden within the methods that teachers use under the instruc-

tion of the Chinese education board. English is the only second language that Chinese 

students are required to learn, however, its importance in examination has exceeded 

the functional uses of this language itself. By comparing the Chinese traditional Eng-

lish teaching methods with the TESOL ones, the author can find out how they are 

different in terms of teaching goals, the process (including homework, and class activ-

ities) and results. This even allows the author to organize the flaws and cons of them. 

2 Traditional English Teaching Methods 

2.1 The Grammar-Translation Approach 

The traditional schools in China must teach English under the instruction of the edu-

cation board, and English classes are generally taught by local teachers in their moth-

er tongue: Chinese. Due to the restrictions on teacher resources (especially in remote 

areas such as certain villages in the hills), native speakers of English are hard to find. 

Besides, the distrust towards foreign teachers also makes teaching classes in English 

more difficult (foreign teachers speak English in class and many students cannot catch 

up, or their teaching methods do not suit the Chinese curriculum or textbook) [1]. An-

other feature of the grammar-translation approach is that new words are taught in the 

list [2]. To make students better understand the contents of the textbooks (as well as 

using these terms in short passages and listening exercises), Chinese teachers always 

begin the lesson by teaching new words which appear in the text first. The way they 

teach is by leading students to repeat those lexical terms or common collocations after 

the teachers several times, and that allows students to learn the pronunciations and 

Chinese meanings of those words in the process. Next, students are led to read the 

passages in the textbook with knowledge about the new words or collocations in 

mind. Teachers will also guide students to read the text sentence by sentence and 

translate everything into Chinese. When students are learning the sentences, teachers 

are going to emphasize the grammar and the changes in word forms (e.g. be done, 

have done, saddened). The teachers will be leaving homework about grammar prac-

tices and words reciting at the end of the class to enhance students’ memories. 

2.2 The Audiolingual Approach 

Ever since the audiolingual approach was spread to various countries, China has been 

applying the audiolingual approach in their classrooms and textbooks [3]. In most Chi-

nese schools, English classes use the same set of textbooks designed and printed by 

the education board. The textbooks for students from primary school to secondary 

school have one shared feature which fits the teaching intent of the audiolingual ap-

proach: everything focuses on dialogue. For example, grade one students from prima-

ry school will see dialogue about responding to greetings in their English book’s first 

unit. The English textbook of Chinese high schools have different modules, and each 

module is centred around a certain topic (e.g. sports, greetings). Furthermore, a mod-
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ule can be broken down into seven parts: warming up, pre-reading, reading, compre-

hending, learning about language, using language, and reading for fun. For the part 

“using language”, the textbook’s designers aim to make students practice four do-

mains of language at once, it includes listening, speaking, reading and writing. This 

part always begins with reading a long passage concerning British culture, followed 

by the listening section and then speaking and writing (all the sections are of the same 

length in comparison to each other's). However, because listening and speaking do not 

take up the main proportions in exam questions (speaking will not be tested at all), 

Chinese teachers seldom pay attention to these parts in the textbook. 

2.3 The Audiolingual Approach Practice Law/Practice Methods 

Chinese teachers have to be efficient enough when teaching English for there is an 

exam-oriented curriculum to follow. Under this mindset, interesting class activities 

and group conversations are not crucial in the English classroom. The best way to 

enhance students’ memories and get them to understand grammar rules is through 

practising questions that will appear in the final exams repeatedly. The questions in 

the exercise books and exams all have the same formats, unchanging from primary 

school to high school (even colleges). In Tianjin, the English examination papers for 

students of different grades share the same question formats and even order: choices, 

word forms, sentence completion, cloze test, readings and writing. For daily exercise, 

teachers will give out homework about exam questions or the examination papers 

directly for students to do after class. By laying more emphasis on grammar and 

words in the exam questions day after day, students get to focus on what leads them to 

higher scores. The only problem is that some students can hardly understand every-

thing just by repeating the same mistakes in the question, and teachers have very less 

time to spend equally on forty students in class [4]. The only choice is to get help from 

after-school classes, but it becomes harder for students since the education board has 

banned them from doing that. Even when this method was still feasible, teachers in 

after-school English classes would do the same thing: find out the student’s weak-

nesses in examination papers and then focus on improving them. 

3 TESOL’s Teaching Methods 

3.1 The Grammar-Translation Approach 

The grammar-translation approach first made its appearance in the early 19th century, 

and it was developed from the conventional approach for Latin and Greek studies [5]. 

Since there have been newer methods in TESOL that have greater effects on language 

teaching, its use is limited to some schools or countries. This method's main focus is 

the accuracy of grammar in language translations, as for the other domains of lan-

guage, the speaking and listening parts are not of the highest priority (so is the pro-

nunciation). Thus teachers must spend a great amount of time explaining the grammar 

rules of the target language and making students practise grammar and translations. 

Moreover, teaching students the fixed common expressions in English and the rules of 

The Comparative Analysis of English Teaching Methods             355



word forms is important knowledge as well. To use this approach, teachers do not 

have to be native speakers of the target language, which means one may teach English 

in Indonesian or Chinese. When it comes to reading passages, learning the content is 

not as essential as learning grammar practices. Sentence translation (which can be 

found in the text) is an example of a grammar-translation approach. 

3.2 The Audiolingual Approach 

The audiolingual approach is based on behaviourism and developed from the direct 

method. Its relation with behaviourism can be shown through how it tries to enhance 

students’ memories through repetition, drilling and habit-formations [6]. Lessons will 

begin with dialogue and then centre around the patterns of grammar structures. 

Teachers using this method do not need to explain grammar rules in detail for stu-

dents to understand but to help them learn through repetition. For instance, students 

are asked to listen or read the same conversation twice after learning the unknown 

expressions and grammar in it. Since this approach requires students to utilize their 

ears, eyes and mouths to learn, teachers can make use of the media such as sound-

tracks and videos. The audiolingual approach also encourages students to speak the 

target language with higher accuracy in pronunciation and over-learning can happen 

in classrooms that adopt this approach.  

3.3 Total Physical Response 

This teaching method was initially developed by an American psychologist named Dr 

James J Asher, and he gained inspiration from the way children learn their mother 

tongue: imitating parents' body language and following instructions (e.g. “Look at 

mummy”) [7]. The teacher will link body movements with new knowledge to help 

students learn English, playing the role of "parent" in the classroom. For instance, the 

teacher can act like a certain animal (using facial expressions or body movements) 

with an English name that has just been learned in the lesson and make students better 

understand what it is. 

3.4 The Communicative Approach 

In this approach, the essence of language learning is defined as being able to use it in 

daily conversations. Thus it mainly focuses on making students speak and listen to the 

target language, and miniature attention is paid to practising grammar or reading long 

texts. Even if there is a text for students to read, it will be a conversation based on the 

daily circumstances and remain exceptionally real. The TTT (Teacher Talking Time) 

is reduced to save time for students to do group activities (e.g. talking about a certain 

topic that is relevant to what they've learned today) and practice their English togeth-

er. Besides, the teacher will simulate the situations that can appear in daily life and it 

allows students to use the target language when in need. Over the years, it has spread 

to schools for different grades all around the world. 
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4 The Comparison Between Chinese Traditional English 

Teaching Method and that of TESOL’s 

Table 1. The Comparison Between Chinese Traditional English Teaching Method and 

TESOL’S Teaching Methods 

Methods Teaching Goal Class Activities Homework Results 

Chinese 

Tradition-

al English 

Teaching 

methods 

The final score 

matters the most 

to both students 

and teachers 

(Exam-oriented 

curriculum). 

Little or no class 

activities; teachers 

lead the whole 

study process 

Since the ques-

tion formats of 

the exams are 

often fixed, 

exam papers or 

related exercis-

es will be given 

Students’ interest in 

English will reduce 

and they fail to gain a 

deeper understanding 

of native expressions 

and more students’ 

knowledge of English 

words and grammar 

can be relatively 

more solid 

TESOL 

Methods 

Teaching pur-

poses vary from 

different meth-

ods. Each 

method focuses 

on separate 

domains of 

language 

Class activities are 

designed for stu-

dents of different 

ages, and they 

have different 

effects in terms of 

helping students to 

practice grammar, 

communication 

skills and more 

Homework can 

take on many 

forms, includ-

ing writing 

short para-

graphs, making 

group presenta-

tions and more 

Students using only 

one type of method 

might be relatively 

weak in grammar and 

words or otherwise: 

cannot speak the 

target language flu-

ently. 

Some methods can 

greatly increase stu-

dents’ interest in 

learning the target 

language 

Chinese teachers have entirely adopted the grammar-translation approach in their 

English classrooms and the way they use it is no different from TESOL. However, the 

English classrooms in China have adjusted the audiolingual approach’s main goal into 

laying less emphasis on speaking from secondary school to high school. The practice 

law of Chinese teachers can be seen as a skill derived from the audiolingual ap-

proach’s repetition of dialogue or audio. Students are the classroom’s main characters 

no more, because the teacher will head them to study (as Table 1 shows). Besides, 

TESOL has at least nine types of methodologies and the number continues to grow as 

people make progress in the fields of physiology and pedagogy. But Chinese tradi-

tional English teaching methods have hardly ever changed over the years. The exam-

oriented curriculum can be the cause of this: since Chinese teachers must concentrate 

on teaching grammar and words which will appear in the exam, the necessity of class 

activities and real-life communication skills are none.  
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5 Problems and Suggestions 

The disadvantages of the grammar-translation approach are gradually surfacing in 

Chinese classrooms. For students in Chinese high schools, they have to use textbooks 

that have translation questions strictly related to the English texts [8]. This results in 

students not having enough ability to translate new sentences or words that aren’t in 

the books. Chinglish will appear as well since they do not know how to use native 

expressions. The grammar-translation approach also produces boring classrooms, less 

motivated students and pronunciation problems. The effect of the audiolingual meth-

od is limited in Chinese secondary schools or high schools. Since the curriculum is 

exam-oriented, the teacher tends to spend more time teaching grammar rules and 

words. Speaking is hardly practised, so most of the Chinese students at school do not 

know how to communicate in English. However, this kind of situation will get better 

in universities. This method allows college teachers to use various media tools (mov-

ies, videos, and songs) in teaching [9]. In addition, the audiolingual method in TESOL 

only sees speaking and listening as the priorities. Language skills regarding grammar 

and words might become the weaknesses of students. Compared to all the TESOL 

methods in use, Chinese traditional English teaching methods are limited in numbers. 

One possible solution to these problems above is to not only use one teaching 

method solely. Building a solid foundation for English learning is a good thing in-

deed, but the lack of practice in speaking and communication skills makes students 

ignore the true uses of language and vice versa. Besides, the Chinese education board 

should also modify old textbooks to make them more suitable for practical language 

learning (with more local expressions, and idioms). The English curriculum can lay 

more emphasis on balancing the demand for both competitive examination (students 

in China are of massive number, and schools aren’t enough to accept all of them) and 

language practice (the value of English learning is conspicuous in different career 

paths, and international language tests such as IELTS are more acceptable than the 

Chinese certificate for the English language) [10]. Chinese teachers should also apply 

other methods in the teaching process for students of different grades to make pro-

gress in English. 

6 Conclusion 

This paper has shown the English teaching methods that are adopted by Chinese 

classrooms and the modifications they make: while fully adopting the grammar-

translation and practice method, there are fewer speaking practices in the use of the 

audiolingual approach. In terms of the teaching goals, Chinese traditional English 

teaching methods are more exam-oriented instead of focusing on enhancing different 

language domains like TESOL. Class activities are rare in China and there will be 

more exam-related homework whereas TESOL designs various forms of both for 

students to practice English. After showing the weaknesses of grammar-translation 

and audio lingual approaches, this paper has also suggested that any English method 
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should not be used only since different language skills need different teaching meth-

ods and students might become bored by the unchanged classes. 

This paper is not written without flaws. Although the author has suggested the 

Chinese education board to balance the attention spent on examination selections and 

language acquisition, there aren't many detailed or feasible solutions provided. Be-

sides, the teaching process and certain methods applied in Chinese classrooms are 

mostly found in primary schools or high schools. Although there haven’t been many 

changes in the English teaching methods of Chinese universities, there can be more 

specific descriptions of this. For future work, researchers across the world will make 

amendments and further studies on this topic regarding these deficiencies. 
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