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The Problems in Rural English Teaching and the Optimization
Path: A Study Based on the Chinese General Social Survey Data
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Abstract The new curriculum, new ideas and new requirements concerning English teaching have made the rural English teaching face un-

precedented challenges. There are many problems contributing to the poor effect of rural English teaching, such as outdated teaching equip-

ment , unreasonable curriculum design, insufficient teaching staff, asymmetrical teaching content, family education and students’ personal prob-
lems. Based on the Chinese General Social Survey data, it is found that in terms of English reading, English speaking or English writing, the
current English level of China’s rural residents is lagging behind. From the average, the reading level of rural residents is better than the speak-

ing and writing level, but the paired T-test results show that there are no significant differences between them, suggesting that under the current

system of rural English teaching, the English level of rural residents is constrained to a low level. To improve the rural English teaching in the

future, it is necessary to pay close attention to the following aspects: stabilizing the investment in rural education; optimizing the English teach-

ing content; converting the philosophy of education; increasing teacher training; establishing the new linkage system.
Key words Rural English teaching, Chinese General Social Survey, Optimization path

1 Introduction

With the deepening international cooperation and exchanges, Eng-
lish teaching has captured unprecedented attention at home, and
the popularization of English education has long been a trend. In
urban areas, schools and parents strive to create a good English
learning environment for the children so that they are exposed to
English environment from infancy in order to strengthen the Eng-
lish language foundation.

However, in underdeveloped rural areas, due to various rea-
sons, English teaching is facing considerable challenges. Rural
students generally believe that the English learning difficulties are
concentrated in the word pronunciation, sentence reading and oral
communication.

The bottlenecks restricting rural English education are largely
related to the current system of rural English teaching. In terms of
school conditions and teacher resources, the majority of rural
schools can not compete with their urban counterpart. The new
curriculum, new ideas and new requirements concerning English
learning has brought unprecedented challenges to rural English

teaching.

2 The problems in rural English teaching

2.1 Outdated teaching equipment As a language class sub-
ject, English requires more hardware facilities including language
lab, multimedia, multi-channel TV, etc. to provide multichannel
means of teaching. Few rural schools have all these equipments,
and even the rural schools with better conditions only have the ob-

solescent equipments (Su Qianhua, 2014).
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In addition, the learning materials and journals for improving
the skills and updating knowledge are few and far between, and e-
ven the basic teaching dictionaries, teaching reference books and
course materials are difficult to be fully provided, resulting in
long-term backward rural English teaching.
2.2 Unreasonable curriculum design Although the populari-
zation of English education has attracted close attention of the so-
ciety, there is the phenomenon that English subject is still neglec-
ted in rural areas. The English education time of primary school in
rural areas is difficult to be guaranteed; when in junior high school
education, the English subject is often pushed to the edge of the
morning or afternoon time, so that the students’ learning effect is
difficult to be guaranteed.

In addition, in the design of English courses, it often lays
great emphasis on the students’ written exam and focuses on the
reading, but ignores the students’ listening and speaking skills,
leading to a serious lack of English communicative competence.
2.3 Insufficient teaching staff This is first reflected in insuf-
ficient number of rural English teachers, and due to the shortage
of teachers, every teacher is often responsible for multiple classes.
Even in remote areas, the school’s English teaching tasks are un-
dertaken by only one teacher. So, the teaching hours are long, the
teaching task is heavy, and they sometimes have to cope with the
huge pressure of students to enter a higher school.

For those part-time teachers engaged in English teaching,
they not only study the English language teaching, but also have to
work in the original area of expertise due to evaluation of profes-
sional titles and other reasons. All these have caused heavy bur-
den on them, and if not handled properly, it will affect the actual
teaching effect of English ( Cheng Zhenglong, 2014).

In addition, the pronunciation and intonation of English

teacher in rural schools are not up to the standard, and their oral
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English is also not good. And there are also some problems such
as unsystematic professional knowledge, and misalignment be-
tween teaching methods and teaching materials.

This often causes them to target the knowledge points and ex-
amination requirements in the teaching materials and position the
teaching focus on the textbook knowledge while ignoring the prac-
tical application.

2.4 Asymmetrical teaching content From the current English
teaching materials, the content is mostly in the context of urban
life, and it involves a lot of avant-garde concepts and dilutes the
consciousness of local color, so it can hardly be understood by the
rural children. Affected by economic conditions, most rural chil-
dren have a narrow range of knowledge, and such teaching content
undoubtedly increases the difficulty of teaching, and has a nega-
tive impact on their English learning.

2.5 Family education and students’ personal problems
Like the learning of other courses, family education can provide a
good complement to English learning. Modern educational theory
also suggests that parents’ assistance has a more and more obvious
impact on the education for children. But the quality of the child’s
parents in rural areas is lower than in urban areas, and especially
the English tutoring and communication are almost impossible to
carry out for a child. Although a few parents use a variety of ways
such as hiring a tutor to make up for a deficiency, the effect is not
as good as the parents’ personal tutoring.

Furthermore, compared to urban children, most rural
students do not want to speak English and lack self-confidence due
to the late start in English. In the process of learning English,
they often just learn by rote, and fail to make " listening, speak-
ing, reading and writing" supplement each other (Tang Xingping,
2013; Yang Yong, 2014).

3 Survey and analysis of English level of rural resi-
dents

3.1 The basic situation of English level of rural residents
There are many problems in rural English teaching, causing the
relatively backward English level of rural residents. Now we will

use the survey data to reflect. Our data come from Chinese Gener-

al Social Survey (CGSS), and this survey is China’s first nation-
al, comprehensive and continuous large-scale social survey pro-
ject.

This study uses the survey data of this project in 2008. Based
on random sampling method, CGSS (2008) conducts sampling in
28 provinces nationwide, and selects one person from the house-
hold samples as the object of survey. CGSS (2008) is particularly
concerned about the current situation of rural residents’ learning
and living in China, which meets the objective of this study.

Based on CGSS (2008) questionnaire survey, we select the
individuals in rural areas as the object of survey, delete the object
of survey with missing data, and obtain a total of 1058 samples.
According to the relevant survey information provided by CGSS
(2008), we examine the problems that this study is concerned
about.

To fully reflect the status of English teaching in rural areas,
this study attempts to reveal from English reading, English speak-
ing and English writing.

According to the question in CGSS " How do you find your
ability to read English passage?", the respondents’ answers of
"very bad", "bad", "normal" , "good" and "very good" are as-
signed with 1 =5 integer value, respectively, in order to reflect
the respondents’ English reading ability.

For respondents’ spoken English level, according to the ques-
tion " How do you find your ability to chat in English?", the
respondents’ answers of "very bad", "bad", "normal", " good"
and "very good" are assigned with 1 —5 integer value, respective-
ly.

The English writing ability is depicted in a similar manner.
According to the question in CGSS "How do you find your ability
to write a letter in English?" | the respondents” answers of " very
bad" , "bad", "normal", "good" and "very good" are assigned
with 1 —5 integer value, respectively.

Fig. 1 visually displays the current English level of Chinese
rural residents. As can be seen in Fig. 1, in terms of English
reading, English speaking and English writing, the current Eng-
lish level of rural residents in China lags behind, and the majority

of rural residents feel that their level of English is very bad.
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Fig.1 The English reading, speaking and writing ability of the respondents
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3.2 Testing of differences in the English reading, speaking
and writing level of rural residents

current low English level of rural residents in detail, we further

To reflect the causes of the

compare the rural residents’ English reading, speaking and writing
skills. Fig. 2 reflects the average reading, speaking and writing
level of rural residents based on the answers of respondents.

It can be found from Fig. 2 that in the existing rural English
teaching system, the reading level of rural residents is better than
the speaking and writing level of rural residents. This reflects the
phenomenon of focusing on " examination" but neglecting " appli-

cation" in the process of the current rural English teaching.

Reading Speaking Writing

Fig.2 The average reading, speaking and writing level of re-
spondents

The simple comparison of the average above is difficult to re-
veal the true differences among the reading, speaking and writing
skills of rural residents. In order to further reveal the problems in
rural English teaching, we will use paired samples t-test to study
whether there are significant differences among the reading,
speaking and writing skills of rural residents.

Paired samples t-tests are often referred to as " dependent
samples t-tests". Paired samples t-tests typically consist of a sam-
ple of matched pairs of similar units, or one group of units that has
been tested twice. A paired samples t-test based on a " matched —
pairs sample" results from an unpaired sample that is subsequently
used to form a paired sample, by using additional variables that
were measured along with the variable of interest.

The matching is carried out by identifying pairs of values con-
sisting of one observation from each of the two samples, where the
pair is similar in terms of other measured variables. This approach
is sometimes used in observational studies to reduce or eliminate
the effects of confounding factors.

Assuming population X, follows a normal distribution N(u, ,
a3), and population X, follows a normal distribution N(u, , o3 ).
The samples (x,,, %, ==, x,,) and (xy, %y, ***, X,,) are ex-
tracted from the two populations, and the two samples are paired
with each other. To test whether there is a significant difference
between X, and X, , we first need to introduce a new random varia-
ble Y=X, - X,. The sample value that Y corresponds to is (y,,
Yas s ¥a), where y; =x, —xy, (i=1,2, -, n).

By this conversion, the testing problem is converted into sin-
gle sample t-test problem, that is, it is converted into the testing

of whether there is a significant difference between Y and 0. We

further establish the null hypothesis H,:u, =0, and construct ¢
statistic for testing the null hypothesis. The ¢ statistic is construc-

ted as follows:

oy
S,/ Vn—-1

Table 1 shows the paired samples t-test results. In can be

t t(n-1), 8 = (1)

found from Table 1 that although in terms of the average, the read-
ing level of rural residents is better than the speaking and writing
level of rural residents, but the level of all the three is low, so t-
test results show no significant differences, suggesting that under
the existing system of rural education, the English level of rural

residents is constrained at a low level.

Table 1 Paired samples t-test

Reading Speaking T7=0.5838, P=0.559 4
Speaking Writing T7=0.1974, P=0.843 5
Reading Writing T7=0.8611, P=0.389 3

4 The path to optimization of rural English teaching
Acquiring the basic knowledge of English and English communica-
tive proficiency is an important goal of English teaching. The lat-
est English syllabus emphasizes the communicative nature of lan-
guage teaching and cultivation of the ability to use language,
which is a breakthrough in the English teaching idea. The cultiva-
tion of communicative ability is an important manifestation of qual-
ity education, so it deserves wider attention.

In English teaching, it is necessary to lay great emphasis on

the cultivation of the ability to use language for communication, in
order to promote all-around development of the individual and ex-
ert the potential of the individual. Based on the current problems
in rural English teaching and English proficiency status of rural
residents, it is necessary to pay attention to the following aspects
for the improvement of rural English teaching.
4.1 Stabilizing the investment in rural education Govern-
ments at all levels and departments in charge of education shall
ensure that the funds are used for the input to teaching equipments
and teaching materials in rural schools. Through the rural financial
support, it is necessary to constantly enrich rural English teaching
resources, and strive to improve teaching facilities.

Moreover, there is a need to establish the institutionalized
education finance investment programs in order to better promote
the rural residents to have equal access to education, which is the
basis for the improvement of rural English teaching.
4.2 Optimizing the English teaching content Currently the
English textbooks are designed and compiled generally taking the
road of urbanization, and the content of English teaching materials
mostly regards the urban life as the background, which is to a
large extent different from the real life of rural students, so the ru-
ral students are relatively unfamiliar with this, causing obstacles to
learning.

(To page 92)
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Thus, rural teachers should strive to make teaching and
learning activities close to the life, so that these activities can
fully reflect the daily life of rural students. Only when what they
have learned is applied to their familiar life can their interest in
learning English be cultivated.

For example, when illustrating something or performing sit-

uational teaching, the teachers can make it related to the rural
life and the students are always more interested in what they are
familiar with, thus the classroom atmosphere can be enlivened.
In addition, the selection and compilation of the rural English
textbooks should be distinguished from that of the urban English
textbooks, and when conditions permit, it is necessary to appro-
priately supplement it with local materials.
4.3 Converting the philosophy of education Education au-
thorities have to effectively change the philosophy of education,
and provide opportunities for teachers to implement teaching re-
form. Education authorities should also urge school to increase
more individual ability factors involved in the teaching assess-
ment mechanism so that the teaching is no longer simply assessed
by the scores.

In addition, the evaluation system for current rural English
teaching is often limited to the teachers’ evaluation of students,
and it is mostly written exam.

Under the new situation, it is necessary to advocate diversi-
fied assessment system, and focus on the combination of forma-
tive assessment and summative assessment. For the rural English
teaching, there is a need to establish the assessment system in
line with reality, including the assessment object, assessment

methods, assessment mode, etc.
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When conditions permit, the schools can create a file for
each student’s development, to record the students’ usual per-
formance in the schools.

4.4

crease support for rural teacher training, and offer effective train-

Increasing teacher training Government should in-
ing based on the rural teachers’ weaknesses in voice and intona-
tion, not just theoretical learning. Education authorities should
formulate strict training system to systematically and purposefully
instill new teaching concept into rural English teachers, in order
to improve the professional level of rural English teachers.

4.5 Establishing the new linkage system Currently as the
rural labor forces choose to work outside the home, a large num-
ber of students become left-behind children in rural areas, and it
lacks stable environment and security for the English learning.
This requires schools to establish a new linkage system, and
adopt the ways of scenario simulation and fun teaching to enliven
the atmosphere for English learning from the inside to the outside
of the school.
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