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Abstract: The theme of the paper is to reveal how well-prepared pre-service teachers 
think they are. It aims at reviewing the 2010, 2011, 2012, 2013 cohorts studying for 
a BA in TEFL at a university by examining the impact and the effectiveness of four-
-year pre-service English education in a Chinese university context, and what needs 
to be improved and maintained from the perspective of trainees. Questionnaires were 
used, followed by semi-structured interviews. The questionnaires were completed by 
300 participants, 200 of whom were then randomly chosen as interviewees. Despite 
finding some inconsistency in the four-year BA TEFL program, the result obtained 
from investigation of the cohort of student teachers is still satisfying.

Key words: evaluation, insiders’ perspective, BA English education programs, 
a university in China.

Introduction and Background

In 2001, as a result of the global expansion of English teaching through 
young learner programs, and China’s rapid social and economic change, the 
Ministry of Education of China (MoE) initiated a curriculum innovation: the 
introduction of English as a foreign language in primary schools from Year 
3 (ages 9-10) in most parts of China, and in more economically developed 
areas the opportunity to start learning English in Year 1. According to the 
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Educational Statistics Yearbook of China 2014, in that year there were 0.47 
million primary school English teachers and 76.67% of them were still un-
qualified. A shortage of qualified and competent English teachers has had 
a negative impact on the quality of English teaching in primary schools. 
The impact of teacher shortages is much greater in rural communities. 
Consequences include the inability to offer classes in English. The greatest 
problem is that this is most likely to impede on children’s ability to qualify 
for secondary school English education. Perhaps most importantly, teacher 
shortages may reduce teacher quality in poor and remote areas. In rural ar-
eas of China, certified English teachers are difficult to recruit and retain. An 
informal survey conducted by teacher trainers He and He (2012) in Jiujiang 
Area, Jiangxi Province, showed that of the 1,100 primary school teachers 
84.12% were non-English majors, who had majored in mathematics or Chi-
nese or other subjects instead. Pre-service training in Teaching English as 
a Foreign Language (TEFL) for primary schools has obviously lagged behind 
the nation’s economic development.

In 2002, the MoE formulated Standards for Teachers of English in Pri-
mary Schools (STEPS). They require all primary teachers to transform their 
views on teaching, to develop students’ global language competence by mak-
ing learning a process during which students develop language proficien-
cy, form positive attitudes, improve thinking skills, increase cross-cultural 
awareness and learn to use learning strategies so as to gradually become 
independent learners. Comparably speaking, the greatest change is the shift 
from traditional grammar-translation to the development of overall language 
competence. The emphasis in STEPS lies on activating students’ interest 
in learning English, relating the course content to the students’ life experi-
ences, promoting cooperation among students and advocating learning by 
doing. The implementation of STEPS has become a challenge for those who 
teach English in primary schools in China. In brief, in China, the current era 
of educational reforms aims to bring about a shift toward more student-cen-
tered English teaching and learning, a greater emphasis on critical thinking 
and the application of skills, and the establishment of a more democratic 
classroom environment (MoE, 2002). 

In 2003, MoE launched a nationwide Bachelor of Arts (BA) program in 
TEFL, aiming to boost elementary English education in comprehensive uni-
versities in China. As a result, in September of that year, 74% of universi-
ties across China received their first cohort of student teachers for the BA 
TEFL English. The aim is that the BA program will supply the teaching force 
for elementary English language education. By 2007, the first four years of 
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pre-service education had come to an end. This study investigated the four 
cohorts who completed the BA program in 2010, 2011, 2012, and 2013.

In the four year BA program, the compulsory taught courses include Gen-
eral English, Advanced General English, English Grammar, English Lis-
tening, English Speaking, English writing, Translation, Extensive Reading, 
English Listening, British Culture and Society, British and American Litera-
ture, Psychology, Basic Principles of Education, English Teaching Methodol-
ogy, Testing (including TEMs design or teaching for TEM tests), and Concise 
Linguistics. The cohorts had a three month practicum in 20 local primary 
schools in their final year of the program. During the four years they were 
required to sit TEMs: the Test for English Majors Band 4 (TEM-4) and the 
Test for English Majors Band 8 (TEM-8), which are mandatory for English 
majors. For these students, passing TEM-4 is a graduation requirement. 
The test should be taken by the end of the second academic or sophomore 
year. TEM-8 is the highest level for English major students, so it should be 
taken during the end of the last academic or senior year. If an English-major 
student passes TEM-4 during his/her sophomore year, he/she may attempt 
to pass the TEM-8 during his/her senior year. 

As pre-service teacher qualities and classroom performance have far-
reaching effects on the development of the English competence and perfor-
mance of school pupils, it is important to pay special attention to pre-service 
English teacher programs and also to assess the impact of the BA TEFL 
program so that possible suggestions can be made to improve pre-service 
teacher training after the four-year pre-service English teacher education 
program is examined. In China, TEM-4 and TEM-8 are used to gauge four-
year-program student improvement in those majoring in English. TEM-4 
requires a vocabulary of 8000 items, which can be an indication of the rela-
tive level of English language proficiency. Those taking it are expected to 
complete examination tasks such as listening, dictation, grammar and vo-
cabulary, reading, and essay writing in 140 minutes, which can show that 
the four-years training the respondents have received at the university is of 
great help in increasing their linguistic knowledge and shows the extent of 
their English language improvement. Those taking TEM-8 need a vocabu-
lary of around 10,000 to 12,000 words to be able to tackle the test ques-
tions. The 210-minute test covers tasks such as listening, proofreading and 
error correction, reading, translation and essay writing. The tests are com-
pleted on the same day in a morning and an afternoon sitting, and the test 
is widely recognized throughout China. 
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The research in this study was performed on a large cohort of college stu-
dents who enrolled in the four-year BA TEFL program in 2010, 2011, 2012 
and 2013 and aims to answer the following research question:

Was the implementation of four-year BA TEFL programs able to produce 
a valid representation of pre-service English teacher training for China’s teach-
er education in comprehensive universities? If yes, to what extent? If not, 
what was the major concern?

In the article we also propose some ideas on how such programs in inter-
national EFL education could be developed and improved. 

Literature Review

EFL teacher training content: Factors to consider

The literature on English-teacher preparation programs since the 1990s 
is quite extensive. Most of it focuses on training content; Johnson and 
Golombek (2011), for instance, consider teacher education as part of the 
activity of learning to teach. Wedell (1992) pays attention to how the balance 
of TEFL programs is distributed between linguistic, pedagogic and manage-
rial competence. Richards (2009) proposes a scheme made up of ten types of 
knowledge (language proficiency factor, content knowledge, teaching skills, 
contextual knowledge, teacher’s identity, learner-focused teaching, theoreti-
cal knowledge, subject matter knowledge, pedagogical reasoning skills, and 
decision-making skills). This contrasts with views of the knowledge base 
for teaching, which see it exclusively in terms of external knowledge which 
teachers must acquire and then apply. Bartolome (1994) states the impor-
tance of how well the training course prepares teachers for the classroom 
teaching which pre-service EFL teachers function in and the socio-cultur-
al context they will work in after completing the training. Cosgun-Ogeyik 
(2009) focuses on studies of how language improvement courses are dealt 
with in the EFL teacher education curriculum. 

Some scholars (e.g. Freeman, 1996; Freeman, & Johnson, 1998) call for 
the development of the important area of trainee enquiry. Crandall (1993) 
stresses trainee flexibility in choice of teaching method. Furlong (2000), 
Smith and Reid (2000) and Williams and Soares (2002) all suggest that if 
trainee teachers are to understand pedagogy and the management of chil-
dren’s learning, they need to be encouraged in the university environment to 
“think more deeply about the educational purposes underlying their teach-
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ing” (Furlong, 2000, p. 6). Andrews (2007, p. ix) states that “the possession 
of an adequate level of Teacher Language Awareness is an essential attrib-
ute of any competent L2 teacher”.

Ball (1999) and Brookes (2005) consider the issue of how employment 
based routes into teaching are in danger of making initial teacher education 
“pedestrian and utilitarian, eliminating emotion and desire from teaching” 
(Brookes, 2005, p. 49). 

EFL teacher training program evaluations

Richard (1990), Reid (1996), and Wallace (1991) point out the importance 
of having a systemic evaluation at the heart of a pre-service teacher educa-
tion program. Erozan (2005) Erozan (2005) uses reflective portfolios to eval-
uate language improvement courses in a pre-service English teacher educa-
tion program. To investigate the effectiveness of pre-service teacher training 
approaches, Minott and Young (2009) adopt reflective journals to evaluate 
a pre-service teacher education program and develop the idea of a hybrid 
evaluation approach. Darling-Hammond (2006) and Schwile and Dembele 
(2007) emphasize the benefits of using a hybrid evaluation approach to eval-
uating a pre-service teacher program which can identify the best practice 
achieved in linking theory and practice in the training process. Their ap-
proach includes strong involvement from university staff and well-designed 
in-field experiences through action research and performance assessments. 
Seferoglu (2006) echoes Darling-Hammond and Schwile & Dembele and car-
ries out a qualitative study of teachers’ opinions about the methodology and 
practice component of the pre-service teacher education program. 

Roberts (1988) argues there is a need to identify clear questions and 
plan evaluations carefully and provides a detailed examination of Eng-
lish language to adults program in Tokyo. His reflective description of one 
such program is particularly useful, providing a balanced view of the pro-
gram’s strengths and weaknesses. Chong and Cheah (2009) conduct their 
study of a pre-service TEFL teacher program in Singapore. Based on data 
Chong and Cheah collected from final year student teachers, they conclude 
that while the framework of values, skills, and knowledge provided the grad-
uating student teacher with maxims of teaching and learning, it was taught 
in isolation from practical implementation. They claim that would-be teach-
ers should see their initial teacher education as the start of a continuum of 
professional learning and they need to develop a problem-solving attitude 
and the skills necessary to learn from experience through reflection. 
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Peacock (2009) argues that evaluating the program is the starting point 
for the professionalization of ELT, and also contributes to program improve-
ment. Peacock develops an evaluation model which is based on a compre-
hensive list of fifteen questions that arise from the relevant literature and 
which encourage the researcher to collect valuable information from vari-
ous program stakeholders. The fifteen questions relate to evaluations of the 
philosophy of the program, of encouraging trainee flexibility, of fostering the 
trainees’ ability to use and adopt the teaching materials, of experimental 
knowledge, of the trainees’ current and future reflective teaching skills and 
ability, of promoting post-qualification teacher growth and development, of 
good linkage between the various courses, of the student-centered learning 
concept, of trainees’ ability to function in the socio-cultural context they will 
work, of incorporating and balancing linguistic, pedagogic and managerial 
competence to appropriate degrees, of the degree of how up-to-date it is, and 
the satisfaction of trainees’ needs. The data-collection instruments in his 
model work very well in the Hong Kong context and he later claims that his 
model could facilitate and encourage the evaluation of other teacher educa-
tion programs in other contexts.

Problems identified in the EFL teacher training program evaluation

In the Chinese local context, in an attempt to reveal the strong and weak 
points of a BA pre-service English program in universities in China from 
the perspective of students, Han (2010) uses a questionnaire survey to col-
lect data to analyze the present situation of pre-service TEFL education for 
English teaching and its influence on the teaching in the future. Zou (2009) 
tries to find out the causes of the poor quality of a BA English education 
program and make suggestions for future reform. Through semi-structured 
interviews and other techniques, he finds that the teachers lack academic 
knowledge, an ability to evaluate students and conduct effective teaching. 
This shows that although pre-service education is conducive to improving 
English teaching skills, the effect is not very noticeable (Wei, & Pecheone, 
2010).

Surveying the relevant literature, first of all, shows that there are a lim-
ited number of empirical studies on four-year pre-service BA TEFL teacher 
education in China. Not much has been researched or written with respect 
to the evaluation of such programs. Secondly, Han’s and Zou’s research 
provide us with an incongruous result for the pre-service English education 
program. This inconsistency or incongruity in Han’s and Zou’s leads me to 
investigate a pre-service English teacher program. 
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Methodology

Combining qualitative and quantitative methods “has the potential of pro-
viding an alternative to validity through which the findings from one ap-
proach might have a chance of being validated by data from another” (Flick, 
1998, p. 230). 

Mixed methods

Mixed methods applies to research that combines qualitative and quan-
titative approaches within a single research project. This relates to Lim and 
Hang’s (2003, p. 59) argument that using multiple sources of evidence can 
develop “converging lines of inquiry” and the finding or conclusion is likely to 
be “more convincing and accurate if it is based on several different sources 
and perspectives of information.” The mixing of methods can be a valuable 
research strategy for several reasons (Denscombe, 2010): first, researchers 
can improve the accuracy of their findings by using different methods to in-
vestigate the same subject; second, a fuller and more complete picture of the 
phenomenon can be provided; third, it can compensate for the weaknesses 
of different methods; fourth, within this strategy contrasting methods can 
develop the analysis, with one method being used to inform another; finally, 
information from one method can be used as an aid to sampling: selecting 
a sample of people who will participate in the research through other differ-
ent or contrasting methods. 

This study relies mostly on quantitative data for considerations of its re-
liability and validity, which are regarded as the key tests in judging the 
adequacy of research. Reliability is regarded as “a synonym for consistency 
and reliability over time, over instruments and over groups of respondents” 
(Cohen et al., 2011, p. 117) and is associated particularly with quantitative 
research (Bryman, 2008). 

Questionnaire survey

Questionnaires allow us to gather information that college EFL learners 
are able to report about themselves, such as beliefs and motivations about 
the learning and their reactions to learning (Mackey, & Gass, 2005). In this 
study, with regard to the first and second research questions a question-
naire survey was felt to be appropriate since it can be used to collect, to code 
and to analyze data on a certain scale. It was intended that the survey would 
be used as a basis for providing a brief description of the effectiveness of the 
course in preparing students not about how a particular body used the BA 
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to implement a program. Respondents’ answers to the questionnaires would 
also provide a better sense of focus in terms of the key issues associated 
with the follow-up interviews.

The questionnaire was designed in English. The drafting of the question-
naire was a long and careful process. We referred to some scholars’ (Han’s, 
2010; Wei, & Pecheone, 2010; Zhou’s, 2012) questionnaires and then de-
signed it. In order to check understanding of the questions from the partici-
pants’ point of view, a draft was sent for piloting to 10 college students who 
were studying at the same university as the participants of the study. They 
first completed the questionnaire, and then offered valuable suggestions for 
improvement (e.g. time needed for completion, the length of the question-
naire, the words used in each question, etc.). Two types of questions were 
mainly used in the questionnaire, closed and multiple-choice questions. No 
open questions were used because the feedback from the pilot study partici-
pants indicated that this type of question would place too great a demand on 
the respondents in terms of time and energy, thus affecting the return rate. 
Semi-structured interviews

As a research method, interviews are seen as being able “to gain expla-
nations and information on material that is not directly accessible: percep-
tions, attitudes and values, matters which are difficult to obtain by alter-
native methods”(Partington, 2001, p. 33) and to “explore areas of broad 
cultural consensus and people’s special understanding”(Denscombe, 
2010, p. 4).

In this study, the data were collected through the survey of 300 pre-ser-
vice TEFL students and by conducting follow-up interviews with 200 stu-
dents. The face-to-face semi-structured interviews were used individually 
because they might yield information on the students’ perceptions towards 
the program; the face-to-face semi-structured interviews also allowed the 
interviewer to gain feedback on the implementation of the BA program and 
explanations of relevant program policies adopted. Moreover, in the inter-
view, the interviewees were more likely to answer the questions in their own 
words, and the interviewer could respond using prompt questions to elicit 
clarification or to encourage the interviewees to expand on their answers. 
Thus, the semi-structured interviews helped us obtain a variety of the kind 
of information we needed to answer the research question This level of de-
tailed description, whether verbal or nonverbal, can show an otherwise hid-
den interrelatedness between emotions, people, objects unlike many quan-
titative methods of research (Weiss, 1994).
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Although semi-structured interviews potentially have great exploratory 
power in exploring in some depth people’s viewpoints or opinions, interview-
ing people always takes a lot of time. In addition, interviewing requires skill 
on the part of the interviewer, for “an interview is not a conversation”(Drever, 
1995, p. 4). A second concern in relation to interviews is data quality. In or-
der to establish empathy and rapport with the interviewees, the researcher 
prepared small gifts and tried to accommodate interviews’ preferences (e.g. 
the time and venue they preferred). At the same time, all the interviews were 
recorded with a digital audio-recorder for later data sorting and analysis.

Participants

There were 300 BA TEFL students involved in the questionnaire inves-
tigation, of whom 170 were female and 130 were male. Their ages ranged 
between 22 and 25. The students were from the 2010 cohort (number of 
students: 75), 2011 cohort (number of students: 75), 2012 cohort (number 
of students: 75), and 2013 cohort (number of students: 75). 

Two hundred were randomly selected from the 300 and interviewed. Of 
the 200 student teachers, 90 of them were male students and the rest were 
female. The data were collected through quantitative and qualitative data 
collection instruments. Questionnaires, semi-interviews and SPSS (19.0) 
document analysis were used in order to triangulate the data. The investiga-
tion research was conducted in a foreign language college in a university in 
China. The university was created by merging 5 colleges and was approved 
by the Ministry of Education in 2003. It is funded by both the provincial 
government and the municipal government with the provincial funding gain-
ing priority.

Student enrolment in the college was limited according to English per-
formance. Namely, students who had received low English scores in the 
national matriculation English test could not enroll in the college. Each year 
75 candidates were accepted by the college. Most students were recruited 
from senior middle schools in Zhejiang Province except a few who came from 
other provinces in China. Therefore, the students’ English was compara-
tively better than that of other students in other colleges at the university.

Data collection

 The BA English education program has not been evaluated before. The 
evaluation design involved two stages. In the first stage the data were col-
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lected, and in the second stage, the findings were analyzed. Considering 
Peacock’s fifteen questions and the ideas of Chong and Cheah and Han 
and Zou, we compiled a questionnaire of ten questions so as we could in-
vestigate the program using quantitative data from the students involved 
in the program. Question 1 was about the pass rate of the TEM-4 and the 
TEM-8. Questions 2 to Question 6 were to test the pedagogic knowledge of 
the respondents. Question 7 and Question 8 were to test the respondents’ 
reflections on changes in attitude toward teaching, self-identification and 
confidence after four years of pre-service training. The last two questions 
concerned comments on the courses they had been studying in the four 
years. 

Ethics

Before beginning the research, a brief statement containing the research 
aims and questions, proposed methods of data generation and access to 
participants was discussed with the university research ethics coordinator.

An ethical consent form was discussed and signed by the cohort of par-
ticipants. The form stated that pseudonyms would be used to refer to the 
participating institution and participants; participation was completely vol-
untary; participants were able to withdraw freely from the research at any 
time without risk or prejudice; their dignity and interests as research par-
ticipants were respected at all times; they were assured that no harm would 
result from participating in the research; and in writing up the research 
report, the researcher was consistently cautious about the preserving ano-
nymity; and further, to take anonymisation of individuals in order for them 
not to be identifiable, given that research findings may be presented to a va-
riety of audiences. 

Results of the questionnaire

The data from the questionnaires (see Appendix 1) are represented in 
Table 1 and Table 2, which reflect the information gathered from the ques-
tionnaires. 
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Table 1
The results of the questionnaire

Questions

Choices
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

A 300 40 240 100 40 10 100 90
B 50 150 60 130 140 160 100 20 160

C 50 50 50 60 130 190 70 40

D 200 60 20 60 10 110 10

Table 2
The results of the questionnaire

Questions
Choices 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

A 100% 13.3% 80% 33.3% 13.3% 3.3% 33.3% 30%
B 16.7% 50% 20% 43.3% 46.7% 53.4% 63.4% 6.7% 53.4%
C 16.7% 16.7% 16.7% 20% 43.3% 33.3% 23.3% 13.3%
D 66.6% 20% 6.7% 20% 3.3% 36.7% 3.3%

As shown in Table 1 and Table 2, all 300 respondents passed the TEM-4 
test based on the National Syllabus for University English Majors adminis-
tered in the fourth semester half way through the four-year program (MOE, 
1985, 2000). 

As also shown in Table 1 and Table 2, 28 of the 300 respondents passed 
the TEM-8 administered in the eighth semester, the final semester of the 
program. 92.1% of the student teachers had passed it by the time they 
graduated. It was an indicator of the level of their English proficiency by the 
time they graduated from the program. Although the pass rate was lower 
than that of TEM-4, it was still certain that almost all had made great pro-
gress in listening, speaking, reading and writing skills since they did not 
stop attending classes. These results again confirmed that the cohorts of 
participants had good English competence. 

Questions 2 to 6 were to test the pedagogic knowledge of the respondents. As 
shown in the two tables, over half of the respondents (66.6%) did not know any-
thing about the Task-based Language Teaching (TBLT) approach, from which 
we were able to see that the pedagogic knowledge instruction and/or learning in 
the pre-service education was not very successful. As a matter of fact, all the re-
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spondents had learnt something about TBLT when they were juniors. However, 
they only took tests to consolidate what they had learned instead of combining 
the theory with teaching practice. Therefore, when their finals came, most of 
the BA pre-service TEFL students had forgotten the pedagogic knowledge they 
had learned. As for the theory of Input Hypothesis, it was less theoretical than 
TBLT. Therefore, 50% of the respondents knew about it. When it came to the 
question regarding interaction, 80% of the respondents knew about it, which 
indicated that interaction was widely used in daily teaching, including in the 
teaching practice of university. That again confirmed that only when abstract 
theory was linked with practice could learners remember and understand it. 
About half of the respondents knew something about the learning curve they 
had learnt about in a course entitled Basic Principles of Education, since that 
was often mentioned by the their mentors in the class. 

Questions 7 and 8 were to test the respondents’ confidence after four 
years of pre-service teacher training. From the above tables, we found that 
most of the students had confident in themselves, which indicated that they 
had studied hard in the past four years. They believed they were capable of 
correcting students’ mistakes and writing a good teaching plan. From the 
answers to Question 10, we predicted that most of the participants (85%) 
were satisfied with the courses related to subject and content knowledge. 
From the answers to Question 9, we found that only a third of the partici-
pants were satisfied with the courses linking to pedagogic knowledge. Com-
parison with the answers to the last questions showed that the pedagogical 
related theories should be further strengthened.

Results of the semi-structured interviews
Patton (1990) suggests that focus group interviews are essential in the 

evaluation process. A sample that is balanced in terms of gender can help 
the interviewer obtain more comprehensive information. In this respect, the 
interviews achieved the most reliable results.

After randomly selecting subjects, we designed semi-structured interview 
questions (see Appendix 2). The first two questions concerned whether their 
attitudes towards teaching had changed after four years of education. The 
third one was designed to make clear how this change had taken place. The 
fourth related to whether they were ready to be lifelong elementary school 
teachers of English in rural primary schools. The last question was on class-
room managerial competence. 

Through these questions, we were trying to find out how their pre-service 
TEFL education had changed both them, in the course of becoming a pro-
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fessional teacher, and their attitudes toward being a ‘teacher’ for life. In the 
university library, we interviewed each subject in turn. After the interviews, 
we coded and then decoded the opinions of these 200 students on the basis 
of four themes according to the structured questions.

  
After the individual semi-interviews with the 200 student teachers, we 

took down the transcript of their answers for further analysis. The first two 
questions concerned their attitude toward teaching. The results are shown 
in the following table.

Yes No Not so sure
4 years ago 7 (35%) 4 (20%) 9 (45%)
Now 13 (70%) 2 (10%) 5 (20%)

From the table we found that four years ago, most of the students had 
not been so sure about their future career and only 35% of the students had 
wanted to be a primary school teacher after graduation. Four years later, 
this situation had changed greatly. More than half of them were ready to be 
a primary school teacher though some of them would prefer to be a univer-
sity lecturer rather than a primary school teacher. From the above data, we 
can conclude as follows:

Most of the students were not ready to be a teacher four years ago. Some of 
them questioned whether they were competent enough to become qualified 
teachers, while some had not considered becoming a professional teacher as 
their life career. Over half of them wanted to be a businessperson. Secondly, 
many students changed their attitude after the four-year pre-service educa-
tion. They had acquired some pedagogical content knowledge and were will-
ing to become involved in TEFL in primary schools in China. What had led 
to these changes? Through the semi-structured interviews, we found that 
various factors had contributed to these changes. Firstly, the people who 
they had contact with, such as the college teachers, and their evaluation 
of teaching had a great effect on the interviewees’ choice. Here is what one 
interviewee said in the interview, 

“I have been greatly impressed by Professor X, who teaches us listen-
ing. She is so elegant, so learned and so inspiring. She shows me that 
teaching is such a great job that once you dedicate yourself to it, you 
can get it done perfectly and influence lots of people. She is my idol 
and I’d like to be a teacher like her.” 
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Therefore, though her primary plan had been to work in commerce or 
finance, she was now ready to be a teacher. Secondly, students felt proud 
of themselves when they stood on the teaching platform and they supposed 
that teaching would mean they would be able to make both their lives and 
their future students’ lives meaningful and extraordinary. The three-month 
practicum had benefitted them a lot. It had given them the opportunity to 
help others by teaching what they had learnt. 

However, 200 interviewees complained that three months of teaching 
practice was insufficient given the weakness of the pre-service TEFL pro-
gram. A very large proportion of them said that the program focused too 
much on the English language side instead of the teaching methodology 
side. They said that the program needed more on English teaching skills 
training to “equip us with the skills to deliver high-quality English teaching 
in pupils’ real-life low-source classrooms”. On the other hand, a very small 
proportion of them thought they were confident in their teaching abilities. 
Nonetheless 99% of them complained that the tutor’s lecturing approach 
was either too academic in nature or tutor-centered which resulted in less 
consideration of the trainees’ needs. One of them complained strongly, “you 
required us to involve the pupils’ individual needs in lesson planning, while 
you seldom know our knowing and un knowing. This is strange, isn’t?”.

Regarding classroom managerial competence, 100% of the interviewees 
mentioned lack of input on classroom management skills as a program weak-
ness. They reported that the skills linking building positive relationships with 
students, motivating students through incentives, decreasing inappropriate 
social behavior and properly using encouragement and praise skills are very 
practical. Lack of management skills might be a problem as Richards (1991) 
stated that discipline problems were fewer, motivation higher and learning 
more efficient in a well-managed class. Other weaknesses emerged included 
not enough on testing or educational technology; the methodology course was 
too theoretical and impractical since the instructor of the course was lacking 
in experience working in secondary or primary schools. 

They claimed that the program lacked opportunities for practice. One in-
terviewee said that although theory had its place in the program, practice 
was still needed. He gave an example, saying, “In writing classes, I were 
taught how to write but I were not taught how to teach the basic techniques to 
our students.” Views regarding the four-year courses were expressed by 90% 
of the interviewees who stated, for instance, that they were not able to forget 
the two periods of “School Experience” on mornings in which they observed 
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mentor teachers and prepared micro-teaching sessions when they returned 
to their classrooms. 

The strengths they mentioned were teachers being very kind and helpful 
and very easy to contact. Another strength voiced by four interviewees was 
that the students were allowed to decide on the content of some courses 
together with the teacher. The student teachers generally thought that the 
program was relevant to and met their needs. In this case, they felt that they 
were able to do the job well in the current Chinese socio-cultural context. In 
addition, the two vacations make the job very attractive and most of them 
said they were able to spend their time more flexibly and develop their own 
interests in the vacations. The available English teaching positions offered 
them no other better choices. All the students signed contracts with schools 
located in the downtown areas of cities in Zhejiang Province.

The interviewees also indicated factors of concern. For example, with the 
progression of age, they thought much more about what they were able to 
do rather than just what they wanted to do. They considered the meaning of 
their lives more, rather than simply seeing teaching as a job to make money. 
Many of them realized there were many other things to achieve in life and 
they gradually took to teaching as a job. More girls realized that they would 
have to take on duties, like having children and taking care of the family, 
which was why in the semi-structured interviews more girls chose to be 
teachers while more boys doubted their choices since they thought that 
teaching would make it harder for them to marry and support a family. How-
ever, this would surely be relevant to any teaching program – not just TEFL.

Discussion

Pros and Cons

The overall findings of this analysis are generally very positive regarding 
the BA TEFL program and suggest that, on the basis of the data, participa-
tion in the program led to increased use of positive behavior management 
strategies and an increase in teacher perceptions of the usefulness of these 
strategies. There were also high levels of satisfaction with the program with 
over 90% of interviewees providing positive ratings of: 1) the overall program; 
2) the usefulness of teaching strategies; 3) specific teaching techniques. 

The questionnaires and semi-structured interviews provided valuable data. 
They allowed us to evaluate the pre-service BA TEFL program from an in-
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sider’s perspective and answer the research question. It is possible to use 
the results to make suggestions for improving the program as Peacock (2009) 
argues. The results might provide answers to unknowns in Zou’s research 
(2009), whose findings was on the causes of the poor quality of a BA English 
education program through semi-structured interviews and other techniques.

In terms of knowledge of the English language, the study shows that four 
years of the pre-service teacher education program successfully improved 
their knowledge of English as a subject, as evidenced by the positive re-
sponse to the question “Have you passed TEM 4/8?”. This varies from stu-
dent to student and it is uncertain whether they all made progress in acquir-
ing listening, speaking, reading and writing skills. 

According to the results of the questionnaire, 66% of the respondents do 
not know what TBLT is. It is worth mentioning that it is strongly recom-
mended by STEP that TBLT be used in primary school English teaching in 
China nationally. This shows that such fancy terms as TBLT can be difficult 
to remember on one hand, and that emphasis on such knowledge is far from 
enough for pre-service English teacher training on the other. Respondents 
who say they do not know anything about TBLT may not be able to identify 
what the letters TBLT stand for, but when they go to give classes to second-
ary/primary school students in reality, there is a high probability that they 
will practice TBLT not knowing the term. Students may have subconsciously 
picked up practices used by teachers, when they were doing their practi-
cum. As to the important role interaction plays in effective teaching, 80% of 
the respondents know the theory, according to the questionnaire. The high 
rate of positive answers to this question is due to teacher’s emphasis on the 
theory and its widespread application in teaching practice. Now it is widely 
acknowledged that a class where the teacher lectures all the way through 
from the beginning to the end is outmoded, boring and ineffective. 

Virtually all the lectures were academic in nature, and not much attention 
was given to teachers’ needs when settling into their new school positions 
in terms of dealing with the practicalities of working with pupils and sup-
porting them. When the will-be TEFL teachers did their teaching practice, 
this deep-rooted theory guided them, reinforcing their conscious practice of 
interaction theory. On their teaching practice, they found themselves in an 
artificial and difficult situation, and were consequently unable to assess ad-
equately whether they would enjoy teaching. Collaboration between schools 
and colleges not only promises much for the training of teachers, but also 
there needs to be a closer examination of practices in schools.
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It is obviously essential for the college teachers involved in the four-year 
program that every care should be taken to ensure that the program is of 
benefit to school pupils. In a Chinese primary school, large classes of 40+ 
pupils are frequently seen. It also becomes apparent that the four-year pro-
gram has to ensure benefits to the pupils, matching the proposed curricu-
lum for the pupils in primary schools.

From the questionnaire, we can also perceive that most respondents feel 
confident that they can correct students’ mistakes in use of English and 
design a good teaching plan. That their confidence may come from their 
ignorance about the great challenges in identifying and correcting students’ 
mistakes or complacency in spending the whole four years at a comprehen-
sive university is one thing; the enhancement of their confidence, regardless 
of their increased capability, is another, which cannot be denied. In boosting 
will-be teacher’s confidence, the four years of pre-service education is gener-
ally successful.

With regard to change in attitude, most student teachers either hold 
a blind preference for teaching, or have no idea of what being a teacher 
means before entering into pre-service education. Unsurprisingly, after six 
years of cramming in junior and senior high school and with their eyes set 
solely on entering a prestigious university, few of them seriously consid-
er their lifelong career. However, four years of TEFL pre-service education 
changed their attitudes toward teaching. According to the interview, a high 
figure, up to 70%, of interviewees indicated that they want to be a teacher 
after graduation. Their reasons for this include their increased and compre-
hensive understanding of teaching as a career, the time and energy spent 
learning how to be a teacher, their growing maturity and responsibility to 
others and society, and their perception of their own limitations in being 
successful in other more demanding careers such as banker, manager and 
doctor. A large number of the respondents were more willing and prepared 
psychologically to take a teaching job. However, there are a few opposite 
cases. Their attitude towards teaching shifted from positive to rejecting 
teaching outright, as a result of their full perception of the high-input-and-
low-output nature of teaching in terms of material returns, though being 
a teacher can bring other more rewarding and fulfilling returns. Whether 
their attitudes changed from “yes” to “no” or from “no” to “yes”, the four 
years of pre-service education enabled them to make an informed judgment 
and take wise action in deciding whether to be a teacher. In this respect, 
the pre-service education plays its role and fulfills its purpose in increasing 
students’ understanding of both themselves and teaching as a career.
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The role of the college lecturers should also change. They should move 
away from being providers of English knowledge to being facilitators of expe-
rience. Such a change becomes difficult to effect where there is no firm belief 
in the validity of programs of this nature. College teachers are responsible 
for helping student teachers to identify and understand the broader general 
theories underlying the teacher’s craft, which the teachers feel influenced 
their future teaching practice.

As the conclusions from an internal examiner’s report, this evaluation 
reveals certain area where improvements are possible and desirable. The 
program appears strong in teaching certain aspects of pedagogic skills and 
promoting teacher reflection and self-evaluation. Taken at face value these 
findings clearly suggest that the program achieved its primary objectives of 
increasing the level of teacher knowledge and competence in classroom be-
havior management. There are, however, some important limitations on the 
available data that need to be taken into account.

Reflections

Johnson and Golombek (2002) argue that any theory and any classroom 
methodology, or any description of English language as a subject matter 
must be understood against the backdrop of the trainees’ academic lives. An 
absence of connection would mean only the learning of inert ideas (White-
head, 1929), which remain passive in their minds and cannot serve to pro-
mote their understanding nor enhance their actual performance in class. 
Later on, Johnson and Golombek provide the following summary, “what 
they learn and how they use their knowledge in the classroom are highly 
interpretive and contingent on knowledge of self, students, curricula and set-
ting.” In this sense, we need to know that the cohort does not simply pick up 
whatever the tutor says. They are accustomed to trying to digest whatever 
the tutor says by comparing and contrasting it with what is in their minds. 
The cohort, in that case, does not only possess knowledge, they are also able 
to be creators of knowledge of their own. This is of equal importance and 
legitimacy as that of the “expert” and theorists

So what we need to do next is to recognize the importance of personal 
knowledge and validate that by fusing it with the knowledge of the theorists 
because it takes as much effort and time, if not more, for the cohort to achieve 
that practical knowledge through trial and error. Therefore it is crucial to 
legitimize their voices in both academic discourse and theory construction 
before any serious learning can be expected and developed upon their newly-
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built understanding. As teacher trainers, what we need to do in the future is 
to help the cohort incorporate what is seen as outsiders’ knowledge into what 
they consider to be their own knowledge, insiders’ knowledge. By doing so, 
we can help them develop an understanding that they too will have their own 
theories about language learning and teaching. So the core concern becomes 
how we can help the cohort build up confidence in their own experiences and 
develop their own theories about teaching while trying to make sense of the 
theories of others. Based on this understanding, we argue that the BA pro-
gram should include two important components. The first is reflection, and 
the second one is sharing through reflection. Individual reflection does not 
really allow what we expect will become their theory to emerge. It is only after 
sharing with others and trying to understand what has happened that indi-
vidual reflection becomes meaningful, effective and empowering. 

Limitations

A limitation to this study is that the sampling scales were not large enough 
to guarantee the objective and credible statistics needed to generalize the 
results of the study over this limited period of time, despite the research 
having been carried out over four years. A second weakness is that this re-
search did not involve the program’s course teachers. This was beyond the 
scope of the study since the program was a new one. However this missed 
step is an important one if we wish to improve the process in the future. We 
acknowledge that the pre-service TEFL program should incorporate a built-
in procedure for teacher’s internal evaluation and use it regularly. 

Conclusion

In two ways, this research was conducted with the aim of discovering the 
influence the four-year pre-service BA TEFL program had on English major 
student teachers. On one hand, they have professional knowledge as all the 
respondents passed the TEM 4/8 tests. On the other hand, a less satisfac-
tory finding was that though the student teachers had taken some classes 
about pedagogy, if it was not used or mentioned often, they forgot what they 
had learned, which shows the flaws in the four-year pre-service program. 

With regard to student teachers’ attitudes towards the four-year pre-ser-
vice BA TEFL teaching, most of the interviewees came to understand that 
their odds of success would be greater if they became a teacher, which is 
a good thing. They were not only willing to teach but were also fully aware of 
what becoming a member of the teaching profession involves.



a r t i c l e s

j o u r n a l  o f  p e d a g o g y  1 / 2 0 1 51 7 0

These findings point to, on the one hand, the need for teacher educators 
to be both vigilant about the type of learning that is prescribed for the BA 
TEFL education program. Embedding coursework assessment in the practi-
cum would arguably ensure that the pre-service student teachers’ experi-
ence of integrating theory and practice is enhanced. On the other hand, 
teacher peers need to support students as they strive to implement mean-
ingful, course-related teacher practices. Neither of these outcomes will occur 
without the establishment of strong school–university relationships, which 
provide the most proven vehicle for establishing and maintaining environ-
ments in which pre-novitiates can develop essential professional knowledge 
and skills. 
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APPEnDICEs

Appendix 1: Questionnaire

Hey everyone! I am working on a study about the evaluation of xxxx-class 
program evaluation. So I will appreciate it if you can accomplish this ques-
tionnaire. Thank you for your time.

Age ranges: A: 19-20; B: 20-22; C: 22-25; D: over 25 Gender: A: female; 
B: male C: other

The purpose of this survey is to assess the quality of the academic pro-
grams.

Part I. Please evaluate the listed courses you have had in the past 
four years.
A:  Very satisfied 
B:  Satisfied
C:  Medium
D:  Not satisfied

1.  Advanced General English
2.  American Culture and Society
3.  British Culture and Society
4.  British & American Literature
5.  Basic Principles of Education
6.  EAP Reading
7.  EAP Listening
8.  EAP Writing
9.  Grammar A
10.  Integrated English
11.  Intercultural Communication
12.  Linguistic
13.  Listening
14. Methodology
15.  Newspaper reading
16.  Other selective courses
17.  Psychology
18.  Speaking 
19.  Translation 
20.  Writing



a r t i c l e s

j o u r n a l  o f  p e d a g o g y  1 / 2 0 1 51 7 4

Part II. Please choose the proper answer(s) to the following questions.
21.  Have you passed the Test for English Majors (TEM)? If yes, choose the 

answers from A, B, or C. If not yet, you may choose D.
A:  TEM 4; B: TEM 8; C: Both; D: None
22.  We have learnt an approach in the teaching methodology course: TBLT. 

What is the notion of TBLT?
A:  I definitely know it; B: I know it; C: Partly D: I have no idea if it.
23.  In linguistics the teacher talked about the second acquisition. Input 

hypothesis is one of the terms. Can you explain it?
A:  Off course, I can; B: Partly yes; C: Not sure; D: Sorry I cannot.
24.  Do you know what roles Classroom Interaction play? If yes, please il-

lustrate them in brief.
A:  Off course, I do; B: Partly yes; C: Not sure; D: Sorry I do not.
25.  Can you explain the Inter-language theory coined by Selinker?
A:  Off course, I can; B: Partly yes; C: Not sure; D: Sorry I cannot.
26.  Can you explain the function of Pygmalion Effect in your own words?
A:  Off course, I can; B: Partly yes; C: Not sure; D: Sorry I cannot.
27.  Are you capable of correcting students written mistakes?
A:  Off course, I am; B: Largely yes; C: Not sure; D: Sorry I do not know.
28.  Can you feel confident in designing a lesson plan?
A:  Off course, I can; B: Largely yes; C: Not sure; D: Sorry I cannot.
29.  Are you satisfied with the courses linking to pedagogical knowledge in 

general?
A:  Off course, I am; B: Largely yes; C: Not very; D: Sorry I am not.
30.  Are you satisfied with the courses related to subject knowledge and con-

tent knowledge in general?
A:  Yes, both; B: Largely I like both of them; C: only one; D: Sorry I am not.

Appendix 2: Interview questions

1.  What attitude did you have when you started to be involved in the TEFL 
program in the university?

2.  What attitude do you hold toward the program now?
3.  How have you changed so much in attitude toward the program?
4.  Do you prefer to treat teaching as your life-long career?
5.  After the 3-month internship, do you think if you can effectively man-

age your classroom teaching and learning? And do you think if you have 
transitioned through the pre-service program and into the workplace?
 If you would like to, you can make any general comments for the course 

you have learnt. And hopefully you can talk about the internship issues or 
something you have interest in.


