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ABSTRACT 

 

As a concept that represents teacher professionalism and expertise, 

pedagogical content knowledge (PCK) has received extensive research attention 

since the mid-1980s. PCK refers to the blending of content and pedagogy into an 

understanding of how particular aspects of subject matter are organized, adapted, 

and represented for instruction (Shulman, 1987). Recent studies have shown that 

PCK impacts instruction quality and student learning (Beyer & Davis, 2012). 

Nevertheless, in the field of English language teaching (ELT), PCK remains 

unnoticed by many language teachers (Kind & Chan, 2019). PCK pertaining to 

speaking instruction is even more underrepresented. Meanwhile, English teaching 

in mainland China has undergone reforms aimed at promoting students’ oral 

proficiency, but many problems still exist. Most studies have explored teaching 

methodologies, learning strategies, and the assessment of speaking. However, 

there is not much research on improving teaching effectiveness from the 

perspective of teachers’ PCK.  

This qualitative multiple case study examines teachers’ PCK from the 

perspective of teaching English speaking over a two-year period. Purposeful 

sampling was employed, and five EFL instructors were the key informants. The 

instructors worked in different universities in mainland China and taught various 

levels of speaking courses. The data include classroom observations, teacher 

interviews, student interviews, reflection journals from the teachers, and various 

course syllabuses.  

The study findings emphasize the contents and features of EFL teachers’ 

PCK in a more systematic way and show that teachers’ PCK comprises six 

components: knowledge of features of curriculum, pedagogy, learners’ challenges, 

language enhancement, course evaluation, and the educational context. Each 

category contains a variety of subcategories. Two paths are revealed for the 

development of PCK: one path is for teachers to develop their PCK by studying 

the relevant literature and then transform that knowledge into students’ 

comprehensible knowledge based on students’ understanding; another path is for 

teachers to transfer or adjust PCK from other courses or people to their own 

instruction and then develop PCK through evaluation and reflection. The study 
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also shows that based on three developmental models (the trial-based approach, 

top-down approach, and inquiry-based approach), the teacher participants 

advanced in three aspects: spiritual enrichment, renewed teacher roles, and 

philosophical inquiry. In addition, in this study, PCK is proven to be dynamic, 

personal, and transformative rather than static, canonical, and integrative.  

Theoretically, this study proposes a comprehensive framework of PCK 

components and development for speaking instructors and underscores the 

concept of meta-representations. It adds to the literature on EFL teachers’ 

cognition in the Chinese context, thus broadening and enriching the research on 

EFL teachers’ PCK in the educational field. Practically, the study highlights the 

importance of appropriating the educational context, establishing teacher beliefs 

and philosophy, and improving teachers’ critical literacy as well as their language 

competency. The findings can also enhance teacher educators’ and policy-makers’ 

awareness of specific subject matter and deepen their understanding of speaking 

instruction.  

The findings shed light on how to improve overall EFL speaking pedagogy, 

empower EFL teachers, and facilitate their professional development within the 

context of English curriculum reform. Limitations of the study lie in its restricted 

timeframe, limited resources, and sampling size. Future research directions could 

be to conduct a longitudinal study with more participants or to develop and 

quantify PCK measurements.  

 

Keywords: constructivism, pedagogical content knowledge, professional 

development, reflective practice, teaching speaking  
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Chapter 1 Introduction 

 

This chapter begins with a research background that describes the essentiality 

of PCK and provides a snapshot of the complex development of tertiary-level 

speaking courses under the curricular reform in mainland China. Then, this 

chapter identifies the purposes, significance, and nature of this research. Next, it 

proposes the research questions and presents definitions of the key concepts. Last, 

it outlines the structure of the thesis.  

1.1 Research background 

To better understand the highly complicated world of education, an 

increasing number of educators have shifted their domain of inquiry to teacher 

cognition. Teachers’ cognitive dimensions, i.e., what teachers know, believe, and 

think, are very influential in shaping teachers’ practices in the classroom (Borg, 

2003). As Stenhouse (1975, as cited in Rudduck, 1995, p. 3) argued, “[I]t is 

teachers who, in the end, will change the world of the school by understanding it.” 

The emphasis on teacher cognition paves the way for the enhancement of research 

in the domain of teacher knowledge, specifically regarding the exploration of 

teachers’ pedagogical content knowledge (PCK). 

Teacher knowledge has been regarded as an important constituent of teacher 

cognition as well as a key criterion for judging the effectiveness of education 

(Borg, 2006). PCK is a key component of teachers’ practical knowledge as well as 

their professional status (Lee & Luft, 2008), and it acts as the knowledge base for 

teacher education programs (Gess-Newsome, 1999; Kinach, 2002; Calderhead & 

Shorrock, 2005). According to Shulman (1987), PCK is the knowledge base that 

teachers possess when they understand the specific subject knowledge they are 

teaching and are able to draw on that knowledge with flexibility by looking for 

multiple representations of those ideas, including various forms of illustrations to 

foster students’ understanding. As a special amalgam of content and pedagogy, 

PCK integrates teachers’ understanding of various aspects, including the 

curriculum, content, students, and teaching. PCK has a significant influence on 

teachers’ practices in the classroom. It not only affects student learning progress 

and the quality of instruction but also is critical for the enhancement of teachers’ 

professional development. Therefore, understanding teachers’ PCK is essential for 
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innovations in teaching and learning.  

Meanwhile, English teaching in mainland China has undergone various 

curricular reforms aimed at promoting students’ oral proficiency (Wu, 2005). 

English speaking courses have been taught in Chinese universities for several 

decades, and speaking instruction has undergone ups and downs in different 

periods of history. As indicated by Wang et al.’s review of national English 

curricula (2006), before the 1980s, the development of oral ability was affiliated 

with other courses, such as intensive reading, extensive reading, and other 

extracurricular activities. The mode for teaching oral English could be 

summarized as integrative teaching combining language input, pattern drillings, 

and activities. With the popularity of the communicative approach in the 1980s, 

oral English became an important language skill which is emphasized in the 

assessment of students’ performance. Four separate language skills were practiced 

at that time: listening, speaking, reading, and writing. Textbooks for oral English 

provided a variety of topics to initiate speaking practices. Independent speaking 

courses were offered with more class hours, and these courses mainly involved 

skill-oriented practice (Wu, 2012). Then, in the 1993 syllabus, the word 

“communication” was used in the teaching objectives for the first time, indicating 

a paradigm shift from grammar-translation and audio-lingual methods toward 

more communication-oriented teaching (Wang et al., 2006).  

The phase beginning in 2000 has been characterized by an urgent call from 

the government for quality university English education. The Ministry of 

Education of China issued influential papers to provide guidance for the reforms 

to English courses on a national scale. In the new Curriculum Requirement 

(Ministry of Education, 2004-1), which was issued in 2004, the teaching 

objectives focused on cultivating students’ practical learning skills, especially 

listening and speaking. In other words, listening and speaking became a priority in 

English teaching, while the balanced development of students’ overall language 

skills was also a focus.  

China’s Standards of English Language Ability, issued in June 2018, contains 

precise specifications and classifications related to “language oral production 

ability,” such as “oral expression, oral narration, oral description, oral exposition, 

oral argumentation, oral instruction, and oral interaction” (Ministry of Education, 

GF0018-2018, pp. 43–50). According to these standards, speaking courses 
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effectively suit the purpose of cultivating students’ oral production ability. In 

addition to learning basic language skills, students “learn the international 

routines of communications, fostering cross-cultural perspectives, and learn how 

to be responsible citizens” (Wan, 2011, p. 49). As these policies highlight and 

reinforce the importance of speaking instruction, an increasing number of EFL 

teachers have begun to pay additional attention to training students in oral English. 

In the twenty-first century, more speaking courses have been developed. In 

addition to oral communication, public speaking and topical debates have been 

successively offered in various tiers of universities in mainland China. According 

to the National Standards for Teaching Quality in Undergraduate Degree 

Programs in Colleges and Universities issued in January 2018, the subjects of 

public speaking and English debate have been incorporated into the core courses 

for English majors (MOE, 2018).  

 

1.2 Statement of the problem 

Since Shulman’s proposal of the concept of PCK in 1986, scholars and 

educators have conducted research about teachers’ PCK in various subject 

disciplines, such as mathematics, language, science, sports, history and other 

social sciences (Slaten, 2006; Scarlett, 2009; Bain & Harris, 2011; Bertman & 

Loughran, 2012). However, the frameworks they developed do not fully embody 

the characteristics of other key subjects, such as English language teaching (ELT 

hereafter), which focuses more on language aspects, and thus do not provide 

effective theoretical guidance for frontline EFL/ESL teachers. 

Although teaching speaking has recently been much more emphasized and 

has undergone progress, many problems still exist. A shift from the traditional 

literacy-based teaching to the communicative oracy-based instructional practice 

has posed a substantial challenge for EFL teachers in mainland China. Overall, 

college English teachers’ oral proficiency and their teaching competence remain 

unsatisfactory (Yue & Li, 2012). As seen in the present situations of college 

English teaching, many EFL teachers maintain the dominating role of delivering 

the courses, and the traditional teaching model of imparting language points and 

skills has remained unchanged. Despite “reform” efforts, “lecture, rote 

memorization, and (largely ineffective) short-term study strategies are still the 

norm in college instruction and learning today” (Paul et al., 1997, p. 86). 
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Moreover, the number of oral activities has increased by only a small proportion. 

Within the limited training period, students’ initiative of speaking has not been 

given a full display. In addition, the class size of speaking courses tends to be 

overwhelmingly large, rendering limited opportunities for individual students to 

practice their speaking skills. “Dumb English,” which refers to the phenomenon 

of language learners being able to read and understand English but not speak it 

well, is still a prevailing scene in mainland China. In addition, the oral activities 

provided in textbooks are not rich enough and do not relate to students’ lives. 

Further, although some students can speak relatively fluent and accurate English, 

they cannot express their ideas in a meaningful, logical, and convincing way, 

partly due to a lack of training in thinking abilities, such as reasoning and refuting 

ideas (Wen & Hu, 2010). Nevertheless, many university EFL teachers lack a 

substantive concept of critical thinking. 

Taking the above issues into consideration, teachers and educators have 

conducted a large amount of research on how to enhance the quality of 

tertiary-level speaking instruction in mainland China. These studies have mainly 

probed into teaching methodologies (Liu, 2013; Huang, 2014), learning strategies 

(Sun, 2015; Zhang, 2017) and the assessment of students’ learning (Liu, 2010; Li, 

2012). However, there is not much research on improving teaching effectiveness 

from the perspective of teachers’ PCK. The construct of PCK remains unnoticed 

by many EFL teachers (Kind & Chan, 2019). A search of the Education Resources 

Information Center (Eric) database on 8 April 2019 with the keyword 

“pedagogical content knowledge” returned 2123 entries related to different 

educational fields. A subsequent search of the database with the additional 

keyword “English speaking” returned only six entries. These search results 

demonstrate an urgent need for further exploration of PCK studies related to 

teaching speaking-oriented courses at the tertiary level in mainland China.  

Additionally, PCK exhibits different characteristics in the general education 

field and the English education field. In the former setting, for example, in history, 

there is a large body of content knowledge related to different topics, and English 

is only the medium of instruction. Whereas, in English education, English 

constitutes both the content and medium of instruction. The purpose of this 

multiple case study is not to examine the best teaching pedagogies but to examine 

and reflect on EFL teachers’ knowledge and classroom practices. Although this 
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case study includes only five core informants and three peripheral informants, the 

findings are insightful by enriching university speaking teachers’ understanding 

that reflective teaching is facilitative to mediate their knowledge and practices. 

Generating “illustrative outcomes” with rich particularities of five unique core 

cases, this study can deepen the theoretical understanding of university teachers’ 

development of PCK in similar contexts.  

To collect initial data about EFL teachers’ PCK for teaching speaking, I 

conducted a pilot study in June 2018, in which I interviewed two EFL teachers. 

Both teachers mentioned that speaking instruction was quite challenging for them, 

and they expressed confusion about pedagogy as well as expectations for 

improvement. Nevertheless, I found that not much existing research has explored 

university EFL speaking instructors’ PCK. An examination of how PCK has been 

interpreted within tertiary level speaking instruction could have been a propellant 

for promulgating teaching effectiveness in speaking and conceptualizing the 

uniqueness of high-quality speaking instructors.  

In view of this, teachers’ PCK for teaching English speaking needs to be 

constructed, reformulated, and clarified so as to enhance the quality of teaching in 

oral English classes. Therefore, this study aims to explore EFL teachers’ PCK for 

teaching English speaking in Chinese universities. 

 

1.3 Purposes of the research 

The proposed study has three major purposes. Firstly, this study intends to 

explore the components and characteristics of EFL teachers’ PCK for teaching 

speaking in Chinese universities. Based on this investigation, a framework of 

PCK for tertiary-level speaking instruction will be developed.  

Secondly, this study aims to investigate how EFL teachers develop their PCK 

to teach speaking at the tertiary level. During the process, the five EFL teachers 

mobilize their practical experiences and reconfigure their prior knowledge to 

develop the PCK for teaching various speaking courses, which is a highly 

complicated process that requires in-depth inquiry.  

Thirdly, this study seeks to explore the relationship between EFL teachers’ 

PCK and their professional development. For stakeholders such as frontline 

teachers and teacher educators, knowing whether and how PCK related to 

tertiary-level speaking instruction facilitates EFL teachers’ professional 
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development is a great concern.  

 

1.4 Significance of the research 

From a theoretical perspective, this study offers researchers and educators 

detailed information about the components and nature of PCK. By exploring EFL 

teachers’ PCK for teaching tertiary-level speaking courses, this study will 

contribute valuable insights to the PCK research literature. A critical characteristic 

of PCK is that “pedagogical constructions are topic-specific cases, yet labeled in 

multiple interesting ways” (Hashweh, 2005, p. 277). Previous studies have 

suggested that propositions of different components have not gone beyond the 

categories defined by Shulman (1987) and have not embodied the unique 

characteristics of EFL speaking courses. The theoretical significance of this study 

lies in its proposition of a framework of EFL teachers’ PCK that is intended to 

embody the unique characteristics of speaking instruction in Chinese universities. 

From a practical perspective, the findings of this systematic study of EFL 

teachers’ PCK for teaching speaking and the development of their PCK can 

enlighten and empower teachers who are undertaking speaking courses or who 

plan to teach speaking but are not yet fully prepared. They may also enhance 

teacher educators and policy-makers’ familiarity with the specific subject matter 

as well as deepen their understanding of speaking instruction. It is hoped that with 

joint efforts from all stakeholders, more high-quality teacher education programs 

that address PCK will be offered to improve the quality of teaching speaking and 

hence facilitate EFL teachers’ professional development within a more conducive 

environment. 

 

1.5 Nature of research 

The present study adopts a qualitative multiple case study approach (Mills & 

Gay, 2016) to the development of a PCK framework. Mills and Gay (2016) 

explained that case studies allow researchers to study a bounded phenomenon, in 

this case, PCK among speaking instructors. There are two basic types of research 

designs in the case study approach, i.e., a single-case design and multiple case 

design. I adopt the latter to explore the complexity of EFL speaking instructors’ 

PCK through an in-depth analysis of a small number of cases. The choice of a 

multiple case study is based on a number of methodological considerations: 1) the 
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research questions explore teachers’ PCK through what and how questions; 2) the 

multiple case study approach is linked to a theoretical framework; 3) the approach 

provides “a chain of evidence” through the use of multiple methods to collect data; 

4) the approach defines the unit for analysis and the boundaries of cases; and 5) 

the approach allows the thick description of the cases.  

 

1.6 Research questions 

In this study, the following research questions are addressed: (1) What are the 

components and characteristics of EFL teachers’ PCK for teaching speaking in 

Chinese universities? (2) How do EFL teachers develop their PCK for teaching 

speaking? (3) What influences are exerted by EFL teachers’ PCK for teaching 

speaking on their professional development? 

Among the three research questions, the first and third questions are “what” 

questions, while the second question is a “how” question. This study will examine 

how PCK has been interpreted in the context of speaking instruction by 

addressing the above three explorative and interpretive questions.  

 

1.7 Definition of key concepts 

The definitions of key concepts for the present study are as follows. 

Teaching speaking 

In the ELT field, “teaching speaking” is broadly defined as the instruction of 

all areas of classroom verbalization (Bushman, 2001). “Speaking” can be 

understood as daily communication among interlocutors, or it can be interpreted 

as a planned and rehearsed delivery of a speech or presentation. Moreover, it can 

be regarded as a discourse in the form of a discussion or a debate between sides 

with different views.  

English speaking courses 

In universities in mainland China, a speaking course is a compulsory course 

for English majors and an optional course for non-English majors. According to 

the conference “Oral English Teaching and Cultivating Students’ Critical 

Thinking Ability,” which was held in 2010, there are two modules for teaching 

speaking in the course setting: “interpersonal communication” and “public 

communication” (Gong, 2012, p. 117). Oral communication courses belong to 

the first module and focus on everyday interactions. Public speaking and English 
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Debate courses are incorporated in the second module. Public speaking is a 

course that seeks to teach students how to make their ideas public, share 

perspectives with other people, and influence other people (Lucas, 2011). English 

Debate is a course that focuses on teaching students how to address both sides of 

an issue, as well as the associated different views. Debaters speak for or against a 

formal argument or a discussion of a question. The purposes of debate include 

simply practicing debate for fun, analyzing the feasibility of a newly proposed 

policy, and using debate as a way to find the truth (Tao, 2015). 

All three types of speaking courses are mainly skill-oriented practical 

courses aimed at improving students’ “language oral production ability,” such as 

their oral expression, oral narration, oral description, oral exposition, oral 

argumentation, oral instruction, and oral interaction (MOE, 2018). They 

generally require a progressive level of oral proficiency. Oral communication is 

the fundamental speaking course, and the other two courses are more advanced 

and entail a higher language level. However, the three courses also have 

commonalities in terms of their use of the same passages or the same sets of 

vocabulary. They are interrelated, and all require “an interactive process of 

constructing meaning that involves producing, receiving and processing 

information” (Florez, 1999, p. 1). As credit-bearing courses, the three speaking 

courses are core courses for English majors and non-core courses for non-English 

majors. They have been incorporated into one systematic curriculum for oral 

English classes in the context of mainland China. Therefore, all three types of 

speaking courses are examined from the perspective of PCK in this study.  

Speaking instructors 

According to statistics reported by the Ministry of Education (2017), there 

are 2596 universities of different tiers in mainland China. As there are no official 

statistics for the number of university English teachers, I referenced researchers’ 

speculations that the number is over approximately 120,000 (Cai, 2006; Hu, 2017). 

Based on the assumption that 10% of the English teachers take up speaking 

instruction, there are approximately 12,000 tertiary-level speaking instructors 

across mainland China who shoulder responsibilities of improving university 

students’ language oral production abilities. Generally, these instructors include 

experienced Chinese EFL teachers and qualified native English teachers, and they 

teach different levels of speaking-oriented courses.  
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Pedagogical content knowledge 

This study mainly draws upon Park and Oliver’s (2008, p. 264) definition of 

PCK, which “involves teachers’ understanding and enactment of how to help 

students understand specific subject matter using multiple instructional strategies, 

representations, and assessments while working within the contextual, cultural, 

and social limitations of the learning environment.”  

Communicative competence 

According to Hymes (1972), an individual’s communicative competence is his 

or her ability to use language effectively in actual communication. This ability 

consists of both knowledge about the language and specific skills in using the 

language. Communicative competence involves form and meaning, and it is made 

up of four components: “grammatical competence, discourse competence, 

sociolinguistic competence, and strategic competence” (Goh & Burns, 2012, p. 51).  

Critical thinking  

Critical thinking is defined as making skillful and responsible analysis, 

synthesis, and judgment from different perspectives and with diverse methods, so 

as to raise one’s viewpoints and solve the problems (Qian, 1996). The definition 

of critical thinking is extended to include reflective inquiry and creativity because 

it requires criteria, is self-correcting, and is sensitive to context. It is also posited 

as involving both dispositions and abilities. The definition has proven especially 

powerful because of “its utility in the analysis of ideas related to the content of 

various disciplines as well as the analysis of the professional judgments that 

teachers make” (Paul et al., 1997, p. 79). In this study, critical thinking refers to 

cognitive ability and willingness to assess claims and make objective judgments 

based on well-supported reasons. EFL teachers seek to promote students’ critical 

awareness and independent thinking so they can form judgments, evaluate claims, 

and defend a position through speaking instruction.  

Teacher professional development  

Teacher professionalization is “an educational and societal process by which 

teachers gain professional quality, characteristics, status, and privilege” (Li, 2016, 

p. 83). It is an individualized and innate reconstruction process involving teaching 

experiences that require support over time. One dimension of professionalism is 

what Leung (2009) called independent professionalism, which refers to teachers’ 

views of teaching and the processes by which teachers engage in reflection on 
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their own knowledge, beliefs, and practices. A key to long-term professional 

development is the competency to be able to reflect consciously and 

systematically on one’s teaching experiences. EFL teachers can engage in critical 

and reflective reviews of their practices through the following methods: analyzing 

critical incidents, joining teacher support groups, conducting action research, and 

using narrative frames, journals, or portfolios (Farrell, 2007). 

Teachers’ professional development is now recognized as a prerequisite to 

school improvement. The current thinking is that the changes in classroom 

practice demanded by reform visions ultimately rely on teachers (Spillane, 1999; 

Zhou, 2008). Essential components to be incorporated into teachers’ professional 

development are teachers’ commitment/professional awareness, language 

competence, pedagogical content competence, and competence in research (Malm, 

2009). Professional development should aim at the general improvement of 

teachers in these aspects. 

 

1.8 An overview of the thesis 

The thesis is organized into six chapters. The introductory chapter describes 

the research background, statement of the problem, research purposes, 

significance, nature, and research questions. Following this introduction, Chapter 

two offers an overview of the research on PCK in both the general education field 

and the EFL/ESL field. The conceptual framework is also established based on 

theories related to reflective practice and constructivism. Chapter three outlines 

the methodology applied, including a detailed account of the case study approach 

that the study employs, as well as the research questions, research methods, 

selection of participants, instruments, procedures, and research ethics. Chapter 

four presents the findings on participant teachers’ PCK components and 

development for teaching speaking-oriented courses. Chapter five offers a 

discussion of the data analysis, in which a framework of PCK for teaching 

speaking is proposed, and the sources of PCK are analyzed. In addition, the 

developmental paths of EFL teachers’ PCK about teaching speaking are 

constructed, and the influences of PCK on EFL teachers’ professional 

development are illustrated. Chapter six concludes with a description of the 

theoretical and practical significance of the study as well as the limitations and the 

possible directions for future research. 



 

- 11 - 
 

                      Chapter 2 Literature Review 

 

This chapter begins with a review of the definitions of pedagogical content 

knowledge (PCK) proposed by different researchers. Then, it elaborates and 

analyzes the PCK research in the general education field and the EFL/ESL field. 

Next, it moves on to the research on the development of PCK. Last, it outlines a 

conceptual framework for the present study.  

2.1 Definition of “pedagogical content knowledge” 

Shulman (1986, p. 7) pointed out that “a missing paradigm” exists in most 

research concerning teaching: pedagogical content knowledge. The paradigm shift 

to PCK provides new possibilities for a better inquiry into the understanding of 

teachers’ skills, knowledge, and capability, and provides a way of examining 

“what only teachers know and can do” (Berry et al., 2008). Shulman (1987, p. 8) 

proposed that teachers’ knowledge covers seven categories: “content knowledge; 

general pedagogical knowledge; curriculum knowledge; pedagogical content 

knowledge; knowledge of learners; knowledge of educational contexts; and 

knowledge of educational ends, purposes, and values and their philosophical and 

historical grounds.” Among the seven categories of knowledge, PCK is what 

teachers need, especially for teaching, although the other aspects are equally vital. 

Despite the fact that frontline teachers’ subject matter knowledge overlaps with 

general educators’ content knowledge, frontline teachers need to transform that 

knowledge into students’ comprehensible knowledge. This transformation process 

entails teachers’ understanding of additional aspects, including student 

characteristics and the changing classroom context (Grossman et al., 1989).  

As Shulman (1987, p. 8) stated, “[P]edagogical content knowledge is of 

special interest because it identifies the distinctive bodies of knowledge for 

teaching.” It represents the blending of content and pedagogy into an 

understanding of how particular topics, problems, or issues are organized, 

represented, and adapted to the diverse interests and abilities of learners and 

presented for instruction. Shulman also emphasized that PCK is a special 

amalgam of content and pedagogy rather than a simple addition of the two 

categories. PCK within one’s subject area refers to the most useful forms of 

representation of those ideas and the most powerful analogies, illustrations, 
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examples, explanations, and demonstrations. In other words, it involves ways of 

representing and formulating the subject to make it comprehensible to others. For 

example, EFL teachers may use mind mapping to demonstrate how to choose 

appropriate topics in teaching public speaking.  

Since Shulman’s conceptualization of PCK, many researchers have 

attempted to modify the definition of PCK (Carter, 1990; Cochran et al., 1993; 

Gess-Newsome, 1999; Banks et al., 2005; Kind, 2014). For instance, Hashweh 

(2005, p. 290) viewed PCK as “a dynamic collection of teacher pedagogical 

constructions (TPCs) and as a form of knowledge that preserves the planning and 

wisdom of practice that the teacher acquires when repeatedly teaching a specific 

topic.” He suggested that viewing PCK as a collection of TPCs, clarifying its 

relations to other knowledge and belief entities, and speculating about its 

development can facilitate future investigations of PCK. He also viewed PCK as 

“the set or repertoire of private and personal content specific general event-based 

as well as story-based pedagogical constructions” (p. 277), which conveys the 

personal and experiential nature of PCK. Hashweh’s definition initiated the 

discussion about whether PCK should be perceived from static or dynamic 

perspectives.  

Geddis (1993, p. 675) noted that “an outstanding teacher is not simply a 

‘teacher’ but rather a ‘history teacher,’ a ‘chemistry teacher,’ or an ‘English 

teacher.’ Although in some sense, there are generic teaching skills, many of the 

outstanding teachers’ pedagogical skills are content specific.” He pointed out that 

teachers’ PCK plays a vital role in the process of passing down knowledge to 

students for novice teachers. What is more crucial would be the teachers’ 

consciousness of the need to transform content knowledge into comprehensible 

knowledge for students and the way in which this transformation leads to a 

change in the focus of the teachers’ instructional process. Teachers need to shift 

from the simple acquisition of skills for classroom management and teaching 

knowledge to the task of exploring the interactive influence of teaching and 

content knowledge. Geddis used a simple chart to illustrate Shulman’s concept of 

PCK (see Figure 2.1 below). Following Shulman’s definition of PCK, Geddis 

(1993) proposed that teachers’ PCK should include three aspects: understanding 

students’ misconceptions (the details that make a topic easy or difficult to 

understand), mastering strategies for altering misconceptions (the strategies most 



 

- 13 - 
 

likely to be effective in reorganizing students’ understanding to eliminate their 

misconceptions), and applying alternative representations (a variety of effective 

means of representing ideas, such as analogies, illustrations, examples, 

explanations, and demonstrations).  

Figure 2. 1  

Transforming subject matter knowledge (Geddis, 1993, p. 677) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Park and Oliver (2008) offered a comprehensive working definition of PCK 

based on the past twenty years of research. They asserted that PCK involves “the 

teachers’ understanding and enactment of how to help a group of students 

understand specific subject matter using multiple instructional strategies, 

representations, and assessments while working within the contextual, cultural, 

and social limitations of the learning environment” (Park & Oliver, 2008, p. 264). 

This definition emphasizes the influences of the contexts, culture, and social 

factors. It highlights the contextuality of PCK and includes two basic elements 

proposed by Shulman: knowledge of students, and knowledge of instructional 

strategies. Park and Oliver’s definition also integrates knowledge of assessment, 

which deserves further attention. Because there always exists a gap between 

teacher knowledge and student outcomes, the flexible employment of assessment 

can help verify and measure teaching effectiveness.  

At the PCK summit held in 2012 in Colorado, USA, a consensus was 

reached about the definition of PCK as “both as a knowledge base used in the 

planning for and delivery of topic-specific instruction in a particular classroom 

context, and a skill involved in teaching” (Gess-Newsome, 2015, p. 31). This 

definition introduces the idea of PCK and skill (PCK & S) and highlights the 

salient place of student outcomes. PCK could thus be perceived both as abstract 

knowledge and as a practical skill that can solve real problems in teaching. The 
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inclusion of student outcomes highlights the necessity of assessing and 

emphasizing student learning, through which the evaluation of teacher knowledge 

could be made more objective and comprehensive. Whether teaching is effective 

should be judged based on students’ performance instead of merely on teachers’ 

own perceptions or impressions. The gap between teacher knowledge and student 

learning also partially explains the phenomenon of why some teachers are 

knowledgable but cannot teach well.  

In the above definitions, PCK is closely related to different subjects and 

specific topics within the subjects. Teachers must apply diverse teaching strategies 

and representations to transform subject knowledge into a more comprehensible 

set of knowledge for students. In addition, varying contexts and social-cultural 

factors also influence teachers’ PCK.    

 

2.2 Research about PCK in the general education field 

Shulman’s proposition of the concept of PCK provides essential references 

for the construction of PCK in various subjects, including language 

(Gudmundsttoir, 1991; Chow, 2010), mathematics (Slaten, 2006; Isiksal & 

Cakiroglu, 2011), sciences (Hashweh, 1987/2005; Bertram & Loughran, 2012; 

Kind & Chan, 2019), social studies and history (Wineburg & Wilson, 2008; Bain 

& Harris, 2011), and ESL (Hendry, 2008; Hu, 2013). Researchers have extended 

the concept of PCK, somewhat echoing the viewpoints of McEvan and Bull (1991) 

that all knowledge is pedagogical to some extent and helps to address multifarious 

problems in instruction. This section reviews the components of PCK in the 

general educational field. It mainly discusses the analysis of PCK components; the 

construction of PCK frameworks; and the exploration of relevant controversial 

questions, including whether PCK is static or dynamic. 

2.2.1 Components and connotations of PCK 

In the literature concerning PCK in the general educational field, two 

different tendencies related to the analysis of PCK components can be identified: 

static and dynamic perspectives.  

2.2.1.1 Static perspectives of PCK 

Researchers focusing on static analysis tend to pay more attention to PCK 

during a certain period of instructors’ teaching experiences in the educational field. 

For example, Tamir (1988) considered that specific subject matter knowledge 
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(SMK) to include knowledge of students, the curriculum, evaluation, and 

pedagogy. He pointed out that there is a clear boundary between specific SMK 

and general pedagogical knowledge, and argued that it is essential to make the 

distinction. General education experts possess general pedagogical knowledge, 

which crosses the boundaries of different subjects, such as how to design 

multiple-choice questions. Specific SMK is held only by professionals and 

preservice teachers in specific subjects; an example of specific SMK is knowledge 

about the evaluation of lab operation skills. Tamir’s distinction between the two 

concepts provided further insight for teacher education projects, such as providing 

training to frontline EFL teachers on how to organize feasible classroom activities.  

Grossman (1990) proposed four cornerstones of teachers’ professional 

knowledge: general pedagogical knowledge, subject matter knowledge, PCK, and 

knowledge of the context (see Figure 2.2 below). She first argued for the inclusion 

of curricular knowledge in PCK, which distinguishes the content specialists from 

pedagogues; curricular knowledge is now a hallmark of PCK. Furthermore, 

Grossman listed “conceptions of purposes for teaching specific subject matter” 

above the other three subcategories of PCK, as she believed that these conceptions 

constitute core knowledge that influences teachers’ choice and design of teaching 

content and activities. The four categories of knowledge exert influence on each 

other. In contrast to previous scholars, Grossman classified subcategories of PCK 

and emphasized the transformative nature of PCK from subject matter knowledge. 

She also noted that the classification is mainly for the sake of analysis and that 

these categories cannot be easily delineated and separated in real practices.  

Figure 2. 2  

Model of teacher knowledge (Grossman, 1990, p. 5) 
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Marks (1990) proposed a varying PCK framework based on an empirical 

study. He interviewed eight fifth-grade teachers about their teaching of the 

equivalence of fractions. Analysis of the interviews resulted in a conception of 

PCK that consisted of subject matter, students’ understanding, the medium of 

instruction, and instructional processes. Among the four components, subject 

matter was identified as the core factor. Marks (1990, p. 8) pointed out that 

“because pedagogical content knowledge derives from other types of knowledge, 

determining where one ends and the other begins is difficult. The attempt to 

classify instances of teachers’ knowledge by type proves ambiguous.” However, 

this definition of PCK represents a class of knowledge that is central to teachers’ 

work, and that would not typically be held by subject matter experts who are not 

teachers or by teachers who know little about the subject. Marks redefined the 

essence of PCK and asserted that the core of PCK is not solely the 

“transformation” as tagged by Shulman (1987), the “representation” as labeled by 

Ball (1988), or the “psychologizing” as referred to by Dewey (1910/2003). Rather, 

in addition to the transformation of SMK to PCK, PCK should also be subjected 

to a reverse process involving the application of general pedagogical principles to 

particular subject matter contexts. This redefinition broadens the usual 

interpretation of what PCK is and how it is generated.  

An et al. (2004) established a PCK model for math teachers when studying 

differences in PCK in both U.S. and Chinese middle schools (see Figure 2.3).  

Figure 2. 3  

Network of PCK (An et al., 2004, p. 147) 
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They suggested that among the three components of PCK, knowledge of 

teaching is at the core and can be enhanced by content and curriculum knowledge. 

They gave prominence to teacher beliefs, noting that beliefs and PCK have a 

mutual effect on each other. Different systems of educational beliefs produce 

differing attributes of PCK, and in turn, profound PCK plays an important role in 

shaping teachers’ beliefs and in determining the effectiveness of their teaching. An 

et al. also incorporated students’ learning outcomes as the touchstone for the 

effectiveness of PCK, which was a breakthrough because the previous studies had 

rarely underscored the relationship between assessments and student outcomes.  

Davidowitz and Rollnick (2011) modified the PCK model to stress the 

importance of teacher beliefs (see Figure 2.4 below). Their model formed the 

basis of several studies on teaching specific topics, and it highlights the tacit 

nature of PCK and the potential of observing practice as a way to discern 

manifestations of PCK in practice. They also raised an issue for consideration: 

since teachers have difficulty articulating their PCK, prompts should be used to 

help code observations and elucidate aspects of their knowledge that they were 

not explicitly aware of. Davidowitz and Rollnick’s model underscores the 

significance of manifestations of teacher knowledge. However, it does not indicate 

the nature of any connections among the various subcategories.  

Figure 2.4  

Model of PCK (Davidowitz & Rollnick, 2011, p. 356) 

 

Although the above PCK models facilitate the enhancement of teachers’ 

understanding of PCK connotations, they do not represent the unique 
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characteristics of the concrete subject matter. Magnusson et al. (1999) proposed a 

framework for PCK (see Figure 2.5 below) within science subjects based on the 

research of Tamir (1988) and Grossman (1990). The authors maintained that PCK 

consists of five factors: orientation to teaching sciences, knowledge of science 

curricula, knowledge of students’ understanding of science, knowledge of 

instructional strategies, and knowledge of science literacy. In this model, the 

“orientation to teaching science” is listed above the other four factors. Magnusson 

et al. pointed out that although this concept is similar to the knowledge of 

teaching objectives in Grossman’s framework, they preferred this term because 

“orientation” is a commonly used term in science education research to refer to 

the “overarching conceptions” for teaching a particular subject with diverse 

orientations in terms of processes, discovery, activity-driven teaching, conceptual 

change, and project-based sciences. Teachers’ knowledge and beliefs serve as a 

kind of “conceptual map” that guides instructional decisions about various issues, 

such as daily objectives, the content of student assignments, the use of textbooks 

and other curricular materials, and the evaluation of student learning (Borko & 

Putnam, 1996).  

Figure 2. 5  

Framework of PCK (Magnusson et al., 1999, p. 99) 

 

Magnusson’s model makes refinements to every knowledge category, 

illustrating the close relations between the concept of PCK and subject matter. 
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With its incorporation of another critical component of assessment knowledge, 

this framework provides a detailed description of science teachers’ PCK, which is 

insightful for exploring the uniqueness of EFL teachers’ PCK for speaking 

instruction. Nevertheless, Magnusson et al. (1999) did not propose connections 

between PCK subcomponents. In addition, they did not pinpoint the specific 

influences of science teachers’ orientations on PCK; neither did they explicate 

whether teachers possess PCK of the same quality when they hold different 

orientations.   

Notably, Kuhn et al. (2016) proposed a theoretical construct of PCK 

combining both content structure and cognitive structure. This model includes (1) 

the content structure concerning subject-specific areas of teaching knowledge and 

(2) the cognitive structure in terms of types of knowledge and corresponding 

cognitive processes (see Figure 2.6 below). 

Figure 2.6  

Theoretical model of the PCK structure (Kuhn, 2016, p. 5)                            

Cognitive structure 

 

 

   

Knowledge of  

teaching objectives, 

content, and methods 

e.g., recalling multiple 

methods 

e.g., applying methods 

in specific course 

contexts 

e.g., evaluating contradictory 

methods and applying them 

flexibly in different course 

contexts 
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students’ learning 

process  

e.g., understanding 

students’ errors and 

their causes  

e.g., reacting to 

students’ errors in 

specific course contexts 

e.g., reacting flexibly to 

students’ errors that suggest 

contradictory responses in 

different course contexts  

This comprehensive theoretical model characterizes the cognitive structure of 

PCK in accordance with Shulman’s (1986) differentiation of three types of teacher 

knowledge: propositional, case, and strategic knowledge. Propositional 

knowledge is associated with the cognitive processes of remembering and 

understanding. Case knowledge enables teachers to analyze and apply general 

propositions about teaching, learning, and subject matter in a specific field to 

specific speaking instruction contexts and to create their own solutions for their 

lessons. For example, Monroe’s motivated sequence in persuasive speech can be 

represented in a speech class by a typical advertisement acted out by students. 

Strategic knowledge enables teachers to “evaluate and weigh different 

Content structure 

Strategic knowledge 

evaluate 

                        Case 
knowledge  

                    apply, analyze, 
create 

Propositional  
knowledge 

Remember, understand 
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propositions and cases and to act flexibly in varying contexts and is also described 

as wisdom of practice” (Shulman 1986, p. 13). In this model, teachers’ strategic 

knowledge is associated with the cognitive process of evaluating different ideas in 

complex classroom situations. For example, a teacher might recognize that in 

adopting the principle of Monroe’s motivated sequence, many students focused 

too much on the first “attention getter” step while ignoring other aspects. Then, 

the teacher may adopt different applications to facilitate students’ full 

understanding, such as offering explanations by providing examples or 

introducing a game in which students have discrete roles that focus their attention 

on other steps.  

This theoretical approach provided a novel perspective for examining PCK. 

The cognitive aspects of teachers’ knowledge determine how the pedagogical 

instructions are adopted, modified, and even contradicted in complicated 

classroom situations. Nevertheless, the observation of teachers’ cognitive aspects 

also introduces enormous challenges. 

2.2.1.2 Dynamic perspectives of PCK 

The above perspectives are static representations of teacher knowledge, 

while the following section will examine PCK from dynamic perspectives. The 

static perspectives emphasized on “ensuring teachers learn a prescriptive set of 

teaching techniques or ‘tips for teachers’, or developing fixed professional 

knowledge from these” (Kind & Chan, 2019, p. 11). However, the dynamic 

perspectives are more linked to the teachers as individuals from different 

background and unique educational contexts where they are situated, which 

delineate the development routes of PCK for different teachers. Relevant studies 

anchored around the constructivist view of learning with more emphasis on 

exploring PCK from both theoretical and empirical studies.  

Cochran et al. (1993) regarded the term “knowledge” as too static and 

inconsistent with the constructivist perspectives because PCK development is 

continual and progressive. They proposed the concept of pedagogical content 

knowing (PCKg), which refers to the integrative comprehension of pedagogy, 

subject matter, students, and environmental contexts (see Figure 2. 7 below). 

Figure 2. 7 

Developmental model of pedagogical content knowing (PCKg) as a framework for 

teacher preparation (Cochran et al., 1993, p. 268) 
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Compared to the framework of Shulman, the model proposed by Cochran et 

al. (1993) places greater emphasis on student characteristics and context. 

Knowledge about students includes knowledge of students’ competence and 

learning strategies, age, proficiency level, attitudes, motives, and understanding of 

previously learned concepts in the subject. Knowledge about context refers to 

teachers’ understanding of society, politics, culture, and the natural environment in 

the teaching process.  

From the perspective of constructivism, knowledge about students and the 

context serves as a basis for teaching because learning is indeed students’ learning 

rather than learning created by teachers. Cochran et al. pointed out that PCKg is 

not just the simple addition of four factors. Rather, PCKg involves the synthesis 

and integration of these four aspects. Although the four circles represent the 

symmetry of teacher cognitive development, they make different contributions to 

PCK at the beginning stage of teachers’ careers, and their development is 

unbalanced. With the changes that accompany teachers’ increasing experience and 

reflective ability, the four circles will continuously expand. That is, with the 

expansion of the four categories of knowledge, teachers’ PCK will also increase 

concurrently. Cochran et al. elaborated on the concept of PCK from the 

perspective of constructivism for the first time and highlighted the dynamic 

essence of PCK, relating it to teachers’ professional development over time. 

Therefore, this framework has shed light on teacher education and development.  

With the continuous expansion of the connotations of PCK, Hashweh (2005) 

held that PCK had lost its most essential characteristics, i.e., topic specificity. He 

believed that PCK is neither a subcategory of subject matter (SMK for teaching) 

nor a generic, all-encompassing form of knowledge. He proposed a heptagon 
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model of pedagogical content constructions for the PCK of an imagined subject 

(see Figure 2.8 below). 

Figure 2.8  

Teacher pedagogical content constructions (Hashweh, 2005, p. 282) 

 

In this model, teacher pedagogical constructions are at the center, and the 

surrounding seven categories of knowledge resemble the categories proposed by 

Shulman (1986). However, Hashweh pointed out that the seven categories of 

knowledge are represented in teacher pedagogical constructions, which revolve 

around different topics. For example, the PCK of science teachers includes the 

construction units of photosynthesis, respiration, structure, and functions. “There 

are indications that the original beliefs, in particular, are not only echoed in PCK 

but that certain beliefs are more favorable than others to the development of rich 

PCK” (Hashweh, 2005, p. 287). Hashweh closely related teacher pedagogical 

constructions, which clearly embodied the dynamic constructions of knowledge, 

with teacher reflections. He believed that teachers’ reflection during their planning, 

interactive, and post-active phases could fully display teachers’ PCK. He also 

pointed out that speculating about the development of PCK would be a direction 

for a future study of PCK.  

2.2.2 Discussion and summary 

By examining relevant illustrations of PCK, I aim to summarize the different 

components that scholars have proposed in the general education field (see Table 

2.1 below). 
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Table 2.1 

Studies of the PCK components in the general educational field 

Studies by different researchers Knowledge of 

aims curriculum students instructional 

strategies 

subject 

matter 

context medium of  

instruction 

resources  evaluation  orientations/

beliefs  

Shulman (1986)   √ √       

Tamir (1988)  √ √ √     √  

Grossman (1990) √ √ √ √       

Marks (1990)   √ √ √  √    

Magnusson, Krajcik & Borko 

(1999) 

 √ √ √     √ √ 

An, Kulm & Wu (2004)  √ √ √ √      

Cochran, DeRuiter & King (1993)   √ √ √ √     

Hashweh (2005) √ √ √ √ √ √  √   

Henze, Van Driel & Verloop (2008)  √ √ √     √  

Nilsson (2008)    √ √ √     

Rollnick, Bennett, Rhemtula, 

Dharsey & Ndlovu (2008) 

  √ √ √ √     

Jang, Guan & Hsieh (2009)   √ √ √ √     

Chow (2010) √ √ √ √ √      

Davidowitz & Rollnick (2011)  √ √ √ √ √    √ 

Zou (2014)  √ √ √ √      

Kind & Chan (2019)  √ √ √ √   √ √  
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Seen from the above table, despite the different compositions proposed in the 

varying PCK frameworks for different subjects, PCK has become a widely 

accepted academic concept (Berry et al., 2015). Cochran et al. (1993) and Hashweh 

(2005) revealed that the dynamic characteristics of this concept were derived from 

the perspective of constructivism. Although researchers studying the composition 

of PCK from static perspectives have not included dynamic characteristics in their 

models, they have agreed that PCK continuously changes. It is more worthwhile to 

examine the dynamic perspectives of PCK because teachers are individuals from 

diverse backgrounds and unique educational contexts, all of which influence the 

progressive and vigorous routes for PCK development.  

Three themes can be identified based on the above table. First, the reviews 

and analysis of the PCK literature in the general education field describe the 

current status quo of “what we know” about PCK, or rather, how the field has 

already described and explained PCK. It has been generally accepted that PCK 

represents the expertise and techniques of teachers to bridge theory and practice. 

The concept of PCK changes according to theories of social activities as well as 

the cognitive and psychological stance, and there are mutual interactions among 

various PCK categories. Second, Shulman’s proposed components of PCK (i.e., 

knowledge of students and knowledge of instructional strategies) are the 

foundation of many frameworks and thus are the core components of teachers’ 

PCK. Third, PCK is a rather complicated concept, and there are many variations 

in its conceptualization. For example, although almost all frameworks list 

“curricular knowledge” as a basic component, even the curricular aspect carries 

diverse connotations. In Magnusson et al.’s framework, curricular knowledge 

included knowledge of the set aims and purposes of the courses (Magnusson et al., 

1999). However, in Grossman’s proposal, curricular knowledge did not include 

aims and purposes, which were instead listed separately. There have been other 

debates regarding whether subject matter knowledge should be incorporated into 

the framework of PCK, which demonstrates the close relations between subject 

knowledge and PCK. Regarding knowledge of evaluation, which refers to the 

assessment of student learning, only Tamir (1988), Magnusson et al. (1999), 

Henze et al. (2008), and Kind and Chan (2019) listed this factor, which to some 

extent shows the uniqueness of “knowledge of evaluation” in science subjects. 

Context is another factor that has been included more frequently, which indicated 
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increasing attention to the context of teaching in recent years. 

In addition to the discussion of static versus dynamic perspectives, another 

contention concerning the nature of PCK has arisen: whether PCK is canonical, 

personal, or both. The view that PCK is canonical suggested that PCK has a 

standard or conventional nature, allowing it to be learned by all teachers through 

formal learning. The view that PCK is personal refers to PCK having a practical 

and experiential nature and therefore being a specific form of teachers’ craft 

knowledge (Van Driel et al., 1998). More studies supported the personal nature of 

PCK than the canonical nature of PCK (Van Driel et al., 2002; Tsui, 2003; 

Hashweh, 2005). This is because the employment of teaching strategies and skills, 

to a large extent, is event-based, story-based, and context-specific.  

Researchers have proposed specific frameworks that reassemble different 

categories of Shulman’s proposed concept of PCK. Notwithstanding, these 

frameworks have had some operational flaws. Teaching is a highly sophisticated 

and multifaceted mission, and Shulman’s teacher knowledge base cannot function 

as a panacea for educating teachers and solving all pedagogical problems. Merely 

focusing on the different PCK components may lead to turning teaching from a 

skilled profession based on the exercise of judgment to a technical exercise with 

limited opportunities for choice and independence. Except for Kuhn’s PCK 

structure proposed from a cognitive perspective (Kuhn, 2016), many frameworks 

lack recognition of teachers’ non-cognitive attributes, such as self-efficacy and 

self-confidence. These attributes are essential in learning to teach, as teachers 

must be resilient, reflective, and able to handle feedback in establishing a 

high-quality practice (Ma & Cavanagh, 2018; Burak, 2019).  

In addition, how to develop such knowledge remains unclear, leading to a 

perception that progression toward teacher expertise is problematic to define. Due 

to rare requirements within the above models, such as the student learning 

outcomes, it may lead to a misconception that as long as a teacher learns about a 

number of instructional strategies, good learning outcomes will naturally be 

generated. Also, the models do not provide specific suggestions for appropriate 

instructional strategies or criteria for judging the effectiveness of student learning. 

The core problem with PCK is that “the knowledge is treated as information 

without sufficient regard for how it manifests itself as action” (Settlage, 2013, p. 

9). Unless teacher knowledge is leveraged into the classroom applications, that 
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knowledge exerts little lasting influences. Besides, multiple factors influence 

student learning and teaching effectiveness, including student characteristics, 

preferences, competencies, motivation, curriculum, and context. If all these 

aspects are not taken into consideration, even the most appropriate instructional 

strategies and detailed knowledge of students’ learning difficulties will generate 

little impact. Although there has been a continuous expansion in the number and 

range of PCK components, not many theoretical breakthroughs have been made in 

the varying proposed frameworks, which do not represent the most salient or the 

higher level of characteristics of PCK, i.e., domain-specific, or topic-specific 

characteristics (Kind, 2015). Therefore, it is difficult for these frameworks to 

provide effective theoretical guidance and a useful reference for frontline teachers. 

Fortunately, Magnusson et al. (1999) provided a detailed description of science 

teachers’ PCK that is insightful for exploring the uniqueness of EFL teachers’ 

PCK for speaking instruction. 

 

2.3 Research about PCK in the EFL/ESL field 

Compared with the study of PCK in other subjects, the study of PCK in the 

EFL/ESL field is lagging. Freeman and Johnson (1998, p. 413) pointed out that 

“we must understand what makes our teaching language teaching.” In the field of 

EFL/ESL, language is both the teaching content and the medium of instruction. In 

the process of an in-depth examination of language subjects, there is no doubt that 

knowledge of linguistics, second language acquisition, psychology, and 

curriculum development will be covered. This section specifically examines the 

composition of PCK in the EFL/ESL field. 

2.3.1 The PCK components and connotations in the EFL/ESL field 

Owing to the fact that content and medium of instruction are interwoven in 

the language teaching area, EFL/ESL teachers’ PCK has unique characteristics. 

Directly applying the PCK from the general education field to language teaching 

would oversimplify the language teaching process.  

Some studies have emphasized the language aspect of the PCK framework 

(Andrews, 1997; Tsui & Nicholson, 1999). Following Thornbury’s definition of 

teacher language awareness as “teachers’ possessed underlying systems for 

effective teaching” (Thornbury, 1997, p. x), Andrews (1997) noted that this 

awareness is of extreme importance in first and second language education. The 
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focus of language awareness covers not only the language field but also the fields 

of sociolinguistics and cultures and exerts direct influences on teachers’ teaching 

practices. Andrews (2003) further proposed that there are three characteristics of 

teacher language awareness. First, the core part of language awareness for any 

teachers is knowledge about the language (SMK) and knowledge of the language 

(language proficiency). Second, teacher language awareness is metacognitive and 

therefore involves EFL teachers’ reflections upon both their knowledge of subject 

matter and their language proficiency. Third, teachers’ language awareness 

encompasses an awareness of language from the learner’s perspective, an 

awareness of the learner’s interlanguage development and difficulties. Andrews 

proposed a model (see Figure 2.9 below) in which EFL teachers’ language 

awareness is the bridge between language competency and PCK. Language 

awareness, which includes psychomotor skills (requiring both mental and physical 

abilities) and strategic competence (keeping the conversational flow), is an 

essential component of language teachers’ PCK and plays a vital role in choosing 

materials for language input.  

Figure 2.9 

Andrews’ model of PCK (Andrews, 2003, p. 91) 

 

Although students can access language input directly from the textbooks, 

language input goes beyond what is accessed in textbooks to include EFL teachers’ 

classroom language, feedback, and adjustments of the teaching materials. 

Therefore, EFL teachers’ language awareness plays a vital role in teaching. In 

addition to language awareness, EFL/ESL teachers also need to have relevant 

knowledge about the language, students, curriculum, context, and pedagogy. 

Although Andrew’s model did not represent a breakthrough for PCK frameworks 
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within the general educational field, the proposition of language awareness fully 

reflects the unique characteristics of EFL/ESL teachers’ PCK, and the model can 

provide guidance for EFL/ESL teachers’ instructional practices.  

Tsui and Nicholson (1999) reframed the EFL/ESL teachers’ knowledge and 

highlighted the particular requirements for the subject of English, thereby 

highlighting the significance and uniqueness of PCK in the English subject. From 

their perspectives, the ESL teachers’ PCK comprises three aspects: language 

processing and production skills, language learning strategies, and language 

teaching strategies. The language aspect functions as a resource for creating 

meaning, and it is the concern of grammar databases (Wu & Tsui, 1997). Tsui and 

Nicholson (1999) regarded knowledge of the English language as the major 

dimension and distinguished between language teachers’ PCK and their subject 

matter knowledge.  

Similar to the above studies, Johnston and Goettsch (2000) emphasized the 

importance of EFL/ESL teachers’ knowledge of the language. They pointed out 

that language teaching is, first of all, an enterprise about education, not about 

linguistics. In addition, they posited that to a large extent, one particular truth had 

been ignored in the general endeavor, which is that teachers still need to know the 

language before they can teach in the language. This knowledge of the language 

includes an implicit understanding of principles such as parts of speech, verb 

categories, the rules of pronunciations, tenses, and syntax. Through the classroom 

observations and interviews of four experienced teachers, Johnston and Goettsch 

(2000) summarized that the knowledge base for language teaching includes at 

least three components, i.e., knowledge about the language, PCK, and knowledge 

about students, which are closely interwoven. In addition, the researchers 

suggested that EFL/ESL teachers’ knowledge is not static but process-oriented. 

Their study focused on lecturing about grammar, which is an excellent 

demonstration of the integration of content and pedagogy in PCK. This study did 

not mention the composition of PCK. 

Chen and Goh (2014) emphasized the importance of linguistic aspects for 

oral English teachers’ instruction and PCK. These linguistic aspects included 

intonation, spoken grammar, and conversation rules and structures. Zhao and Ma 

(2014) indicated that language teachers’ PCK includes three levels: specific taught 

language, specific language skill (listening, speaking, reading, and speaking), and 
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specific topics. Their propositions laid a further foundation for the present study 

of exploring speaking instructors’ PCK. 

Other studies sought to expand the PCK components and offer corresponding 

detailed manifestations of each category (Tsui, 2003; Zhu, 2003; Wu, 2005; Han, 

2011; Wang, 2013; Hu, 2013). Tsui (2003) reframed the PCK of four Hong Kong 

ESL teachers in a study of teachers’ knowledge. She regarded general teaching 

skills (management of learning), and effective representations (enactment of the 

curriculum) as two critical components of PCK that are interwoven. Tsui 

introduced the concept of “effective representations” to PCK for the first time. 

Nevertheless, this reframing blurs the boundary of general teaching skills and 

special teaching skills of the specific subject and does not highlight the 

uniqueness of language teachers’ PCK.  

Zhu (2003) studied the development of PCK in four novice secondary school 

English teachers. She proposed a framework (see Table 2.2 below) of English 

teachers’ PCK that includes knowledge about six aspects: teaching aims, 

curriculum, subject, learners, pedagogy, and the self. This framework lists 

manifestations of every key factor to help teachers to discern and examine their 

categories of knowledge. It is to be noted, however, that the factors in this 

framework mostly overlap with the factors of teachers’ knowledge base proposed 

by Shulman (1987) and do not reflect the uniqueness of EFL/ESL teachers’ PCK.  

Table 2.2  

Conceptualized framework of PCK in novice English teachers (Zhu, 2003, p. 56) 

PCK 

categories 

Components of each category Manifestation in practice 

Conceptions 

of teaching 

purposes 

Goals of instruction; 

Objects of learning 

Transmissive or constructivist; 

Form/meaning/function focus 

Curricular 

knowledge 

College English teaching and 

examination syllabuses; 

Critical understanding of textbooks 

Setting/achievement of objectives 

(use of resources, tailoring); 

Informed judgment 

Subject 

matter 

knowledge 

Declarative knowledge of English 

(competence); 

Procedural knowledge (performance) 

Engagement with language-related 

aspects in planning/reflection; 

Actual use of the target language in 

the classroom practice 
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Knowledge 

of learners 

Empirical knowledge; 

Cognitive knowledge 

Knowledge of students’ interests 1 , 

relationship between teachers and 

students; 

Knowledge of prior learning of/ 

potential difficulties with particular 

topics 

Knowledge 

of pedagogy 

Learning and teaching models or 

approaches; 

Rationale for choosing strategies 

Possession of technique repertoires; 

Ability to select appropriately 

Knowledge 

of the self 

Personal values/professional identity; 

Professional leaning attitudes 

Investment of self in teaching; 

Self-motivated learning 

 

Wu (2005) piloted the concept of “EFL/ESL teachers’ language pedagogical 

content competence” to refer to EFL/ESL teachers’ knowledge formed after 

selecting, processing, and reorganizing their knowledge in accordance with 

teaching rules and students’ needs. She proposed a professional profile for 

effective university EFL teachers that was based on a primarily qualitative study 

of 213 EFL teachers from 30 universities across China. The characteristics of 

excellent EFL teachers’ pedagogical content competence are demonstrated in the 

following table (see Table 2.3 below). 

Table 2.3  

Characteristics of pedagogical content competence (Wu, 2005, p. 202) 

Characteristics of “pedagogical content competence” Categorization 

Being proficient in written and oral English and having broad general 

knowledge; 

language 

Being able to stimulate students’ learning interests and classroom 

atmosphere; 

pedagogy, 

students 

Grasping the opportunities to guide and encourage students; pedagogy, 

students 

Knowing students’ needs and being able to measure, define and adjust 

teaching contents based on the students’ needs; 

subject matter, 

students 

Setting definite teaching aims and being able to organize teaching activities 

based on the teaching objectives; 

curriculum 

Being able to promptly adjust teaching based on students’ ever-present 

needs; 

pedagogy, 

students 

                                                             
1 Interests are the signs and symptoms of growing power (Dewey, 1897/2015). 
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Being able to dig into the humanistic connotations of the teaching contents; subject matter 

Being able to organize language practicing skills based on teaching 

objectives of fluency and accuracy; 

pedagogy, 

curriculum 

Being able to grasp learning moments; pedagogy 

Being able to cultivate students’ learning ability and guide students in 

learning methods; 

pedagogy, 

students 

Being able to grasp opportunities to promote students’ understanding of the 

English language and its application system; 

pedagogy, 

students, 

language 

Knowing one’s position in the overall course. self  

 

From the above characteristics, we can see that there are six main aspects of 

Wu’s concept of PCK: knowledge about the subject matter, language, students, 

curriculum, pedagogy, and self. Her emphasis on EFL/ESL teachers’ language 

knowledge, humanistic connotations, and language proficiency represents the 

uniqueness of EFL/ESL teachers’ PCK. Her emphasis on students’ characteristics, 

needs, and learning indicates the close relationship between teacher instruction 

and the student learning process. “Knowing one’s position” elicits teachers’ 

understanding of their profession and identity, which corresponds with 

Turner-Bisset’s (1999) emphasis on “knowledge of self” and enhances the 

importance of teacher reflections. As these twelve aspects were formulated based 

on an empirical study, they provide a sound basis for EFL/ESL teaching. However, 

although comprehensive, this description of twelve principles is far too broad and 

seems to be generally applicable to all language teachers. In addition, specific 

scaffolds indicating how to achieve the competencies are lacking. 

Han (2011) regarded that EFL/ESL teachers’ PCK as including three integral 

aspects: subject knowledge, theoretical knowledge, and practical knowledge (see 

Table 2.4 below). He identified the characteristics of each category of knowledge. 

Declarative knowledge is the knowledge that can be expressed with language and 

words as well as knowledge received through communication and sharing. 

Procedural knowledge is knowledge about applying rules and concepts in 

performing activities. Strategic knowledge is knowledge or wisdom about directly 

addressing or solving practical problems. The types of knowledge in each 

constituent aspect do not dominate or become dominated by other types of 

knowledge in other aspects; rather, they depend on and influence each other.  
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Table 2. 4  

Analysis of EFL/ESL teachers’ PCK (Han, 2011, p. 4) 

Constituent 

aspects of 

knowledge 

Contents of 

Knowledge 

Nature of  

Knowledge  

Relations with teachers’ cognition 

and teaching 

Subject 

knowledge 

Knowledge about 

language and culture 

Declarative  Influences teachers’ understanding, 

selection, and implementation of 

teaching contents 

Language-communi

cation skills 

Procedural  Directly influences the quality of 

classroom communication 

Theoretical 

knowledge 

Basic theoretical 

knowledge 

Declarative  Serves as a knowledge reference for 

teachers’ understanding of English 

teaching 

Knowledge about 

personal theories 

Strategic  Directly dominates and directs 

classroom decisions 

Knowledge about 

pedagogy 

Declarative  Acts as knowledge reference for 

teacher decisions 

Practical 

knowledge 

Skills in teaching 

designs 

Procedural  Directly determines the process of 

classroom teaching, including teaching 

objectives, content, modes and 

methods of evaluation 

Skills in classroom 

management 

Procedural  Directly determines the quality of 

students’ learning and students’ 

learning effects 

Skills in making 

classroom decisions 

Strategic  Directly determines the teaching 

quality and the development of 

teachers’ knowledge and competence  

Starting from EFL teachers’ needs analysis, Han (2011) differentiated 

English teaching theories and pedagogy with examples and explanations. 

Instructional strategies and comparative analysis were provided for frontline 

teachers to acquire essential knowledge and competence. Han’s classification of 

PCK as subject knowledge, theoretical knowledge, and practical knowledge 

supplements Elbaz’s knowledge classification. According to Elbaz (1983), teacher 

knowledge can be divided into theoretical knowledge and practical knowledge. 

These two categories of knowledge and subject knowledge belong to different 

knowledge systems. Therefore, this classification is misleading to some extent. 

Besides, Han’s study was primarily based on classroom observations, lacking 

profound descriptions of how teachers themselves perceive their teaching. Thus, it 

led to a reduced level of empathic resonance among EFL teachers.  
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Wang (2013) constructed a comprehensive model of language teachers’ PCK 

framework, which includes knowledge about the subject matter, students, context, 

and foreign language teaching strategies. However, this framework is simply an 

adaptation of Cochran et al.’s model (1993) with very slight modifications, only a 

change in terminology from “knowledge of pedagogy” to “knowledge of foreign 

language teaching strategies.” There was no explanation of which strategies to 

adopt nor any clear indication of how to gain knowledge. In addition, the 

framework was not established on any empirical studies and thus lacked sound 

validity for taking reference.  

Hu (2013) proposed that PCK of EFL reading consists of five components: 

goals of teaching EFL reading, knowledge of reading curricula, knowledge of 

students’ learning, knowledge of strategies of teaching reading, and knowledge of 

assessment. Hu concluded that PCK of EFL reading is a blend of practical 

knowledge and formal knowledge, that it is a mixture, and that foreign language 

PCK, unlike science PCK, is not subject-matter-specific. Her attempt to apply the 

concept of PCK to the teaching of a specific language skill initiated and refined 

PCK research in the language field. In particular, her conclusion that language 

teachers’ reading PCK “is not subject-matter-specific” is very intriguing, and it 

enhanced my interest in exploring PCK related to other language skills.  

Luo and Mo (2019) proposed that PCK of novice EFL teachers in rural 

middle schools consists of knowledge of the subject matter, students’ learning, 

teaching strategies, and context. It was found that there were many problems and 

shortcomings with these novice teachers’ PCK. For example, they generally 

lacked the awareness of cultural explanations in their instruction, and they were 

unable to predict students’ mistakes and possessed insufficient knowledge of 

learning strategies. Moreover, these novice teachers were incompetent in 

cultivating an authentic language environment. This study pinpointed a strong 

necessity and potential for refining and developing PCK among EFL teachers. 

Nevertheless, the description of the status quo of novice teachers’ PCK was based 

on a quantitative study of analyzing questionnaires and lacked in profound and 

in-depth explanations. Thus, it calls for more qualitative evidence through further 

explorations among EFL teachers with diverse backgrounds.  
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Table 2.5  

Studies of PCK components in the EFL/ESL field 

Studies by 

different 

researchers 

Teacher knowledge 

 

PCK components 

separate aspect(s) 

Tsui (2003) general teaching skills (management of learning), effective representations (enactment of the curriculum)  

Han (2011) subject knowledge (language & culture and language communication), theoretical knowledge (personal 

theories and pedagogy), and practical knowledge (teaching designs, classroom management, and 

classroom decisions) 

Zhao & Ma (2014) knowledge of language level, skill level, topic level 

Tsui & Nicholson  

(1999) 

 language  students  pedagogy     subject matter,  

general pedagogical 

knowledge  

Johnson & 

Goettsch (2000) 

N/A language, students, 

general pedagogical 

knowledge   

Andrews (2003)  language 

awareness 

subject 

matter 

learners curriculum pedagogy context    

Zhu (2003) purposes  subject 

matter 

learners curriculum pedagogy  self   

Wu (2005)  language subject 

matter 

students curriculum pedagogy  self   

Wang (2013)   subject 

matter 

students  teaching 

strategies 

context    

Hu (2013) goals    students’ 

learning 

curriculum teaching 

strategies 

  assessment  subject matter  

Chen & Goh 

(2014) 

 language  subject 

matter 

  teaching 

strategies 

    

Luo & Mo (2019)   subject 

matter  

students’ 

learning  

 teaching 

strategies 

context    
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2.3.2 Discussion and summary  

Similar to the studies in the general education field, researchers in the 

EFL/ESL field have proposed different PCK components to explain the 

complexity of PCK (see Table 2.5 above). Some classifications are based on the 

perspective of the nature of knowledge, such as “management,” “enactment,” 

“theoretical” and “practical” knowledge (Tsui, 2003; Han, 2011), while other 

proposed classifications focus more on exploring the detailed components and 

connotations of PCK. The diverse proposed PCK frameworks demonstrate the 

unique characteristics of PCK in the EFL/ESL field.  

As a salient component, the language aspect has been highly emphasized as 

part of teachers’ knowledge base (Andrews, 2003; Wu, 2005; Chen & Goh, 2014). 

Teachers’ language awareness was incorporated into a PCK framework for the 

first time by Andrews (2003). Wu (2005) proposed a pilot framework for EFL 

teachers’ pedagogical teaching competence based on empirical studies that 

reflected the unique requirements for teachers’ knowledge about EFL/ESL 

subjects. Wu’s framework also tentatively answered the question proposed by 

Freeman and Johnson, namely, “What makes our teaching language teaching?” 

(Wu, 1998, p. 413). Chen and Goh (2014) highlighted the importance of linguistic 

knowledge in oral English teaching. Their description and analysis of EFL 

teachers’ PCK proved insightful, as they laid the theoretical and practical 

groundwork for future explorations.  

Notably, in addition to merely incorporating the language aspect, some 

researchers began to focus on the concrete elaboration of language knowledge in 

PCK (Tsui & Nicholson, 1999; Zhao & Ma, 2014), such as detailing language 

knowledge from the perspective of language processing, learning, and teaching or 

at the language level, skill level or topic level.  

Among the diverse PCK frameworks, most incorporated knowledge of 

pedagogy, learners, subject matter, and curriculum, which corresponded with the 

previously proposed PCK core elements in other areas. Some research integrated 

knowledge of aims, context, and the self into PCK frameworks for the first time. 

Knowledge of the self has rarely been mentioned in the general education field, 

and it reflects the particularities of language instruction: being interactive and 

characterized by humanistic elements (Yang, 2007). Insufficient understanding of 

self-related factors such as teacher emotions, attitudes, motivation, efficacy, and 
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identity would prevent the delivery of a successful language course. The least 

mentioned component in the EFL/ESL field has been knowledge of assessment, 

whereas this component is regularly referenced in the general education field. 

Language teachers’ lack of attention to assessment indicates the need for further 

development of assessment knowledge.  

Tsui and Nicholson (1999) and Johnston and Goettsch (2000) placed the 

knowledge of general instructional strategies (pedagogy) outside the scope of 

PCK. Despite the common perception that PCK is a generic concept comprising 

all the knowledge categories, these authors believed that PCK should be 

juxtaposed with other knowledge components, as Shulman (1987) implied that 

instructional strategies are “pre-learned” techniques. Their classification helps 

address the criticism that canonical instructional strategies are a technical 

approach to teaching that is devoid of genuine professionalism.  

Notably, more researchers have supported the “integrative model” of PCK 

(Andrews, 2003; Zhu, 2003; Wu, 2005; Wang, 2013; Chen & Goh, 2014; Luo & 

Mo, 2019), which includes subject matter knowledge and does not recognize PCK 

as a separate knowledge component because PCK itself summarizes a teacher’s 

knowledge base and therefore cannot exist as a separate type of knowledge. 

Instead, teacher knowledge as a whole embraces knowledge of the subject matter, 

pedagogy, and context. Some studies (Tsui & Nicholson, 1999; Hu, 2013) have 

supported the “transformative model” of PCK, which can be understood based on 

the analogy of a chemical compound resisting the easy separation of its 

component parts. This model retains subject matter knowledge as a separate 

knowledge component. Transformative PCK models have more explanatory 

power (Kind, 2009b) and can provide more explicit statements about how PCK 

develops. These models imply that a yet unspecified mechanism is involved in the 

development of PCK. 

There are also some flaws in these PCK models in the EFL/ESL field. First, 

there is a tendency to overextend the PCK components, which results in the loss 

of the most salient characteristics of PCK: topic specificity. Second, the models 

offer little feasible guidance on how to obtain the relevant knowledge; thus, it 

lacks practicality for teachers to take instructional action. Third, there is seldom a 

distinction between PCK in specific language skill fields, such as reading, writing, 

listening, and speaking, which exhibit a large number of differences. PCK for 
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teaching a series of tertiary-level speaking courses has rarely been explored. 

Fourth, much PCK research has analyzed samples of either novice teachers with 

little expertise (Luo & Mo, 2019) or veteran teachers with extensive expertise and 

high excellence (Hu, 2013), and has aimed to provide the best pedagogical 

references for frontline teachers. Nevertheless, as a highly personalized 

competence, PCK should not be mechanically defined as good or bad, and 

research on PCK requires the sampling of teachers with diverse backgrounds, 

experience, and expertise.   

Speaking courses, which vary at the tertiary level and have been deemed as 

one of the most challenging types of courses for both teachers and students, pose 

higher requirements regarding EFL teachers’ PCK. However, most empirical 

studies on PCK in the EFL field have focused on grammar, reading, or general 

English courses. In addition, much PCK research has focused on either veteran 

teachers or novice teachers. There are few comparative studies between veteran 

EFL teachers and novice teachers, and even fewer comparative studies between 

Chinese EFL teachers and native English teachers. NETs are a unique group of 

teachers who encounter unfamiliar cultures and educational systems in China. 

How they develop their PCK may shed light on the theoretical importance of the 

study. Therefore, I aim to address these research gaps by conducting a qualitative 

study that examines both Chinese EFL teachers’ and native English teachers’ PCK 

for teaching speaking in Chinese universities. It is hoped that a richer and more 

diverse picture of PCK for English speaking can be presented after a detailed 

exploration.  

 

2.4 Research about the development of PCK 

The previous section summarized the components of EFL/ESL teachers’ 

PCK. To complement this summary, I also discuss studies of the development of 

PCK. Fennema and Franke (1992, p. 161) stated that “knowledge acquisition is a 

process;” the crucial aspect is not what knowledge exists but rather that “the 

process of knowledge acquisition continues.” The challenge is then to understand 

the knowledge as it grows and changes and to discover what experiences 

contribute to this growth and change. This section first reviews Shulman’s 

proposed model of pedagogical reasoning and action, and then discusses the 

studies of in-service teachers’ PCK development.  
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2.4.1 Model of pedagogical reasoning and action 

There are many empirical studies on the development of teachers’ PCK, but 

few studies have examined the process of teachers’ PCK development from a 

theoretical perspective. Shulman (1987) proposed a pedagogical reasoning 

process based on philosophical and empirical studies to better understand the shift 

in individuals’ roles from students to teachers. This process includes six aspects of 

teaching practices: comprehension, transformation, instruction, evaluation, 

reflection, and new comprehension.  

Westernman (1991) and Woods (1996) defined the three stages of the 

reasoning process for language teachers’ classes: (1) planning before class; (2) 

decision-making in class; and (3) reflection after class. Their explanations 

highlight a process of reflection, evaluation, and retrospective thinking about 

teacher actions in class. Sun (2013) found that EFL teachers’ PCK development 

follows a ladder-shaped pattern combining flat lines indicating the fossilization 

period and upward lines indicating leaps and progress, which can be attributed to 

the influences of sociocultural factors and self-reflection.  

Based on Shulman’s study, Fernandez (2014) schematized this process and 

presented a graphic model of pedagogical reasoning and action, which is a 

cyclical model of teacher reflection and action (see Figure 2.10 below).  

Figure 2.10 

Model of pedagogical reasoning and action (MPRA) (Fernandez, 2014, p. 82) 
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The above model seeks to integrate the subject matter knowledge that 

teachers possess and the methodological approaches that they develop in practical 

instruction. Pedagogical reasoning and action involve a cycle through the process 

of knowledge comprehension, transformation, instruction, evaluation, and 

reflection. The starting and ending points of the process are teachers’ 

comprehension. Teachers need to go through a process of course preparation, 

pedagogical selection, context adaptation, and employment of representation, 

which exemplifies the transformation process. This model thus provides a 

theoretical basis for the development of teachers’ PCK. Within this cyclical 

process, comprehension (teachers’ understanding of the speaking course) and 

transformation (how teachers adapt, tailor, and modify the knowledge to the 

students) are crucial elements that are addressed in the current study. In addition, 

active reflection bridges the gap between knowledge and practice, and it is the key 

to PCK development.  

2.4.2 Study of the development of PCK 

Since the foci of this study are to explore the PCK components and 

frameworks among in-service teachers rather than preservice teachers, I focus on 

an in-depth exploration and description of in-service teachers’ PCK and 

development. Thus far, an extensive body of research has investigated the 

development and resources of the in-service teachers’ PCK. The following table 

summarizes the different studies concerning PCK development that researchers 

have conducted in the general education field and EFL/ESL field, respectively 

(see Table 2.6 below).  

Table 2.6  

Factors influencing the development of PCK 

Studies  Factors influencing the development of PCK Subject Research methods  

Fan (2003) teaching experiences, reflections, and daily 

communications with colleagues; textbooks, 

experiences as students, organized professional 

activities, in-service training, and professional 

reading books; preservice training. 

Math qualitative & quantitative 

(questionnaire, class 

observation, interviews) 

Henze et al. 

(2008) 

illumination of professional knowledge and 

sharing of knowledge with colleagues and 

preservice teachers 

Science  qualitative multiple case study 

(semi-structured interviews) 

Madeira  

(2010) 

scaffolded reflection; peer exchange of lesson 

plans, enactment ideas, and completed 

reflections 

Science qualitative multiple case study 

(reflection journal, interviews, 

classroom observations, lesson 
plans) 

Kind (2009b) good subject matter knowledge, classroom Science  qualitative and quantitative 
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experience, emotional attributes, good levels of 

personal self-confidence, provision of 

supportive working atmospheres  

(questionnaire, interviews) 

Chow (2010) teacher education and training, practice and 

reflection, collaboration and research, 

experiences of course development, joint 

course preparation, peer class observation, 

professional communication on inter-school 

and intra-school levels, sharing of the sources. 

Chinese qualitative multiple case study 

(interviews, observations, file 

analysis) 

Zhu (2010) teaching experiences, reflections, participation 

in professional activities, peer class 

observations 

Chinese  qualitative and quantitative 

(questionnaire, interviews, 

classroom observations) 

Wischow 

(2010) 

teaching practices, education programs, 

methods courses, careful and targeted reflection 

Science  qualitative multiple case study 

(interviews, lesson plans, 

reflective narratives, classroom 

observations, field notes) 

Falk (2012) frequent application of knowledge of teaching 

strategies and the curriculum, practice of 

formative assessment 

Science  qualitative multiple case study 

(video data, photos, student 

work, poster display) 

Gess-Newsome 

et al. (2019) 

teacher professional knowledge, classroom 

practice, and student achievement 

Science qualitative & quantitative  

(questionnaire, interviews, 

classroom observations) 

Grossman 

(1990) 

apprenticeship of observation, disciplinary 

background, professional coursework, learning 

from experience  

English qualitative multiple case study 

(classroom observations, 

interviews) 

Richards 

(1991) 

experts’ opinions, task analysis, teachers’ 

perceived needs, current practice or traditions  

English  NA 

Meijer et al. 

(1999) 

personal characteristics, frequency, and nature 

of reflection, prior education (formal teacher 

training and in-service training), years of 

experience in practice, the language taught, the 

school context (interaction with colleagues and 

school policy) 

English 

reading  

qualitative multiple case study 

(structured open interview, 

concept mapping) 

Tsui (2003) apprenticeship of observation, disciplinary 

background, personal teaching experiences, life 

experiences, attending education courses  

English  qualitative multiple case study 

(classroom observations, field 

notes; teacher interviews, 

student interviews) 

Zhu (2003) demonstration courses, teaching competitions, 

apprenticeship, class observations, course 

evaluation 

English qualitative multiple case study 

(semi-structured interviews,  

reflective diaries,  

videotaped lessons) 

Sanchez & 

Borg (2014) 

teachers’ perceptions of their knowledge of 

grammar, interpretations of context, preservice 

training, teachers’ accumulated experience 

English 

grammar 

qualitative multiple case study 

(classroom observations, 

interviews) 

Zhao (2017) tests, learning experiences, teaching materials, 

professional knowledge, education background, 

professional activities, reading, teaching 

experiences, reflection, responsibility, students’ 

characteristics, work context, peer influence  

English  qualitative multiple case study 

(classroom observations, 

interviews) 

Feng (2018) learning experiences, reading of professional 

books, reflection, expert guidance, community 

of practice 1 

English qualitative multiple case study 

(interviews, classroom 

observations, journal writing) 

Guo (2019) self-inquiry, professional study, practical 

experiences 

English  qualitative and quantitative 

(questionnaire, interviews) 

                                                             
1 According to Wegner (1998), a community of practice contains three essential 

dimensions, i.e., mutual engagement, joint enterprise, and shared repertoire. 
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2.4.3 Discussion and summary  

As shown in Table 2.6, a majority of researchers indicated that experience 

and reflection are the most critical sources for the development of teachers’ PCK 

across different disciplines. Reflection facilitates teachers’ explorations and 

experimentations as they respond to and identify challenges in their careers. 

Communication and cooperation with colleagues, personal traits, and emotional 

attributes all influence the development of PCK. The roles of factors, including 

subject matter and academic background, reading professional books, and 

teaching beliefs, are also demonstrated in diverse research.  

Although teaching practices are a critical source for PCK development, their 

importance varies in different disciplines. The most crucial sources of PCK in 

math and Chinese subjects include teachers’ instructional experiences, reflections, 

and communication with colleagues. Comparatively speaking, teachers’ 

apprenticeship of observation and preservice training exerted more apparent 

influences on EFL teachers’ PCK. Other factors, i.e., task analysis, teachers’ 

perceived needs, current practice or tradition, the language taught, and teachers’ 

personal life experiences, were rarely mentioned in reference to other subjects. 

This distinction indicates that as a unique subject, language teaching is a highly 

personalized enterprise that requires the analysis of learners, tasks as well as the 

methods and medium of instruction. Compared with PCK development in the 

general education field, attending competitions and listening to experts’ opinions 

are viewed as a great impetus for EFL teachers’ knowledge development. As 

Liggett (2010) claimed, EFL teachers have been slightly marginalized in the 

school setting. Henceforth, many EFL teachers seek to empower themselves to 

ameliorate the marginalization, and one of the approaches is to develop their PCK.   

Concerning how teachers develop their PCK both at home and abroad, 

researchers have mainly focused on the effectiveness of external intervention 

measures on the development of teachers’ PCK as well as the developmental 

process of teachers’ PCK under natural conditions. A majority of studies adopted a 

qualitative multiple case study with interviews and classroom observations as the 

main instruments for data collection. To facilitate the development of teachers’ 

PCK, researchers have applied various interventions to promote teachers’ learning 

or teachings, such as preservice educational courses, in-service training projects, 

peer teaching and reflection, and the implementation of formative assessments. 
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However, teachers typically do not have opportunities, time, or reasons to discuss 

their tacit knowledge with colleagues (Loughran et al., 2004). The interventions 

applied in most studies have provided opportunities for the participating teachers 

to bring salient their tacit knowledge so as to develop their PCK (Grossman, 1990; 

Madeira, 2010; Wischow, 2010; Falk, 2012; Gess-Newsome et al., 2019). More 

studies exploring the process of teachers’ PCK development in natural conditions 

included the long-term tracking of teachers or required the teachers to discuss the 

process of their own development through various methods (Tsui, 2003; Zhu, 

2003; Fan, 2003; Henze et al., 2008; Chow, 2010; Feng, 2018; Guo, 2019). 

Studies have found that the development of teachers’ PCK is the result of the 

interaction of various individual and contextual factors. In particular, within the 

language domain, many more studies have explored teachers’ PCK development 

under natural conditions than in the context of interventions. The first reason is 

that the paths of PCK development have not been sufficiently explored in the 

language field. The second reason is that long-term tracking could provide more 

accurate interpretations concerning the changes and transformations in PCK.  

The teacher participants in this study include both novice teachers and 

experienced teachers, yet they are unfamiliar with either the new context (China 

as a foreign country) or the new courses (because they previously only taught 

general English courses). When teachers deliver the content with which they have 

little familiarity, both their skills and ability to combine knowledge of content and 

pedagogy in meaningful ways are immediately challenged (Loughran et al., 2012). 

New conditions require them to reconfigure the knowledge they possess, which 

provides possibilities for researchers to observe the formation of and changes in 

teachers’ PCK. This study has unique significance due to its exploration of the 

transference and integration occurring during the development of the five EFL 

teachers’ PCK.  

 

2.5 Conceptual framework 

After this review of the relevant literature review, I then propose a conceptual 

framework (see Figure 2.11 below) for this thesis, which takes as a reference 

Shulman’s proposition of PCK components: knowledge of students and 

knowledge of instructional strategies.  

Figure 2.11  
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Conceptual framework of PCK components and development 

 

In this conceptual framework, knowledge of students incorporates an 

understanding of learner difficulties and misconceptions during the students’ 

learning process; knowledge of instructional strategies consists of familiarity with 

students’ thinking, lesson preparation, and the mastery of modes of delivering 

instruction. The two PCK components directly influence classroom instruction, 

which in turn enhances teachers’ understanding of the two categories of 

knowledge. Teachers form their PCK through constant knowledge construction 

and reflective practices, which involve a continuous process of learning to teach. 

Knowledge construction involves a two-way process in which teachers form their 

knowledge based on their learning and teaching experiences, and in turn, their 

constructed knowledge further facilitates their teaching practices. This knowledge 

construction process is mediated by external factors, such as the school context; 

internal factors, such as teacher attitudes, emotions, and motivation; as well as the 

situated forces of actual classroom teaching.  

In the framework, the solid arrows indicate the observable processes upon 

which the approach to the present study is based. Observing teachers’ classroom 

instruction helps discern and interpret teachers’ knowledge components and 

characteristics. The dotted arrows indicate that the assumed processes are not 
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easily observable but need to be inquired in the study. On many occasions, how 

and why teachers’ PCK influences their classroom instruction cannot be directly 

observed but needs to be probed through a variety of approaches, such as analysis 

of teaching materials, syllabuses, reflection journals, and most importantly, 

teacher and student interviews. EFL teachers are supposed to develop their PCK 

in the context of complex external, internal, and situated forces. Knowledge 

construction and reflective practices are two critical theoretical underpinnings and 

practical pathways facilitating EFL teachers’ PCK formation as well as their 

professional development. In addition, it is recognized that teacher professional 

development hinges upon teachers’ learning and teaching experiences. Therefore, 

the way that EFL teachers’ PCK facilitates their professional development is also 

examined. 

In the following section, theories on reflective practitioners and 

constructivism are discussed to build a theoretical foundation for the formation of 

PCK.  

2.5.1 Reflective practice 

Reflective practice has become an effective response to most problems 

associated with teaching and teacher education. Two of the most widely cited 

authors in the field are Schön and Farrell. Their works about the “reflective 

practitioner” (Schön, 1983/1991) and “reflective inquiry in language instruction” 

(Farrell, 2009/2013) are of preeminent importance and have had the most 

influence on establishing the notion of reflective practice in teaching and teacher 

education. 

There are varied forms of reflection. Schön (1983) made a well-received 

distinction between reflection in action and reflection on action. Reflection in 

action involves thinking about practice while it is well underway, i.e., when we 

think about what we are doing while doing it. Reflection on action occurs when 

individuals look back at the situations they have just experienced, examining past 

situations in a deliberate effort to prepare themselves for the future. Farrell (2015) 

proposed a framework for reflecting on practice that takes a holistic approach to 

reflection that focuses not only on the intellectual, cognitive, and metacognitive 

aspects of practice but also the spiritual, moral, and emotional noncognitive 

aspects of reflection. This framework acknowledges the inner lives of teachers. 

From Farrell’s viewpoint, language teachers who engage in reflective practice 
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must develop “a tolerance for ambiguity and a reflective disposition of 

open-mindedness, responsibility, and wholeheartedness” (Farrell, 2019, p. 10). 

Open-mindedness is the desire to attend to diverse views of issues and to 

recognize that even one’s firmest beliefs may be challenged. Responsibility is the 

intention to seek truth and solve problems with rationality actively. Finally, 

wholeheartedness implies that one can overcome agitations and contingencies to 

make an essential change and critical evaluation. The three attributes are not 

merely ordinary dispositions. They constitute personal attitudes or beliefs of an 

educator. For EFL teachers, skills alone will not suffice; there must be the desire 

or the will to employ those skills.  

Thus, only by engaging in constant reflection with full dedication can EFL 

teachers better evaluate and modify their PCK based on student characteristics 

and difficulties, thus bridging the knowledge-practice gap. Teachers must be able 

to “play the role of reflective practitioners who think deeply about the principles, 

practices, and processes of classroom instruction and bring a considerable degree 

of creativity, artistry, and context-sensitivity to their tasks” (Kumaravadivelu, 

2003, p. 10). For example, when teachers determine that a majority of students 

have difficulty understanding a particular concept, they may reflect on their 

instructional strategies and try to improve them next time, thus modifying their 

knowledge of pedagogy.     

In addition, reflective practice helps EFL teachers to regain professional 

status and is therefore potentially attractive, at least to those who accept the 

premise that the possession of a particular type of knowledge is a defining 

characteristic of a professional (Newman, 1999; Kind, 2009a). Liu (2015, p. 144) 

proposed the concept of critical reflection, which refers to “a process of 

continually analyzing, questioning, and critiquing one’s established assumptions 

of oneself, school, and society related to teaching and learning.” EFL teachers 

may then implement changes with critical thinking to facilitate student learning, 

better schooling, and a more just and democratic society. Critical reflection entails 

a questioning attitude (Moon, 2004), and it is one of the means that lead to teacher 

professional growth (Gorski & Dalton, 2019). It helps EFL teachers pass through 

the stages of being a reflective teacher, an enquiring teacher, and finally, an 

effective teacher. Only with critical reflections, EFL-speaking instructors are able 
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to move toward more theoretically and pedagogically rational instructional 

practices and higher levels of professional expertise.  

Reflective practice promises fresh hope for understanding teacher 

professional engagement, and it helps bridge the knowledge-practice gap. It not 

only serves as a premise for the formation and development of EFL teachers’ PCK 

but also lays a theoretical foundation for teachers’ professional development.  

2.5.2 Constructivism 

Constructivism became an influential learning theory in the 1980s. The rise 

of constructivism is a concrete and revolutionary step away from behaviorism 

(Williams & Burden, 1997; Gage & Berliner, 1998; Steffe & Gale, 2001). 

Claimed to be a theory, a paradigm, or both, constructivism had posed innovative 

challenges to traditional epistemology and has had a profound effect on the 

understanding of the formulation and growth of knowledge. Cannella and Reiff  

(1994, p. 40) claimed that “individuals create or construct new understandings or 

knowledge through the interaction of what they already know and believe with the 

fresh ideas, events, and activities with which they come in contact.”  

Similarly, the process of teaching involves a process of learning to teach, 

which requires prolonged and sustained participation in the teaching practices of 

both becoming and being an L2 teacher (Johnson & Golombek, 2016). New input 

and years of teaching experience may affect teachers’ construction of the world in 

two specific ways. If they interpret the input to fit with their existing knowledge, 

then assimilation takes place. If they revise their knowledge to take the input into 

account, then accommodation is engaged (Piaget, 1967).  

These theories elucidate the process of teacher PCK construction and 

development. Teaching experiences progressively reinforce teachers’ perceptions 

and PCK, thus becoming increasingly central to their view of teaching and 

learning. According to a constructivist view of PCK, training interventions, e.g., a 

lecture on learning theory, peer observation, or classroom experience, are 

representations of teacher-learners’ autonomy in active construction. In other 

words, teachers make their own selections and decisions regarding whether the 

knowledge input from the various teaching and learning experiences will be 

incorporated into their representations of the teaching world. Change occurs as 

new information is accommodated, confirmed, or challenged through personal 

interactions with prior knowledge, the environment, and other people (Richardson, 



 

47 
 

1997; Roberts, 1998; Steffe & Gale, 2001). If there is a match between existing 

and new information, the meaning will be maintained as previously constructed; if 

there is a mismatch, existing representations will be revised to incorporate the 

new information, or new information will be filtered out. Central to the process is 

the individuals’ personal agency and evolutionary nature of meaning construction. 

EFL teachers actively construct and test their representations of teaching and then 

fit them into a personal framework. 

This construction process is much in line with Edwards’ notion of promoting 

“resourceful teaching for resourceful learning” (Edwards, 2010, p. 72), an 

educational stance that involves much more than the delivery of a curriculum or 

the acquisition of skills and includes the building of teacher agency through the 

strengthening of teachers’ knowledge of and ability to manipulate a repertoire of 

linguistic, cultural, pedagogical, and interactional resources that enable them to 

support productive student learning. Thus, L2 teacher or teaching expertise would 

be able to develop through what Johnson described as reasoning teaching defined 

as “the complex ways in which teachers conceptualize, construct explanations for, 

and respond to the social interactions and shared meanings that exist within and 

among teachers, students, and administrators, both inside and outside the 

classroom”(Johnson, 1999, p. 1). For instance, when discussing with colleagues 

about the diverse reasons for the rapid spread of coronavirus that started in 

December 2019 in Wuhan China, which is a hot topic in oral communication 

courses, teachers may modify their existing knowledge and construct a new 

understanding of the more comprehensive and objective causes and may better 

impart the concept of critical thinking to students.  

This tendency for change indicates the need to determine what constitutes 

teachers’ PCK to bring the implicit to the surface for explicit study. PCK is the 

knowledge that “teachers develop over time and through experience about how to 

teach particular content in particular ways to achieve enhanced student 

understanding” (Loughran et al., 2012, p. 9). The development of PCK emerges 

from engagement in teaching activities since the very nature of PCK is the 

interconnectedness of content, context, students, and pedagogical purpose. EFL 

teachers’ PCK is constructed through the interactive influences between new and 

prior experiences. For the purpose of this study, constructivism offers one of the 
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theoretical perspectives for understanding EFL teachers’ construction and 

development of their PCK.  

 

2.6 Chapter summary  

This chapter has reviewed the literature pertaining to PCK. As a concept that 

represents teacher professionalism and expertise, PCK has been examined in 

different subject disciplines, such as mathematics, natural sciences, social studies, 

and history. Nevertheless, it has not been sufficiently explored in the field of 

English language teaching (ELT), and most existing literature has focused on 

EFL/ESL reading and grammar. PCK pertaining to speaking instruction remains 

underrepresented.  

The above literature review has indicated two foci: the components and the 

development of PCK. Although researchers have proposed different frameworks 

and categorizations of PCK, Shulman’s PCK components, i.e., knowledge of 

learners’ difficulties and knowledge of instructional strategies (Shulman, 1986), 

are the basic elements of most frameworks. Despite some flaws, such as a lack of 

sufficient attention to teachers’ non-cognitive attributes, these frameworks do shed 

light on the frontline teachers’ classroom instruction. Research on EFL/ESL 

teachers’ PCK has indicated the characteristics of the language field. Moreover, 

such empirical studies have offered valuable information and have provided a 

foundation for exploring speaking instructors’ PCK and its structure.  

Research on the development of teachers’ PCK has mainly focused on the 

changes and sources of PCK both under natural conditions and in the context of 

interventions. In such cases, researchers have adopted various methods to measure 

PCK and its development. They have found that preservice educational courses, 

internship experiences, scaffolded reflection, group communication, subject 

knowledge, and class observations may affect teachers’ PCK. In this study, the 

teacher participants did not have systematic learning concerning the contents of 

the speaking-oriented courses, and they faced the challenge of developing their 

PCK. Exploring how the teachers mobilize their experiences and develop their 

PCK is an essential elucidation towards EFL teachers’ professional development. 

At the same time, a systematic study of speaking teachers’ PCK and its 

development is likely to enlighten other colleagues who are coordinating speaking 

courses or are going to teach speaking but have not yet been fully prepared.
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                      Chapter 3 Methodology 

 

This chapter aims to provide an overview of the methodological perspective 

of the study. It begins with the research questions. It then proposes justifications 

for the case study approach. Next, the chapter addresses the selection of 

participants. Two sampling strategies were used to identify five core participants 

and three peripheral participants. The five core participants are EFL teachers who 

fully participated in the study. They were interviewed, and their classrooms were 

observed in a full exploration of their PCK. The three peripheral participants are 

EFL teachers who partially participated in the study and were involved only in the 

interviews to address the third research question: what influences are exerted by 

EFL teachers’ PCK for teaching speaking on their professional development?  

This chapter then discusses the instruments and procedures for data 

collection. It presents the strategies used to collect data for different categories of 

PCK pertaining to speaking instruction. It subsequently elaborates on the data 

analysis procedures. Three phases of data analysis are expounded upon, and three 

validation strategies are adopted to ensure the reliability and validity of the study. 

This discussion explains that data analysis of the study entails an iterative, 

continuous, and spiraling process involving memoing, coding, thematic analysis, 

and interpretation, which occur almost simultaneously throughout the data 

analysis process. Finally, ethical issues are considered to ensure the participants’ 

mental wellbeing, confidentiality, and anonymity during the study. 

 

3.1 Research questions 

Because PCK has not been sufficiently explored in the field of ELT, 

especially from the perspective of speaking instruction at the tertiary level, this 

study explores Chinese university EFL teachers’ PCK for teaching English 

speaking. A qualitative case study was used to address the following research 

questions: (1) What are the components and characteristics of EFL teachers’ PCK 

for teaching speaking in Chinese universities? (2) How do EFL teachers develop 

their PCK for teaching speaking? (3) What influences are exerted by EFL teachers’ 

PCK for teaching speaking on their professional development? 

This study then proposes a PCK framework for speaking instruction based on 
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data analysis of teacher interviews, student interviews, classroom observations, 

and a collection of pertinent documents. 

 

3.2 Research Methods 

A case study is defined as “the intensive study of an aspect of behavior, 

either at one point in time or over a long period of time” (Richards et al., 2013, p. 

12). The case study method offers an opportunity to gain rich information that 

might not be observable with the employment of other research techniques. 

According to Merriam (1998), a qualitative case study approach allows for a 

thick description of the context and the particulars of a phenomenon. It is helpful 

in “gaining an in-depth understanding of the situation and meaning for those 

involved” (Merriam, 1998, p. 19). This approach suits the purpose of this study, 

which seeks to explore EFL teachers’ PCK for teaching speaking—a topic that 

calls for an in-depth inquiry. 

Compared with a single case study, the use of multiple cases can yield more 

robust conclusions (Yin, 2014). One advantage of studying cross-case or multiple 

cases is to “increase generalizability, reassuring the researchers that the events and 

processes in one well-described setting are not wholly idiosyncratic” (Miles et al., 

2020, p. 95). Examining the processes and outcomes across many cases help gain 

insights into how the individual cases are defined by current settings, and thus to 

develop more impressive descriptions and more efficacious interpretations. This 

means that the conclusions from one case should be compared and contrasted with 

the results from one or more other cases. Because PCK is not a single entity that is 

identical for all teachers of a given subject matter, a multiple case study is applied 

in this research, which allows the researcher to explore the phenomena in depth. 

According to Eisenhardt (1989), if all or most of the cases generate similar results, 

there is sufficient evidence and backing for the development of a preliminary 

assumption that depicts the phenomena. 

Thus, five EFL teachers are involved in this multiple case study, which 

includes an in-depth exploration of each teacher’s teaching trajectory, life story, 

reflections, and class observations. The components, content, and development of 

the five EFL teachers’ PCK are explored based on the analysis of rich data. 

Investigating how teachers mobilize their practical experiences and develop their 

own PCK can significantly contribute to teachers’ professional development. At 
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the same time, a systematic study of EFL teachers’ PCK for teaching speaking 

and its development can provide useful references for teachers who are 

undertaking speaking courses or who plan to teach speaking but are not fully 

prepared. The proposed PCK framework has a certain universality, and the 

findings can be disseminated among English-speaking instructors at Chinese 

universities and in other similar contexts.  

 

3.3 Selection of participants   

The selection of appropriate participants is crucial for case study researchers 

because it determines which data are collected and how the study results can be 

interpreted. Two sampling methods were employed for this study, specifically, 

purposeful sampling and convenience sampling. 

Purposeful sampling refers to “the selection of participants or sources of 

data to be used in a study, based on their anticipated richness and relevance of 

information in relation to the study’s research questions” (Yin, 2014, p. 311). The 

criteria used in purposeful sampling address “whether the chosen participants and 

sites are information-rich” (Patton, 1990, p. 169). The purpose of this type of 

sampling in this study is to help us understand the central phenomenon of 

exploring EFL teachers’ PCK. Convenience sampling is a type of nonprobability 

sampling in which “participants are selected from a targeted population based on 

easy accessibility, geographical proximity, availability at a given time, or 

willingness to participate in a study” (Dörnyei, 2007, p. 99). In this study, three 

of the five core participants were selected through purposeful sampling, and the 

other two core participants were recruited through convenience sampling due to 

the researcher’s limited access to social resources.  

The sampling procedures are as follows. In phase one, I interviewed ten 

EFL-speaking instructors about the course setting and their willingness to 

participate in the research. They were either recommended by their department 

heads or were chosen because of the researcher’s convenient access to the 

research sites. In phase two, I chose five of the ten EFL-speaking instructors as 

core research participants and conducted the first-round interviews. These five 

EFL teachers demonstrated a keen interest in the research together with 

diversified characteristics concerning the courses they were instructing and 

students’ levels. Maximum variation sampling was adopted to present more 
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diverse and distinct characteristics of individuals and cases (Miles et al., 2020). 

Previous PCK literature has shown that teachers’ beliefs, attitudes, dispositions, 

practical experiences, educational backgrounds, and reflections can influence 

teachers’ PCK (Feng, 2018; Guo, 2019). These factors were taken as criteria in 

case selections. Based on the above characteristics, I expanded the sampling 

criteria are as follows (see Table 3.1 below): 

Table 3.1  

Selection criteria for participants 

  EFL speaking instructors possessed diverse backgrounds (nationality, 

prior education, amounts of teaching and research experience, different 

tiers of universities); 

  They held divergent beliefs and attitudes towards speaking instruction; 

  Their professional knowledge and skills in speaking instruction exhibited 

diverse characteristics; 

  They taught different types of speaking courses (oral communication, 

public speaking, or English debate); 

  They taught students with different proficiency levels (advanced students, 

lower-achieving students); 

  They demonstrated different levels of experience in teaching speaking for 

students in English or non-English majors; 

  Balanced gender distribution was considered; 

  They participated in the research on their own volition 

 

In this study, Darlene, Ms. Si, and Ms. Wei were recommended by their 

department deans because they were experienced and outstanding teachers. As 

English majors with master’s degrees in relevant fields, they had more than five 

years of teaching experience, and they had either won prizes or ranked very high 

in student evaluations. These factors serve as key indicators demonstrating the 

participants’ teaching competency and provide an accurate impression of their 

teaching and PCK. 

Alex and Mr. Xue were selected with the help of my postgraduate alumni 

working in other universities. Although they did not possess as much teaching 

experience as the others, they were invited to participate in the study because of 



 

53 
 

their unique background and experiences. Alex was a native English speaker with 

rich experience in teaching oral communication in universities in China. Mr. Xue 

was the first and only instructor teaching public speaking at the university, and he 

was pursuing a Ph.D. degree in English Translation at a Tier 1 university in 

China. The educational backgrounds and work experience of these participants 

were expected to shape their PCK in different ways. 

In addition to the five core participants, I interviewed three other 

EFL-speaking instructors. Due to geographical limitations and their availabilities 

within the given timeframe, I could not observe their classes; however, the 

interview data were analyzed to address the third research question: what 

influences are exerted by EFL teachers’ PCK for teaching speaking on their 

professional development? 

In addition, other qualities of the participants, such as their availability of 

time, willingness to participate, and ability to communicate in a clear, expressive, 

and reflective manner (Dörnyei, 2007), were considered.  

Five EFL teachers who taught different levels of speaking courses were the 

key informants. They came from different tiers of universities in Beijing, 

mainland China. There are two reasons for choosing Beijing as the research site. 

First, Beijing has 122 government-funded universities of different tiers. This 

situation can provide a large number of samples and diversified and distinct cases 

for in-depth exploration, thereby offering interesting and meaningful implications 

for frontline teachers and teacher educators. Second, I studied and worked in 

Beijing for nearly 20 years, and this long learning and working experience was 

expected to facilitate the study in terms of data collection and research 

cooperation. 

Tier 1 universities refer to key universities in mainland China such as 

“double first-class” universities and universities with “first-class disciplines.” 

These projects were initiated in December 2017 by the Ministry of Education of 

the People’s Republic of China with the aim of raising the research standards of 

high-level universities and cultivating strategies for socio-economic development. 

In Beijing, 8 universities are included in the “double first-class” list, and 23 

universities include “first-class disciplines” (Ministry of Education, 2017). Tier 2 

and Tier 3 universities refer to average universities in mainland China. Only after 

Tier 1 universities complete their enrollment of the highest-achieving students do 
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Tier 2 and Tier 3 universities begin to admit students successively based on 

students’ choices and grades on the National College Entrance Examination (Jia 

& Meng, 2018). 

Both novice and veteran participants were included to allow in-depth 

comparisons among teachers with different experience levels. In this study, 

teachers who had more than six years of teaching experience are labeled as 

experienced teachers. Lian (2004) distinguished between novice teachers and 

veteran teachers in terms of years of teaching experience. The former ranges 

from 0 to 5 years, and the latter entails more than 6 years of teaching experience. 

I contacted possible informants through email or WeChat messages. Among the 

five core participants, two were native English-speaking teachers who taught oral 

communication courses (one experienced teacher and one less experienced 

teacher), two were local teachers who taught public speaking courses (one 

experienced teacher and one less experienced teacher), and one was an 

experienced local teacher who taught an English debate course. Thus, the 

findings related to EFL teachers’ PCK are expected to be diverse and 

enlightening. The challenges of teaching speaking require these teachers to 

continually reconfigure their knowledge and thereby provide possibilities for 

researchers to observe the formation and evolution of the teachers’ PCK. 

 

3.4 Biographical information of the participants 

This section briefly introduces the background information on the five core 

participants and three peripheral participants. The basic background information 

of the key participants in the study is provided in the following table (see Table 

3.2). For purposes of confidentiality, the names of the participants are all 

pseudonyms. 

Table 3.2 

Biographical information of the key participants 

Name of the 

teacher 

(pseudonyms) 

Darlene Alex Mr. Xue Ms. Si Ms. Wei 

Gender Female Male Male Female Female 

Ranking of the 

university at 

which the 

Tier 2 Tier 2 Tier 3 Tier 1 Tier 2 
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teacher works 

Years of 

teaching 

experience 

12 5 7 25 17 

Years of 

teaching 

speaking-orien

ted courses 

12 5 4 7 9 

Location Beijing Beijing Beijing Beijing Beijing 

Educational 

background 

Master’s 

degree in 

ESL  

Master’s 

degree in 

International 

Relations 

Currently 

pursuing a 

Ph.D. in 

English 

Translation 

Master’s 

degree in 

English 

Language 

and 

Literature  

Master’s 

degree in 

English 

Language 

and 

Literature 

Teaching 

courses 

Oral 

Communi- 

cation 

Oral 

Communi- 

cation 

Public 

Speaking 

Public 

Speaking 

English 

Debate 

Target students Year Two 

English 

majors 

Year Two 

non-English 

majors 

Year One 

non-English 

majors 

Year Three 

English 

majors 

Year Three 

English 

majors 

Darlene and Alex were two native English-speaking instructors. In the 

mainland context, oral communication at the tertiary level is an oral English 

course usually taught by native English teachers; thus, the two participants came 

from foreign countries. Mr. Xue, Ms. Si, and Ms. Wei were Chinese teachers 

whose three surnames combine as “Xue Si Wei,” which means “learning to think.” 

In the mainland context, public speaking and English debate courses are 

generally taught by Chinese EFL teachers, which is why the three participants 

were chosen from among local teachers. 

3.4.1 Five core participants 

Darlene was an American English teacher who taught the course oral 

communication. She obtained a master’s degree at an eastern university in the 

U.S. Students liked her very much and provided high teacher evaluations for her 

teaching. She mainly taught freshmen and sophomore students. Occasionally, she 

taught reading, writing, and American history to graduate students. She enjoyed 

teaching oral communications because of the opportunity to perform fun 

activities in the class. By the end of the interview period, Darlene had been 

teaching oral communication for twelve years. 
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Alex was a young British teacher with many aspirations. He obtained a 

master’s degree at a southwestern university in the U.K. He had taught in many 

different countries and had taught in two Tier 2 universities in China for a total of 

five years. He mainly taught oral English, reading, and writing courses to 

undergraduates and postgraduates. He preferred to teach undergraduates because 

they “have more new ideas.” Although students did not rate him highly, he 

maintained his dream of “cultivating independent thinkers.” By the end of the 

interview period, Alex had been teaching oral communication for five years. 

Mr. Xue was a young Chinese teacher at a Tier 3 university in China with a 

total of seven years of teaching experience. He graduated from a Tier 1 university 

in China and was pursuing a Ph.D. He was the only teacher who taught a public 

speaking course at his university, and he had an appreciation for famous speeches. 

Mr. Xue mainly taught non-English-major undergraduates. By the end of the 

interview period, Mr. Xue had been teaching public speaking for four years. 

Ms. Si was a Chinese EFL teacher in a Tier 1 university in mainland China 

with 25 years of teaching experience. She obtained her master’s degree at a Tier 

1 university in China. She had rich experience tutoring students for speech 

contests, and her students generally performed well. She began instructing a 

public speaking course in 2008, and she mainly taught first-year and second-year 

English majors. By the end of the interview period, Ms. Si had been teaching 

public speaking for nine years. 

Ms. Wei was a Chinese EFL teacher at a Tier 2 university in China with 17 

years of teaching experience. She obtained a master’s degree from a Tier 1 

university in China. She began teaching an English Debate course in 2010. She 

mainly taught junior-year English majors. By the end of the interview period, she 

had been teaching English Debate for nine years. 

3.4.2 The other three participants 

During the data collection phase, I also contacted three other experienced 

EFL speaking instructors, Victor, Ms. Liu, and Mr. Huang, for addressing the 

third research question with interviews. Owing to the fact that PCK’s influences 

on teachers’ professional development can only be explored by interviews or 

reflection journals. The involvement of more teacher participants is to examine 

this issue more thoroughly and systematically. The reason why they had not been 

fully explored is also due to the geographical limitations and their availabilities 
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within the given timeframe. Victor was a native Canadian EFL instructor 

teaching oral communication in a Tier 2 university. Ms. Liu taught public 

speaking in a Tier 1 university, and Mr. Huang taught English debate in a Tier 2 

university. The two Chinese teachers both tutored students for speech or debate 

contests and participated in seminars organized by the FLTRP in Beijing. The 

three teachers all demonstrated keen interest and motivation to participate in this 

research. 

 

3.5 Instruments and procedures 

    To ensure data validity, most researchers use multiple methods to describe 

and illustrate teachers’ PCK, such as interviews, concept mapping, case studies, 

classroom observations, and journal writing; they then triangulate the data 

(Baxter & Lederman, 1999). In this multiple case study, the data were collected 

through multiple methods: interviews with the teachers, interviews with the 

teachers’ students, classroom observations, and review of a collection of pertinent 

documents such as course syllabuses, teaching plans, evaluation forms, and 

reflection journals. The main instruments were teacher interviews and classroom 

observations. The data collected through other methods were used to triangulate 

the exploration. The table below (see Table 3.3) represents the relationship 

among the multiple methods of data collection, which are interrelated and 

interdependent. 

Table 3.3 

Multiple methods of collecting qualitative data 

Main 

instruments of 

data collection 

Teacher 

interviews 

Classroom 

observations 

Student interviews 

Supplementary 

documentary 

data 

Course 

syllabuses 

(through which 

teachers’ content 

knowledge was 

extracted) 

Teaching plans 

(through which 

teachers’ knowledge 

of curriculum and 

pedagogy was 

extracted) 

Reflection journals, 

evaluation forms 

(through which 

teachers’ knowledge 

of students and 

assessment was 

extracted) 
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The data collection period spanned one year and eight months, lasting from 

May 2018 to December 2019. The data collection process was carried out over 

three phases. In phase one, with the teacher participants’ agreement, I observed 

the five teachers’ classes three to five times and held formal or informal 

interviews with them before or after class. In phase two, I conducted student 

interviews. I interviewed two to three students from each teacher’s class. In phase 

three, I identified missing information and contacted those teachers through 

email or WeChat to complement the data and obtain new understandings. 

In the study, I conducted classroom observations for a total of 36 hours, 

formal teacher interviews for 12 hours, and student interviews for 2 hours and 40 

minutes. Due to the restricted research timeframe (summer break), participants’ 

availability, willingness, and accessibility to the research sites, variations exist in 

the data collected from each participant (see Table 3.4 below). In the following 

section, I will thoroughly introduce the instruments of the data collection. 

Table 3.4  

An overview of the data collection process 

Teacher  Classroom 

observation 

Formal 

interviews 

Documents Student 

interviews 

Darlene Three times 

(6 hours) 

Three times 

(122 

minutes) 

Teaching plans, 

teaching materials, 

evaluation forms, 

reflection journal  

Two students 

(42 minutes) 

Alex Three times 

(6 hours) 

Three times 

(136 

minutes) 

Syllabuses, teaching 

materials, reflection 

journal 

Three 

students (30 

minutes) 

Mr. Xue Three times 

(6 hours) 

Three times 

(125 

minutes) 

Research papers, 

teaching plans, 

reflection journal 

Two students  

(25 minutes) 

Ms. Si Four times 

(8 hours) 

Three times 

(150 

minutes) 

Curriculum, research 

papers, reflection 

journal 

Two students 

(28 minutes) 

Ms. Wei Five times 

(10 hours) 

Four times 

(187 

minutes) 

Curriculum, teaching 

plans, students’ 

assignments,  

evaluation forms, 

Three 

students (35 

minutes) 
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reflection journal 

3.5.1 Interviews 

Semi-structured interviews were applied in this study. A semi-structured 

interview is designed to obtain responses from persons regarding a particular 

situation or phenomenon they have experienced. It employs a relatively detailed 

interview guide or schedule when there is a lack of information or data from 

individuals or groups (Richards & Morse, 2013). Semi-structured interviews can 

allow for the adjustment of questions and can enable the interviewer to listen to 

interviewees’ statements and engage in real-time exchanges as the interviewees 

reflect on their critical experiences. 

In this study, each teacher participant was interviewed three to four times for 

approximately 40 minutes each time. The interviews were conducted mainly in 

English, except for the case of one Chinese participant, who preferred to be 

interviewed in Chinese. All interviews were recorded with an audio-recorder at 

universities in Beijing. The interviews were conducted individually with the 

participating teachers to elicit their perceptions of PCK. After the five 

participants agreed to participate in the study, I conducted interviews that covered 

teachers’ English learning experiences, reflections on speaking instruction, and 

the influences of speaking instruction on their professional development. The 

primary purposes of the teacher interviews included (1) probing the 

beliefs/philosophies behind classroom activities from the perspective of PCK and 

(2) investigating the development and paths of PCK. A set of interview 

guidelines (see Appendix 1) was used in the interviews. The interview questions 

were designed based on the three research questions, and I incorporated 

references from previous PCK studies (Hu, 2013; Feng, 2018; Mo & Luo, 2019). 

I developed a trial for the interview questions in the pilot study in May 2018, and 

I modified some questions based on those interactions to include their concerns 

about the educational context and course evaluations. For example, in the pilot 

study, I did not pay particular attention to the university context. After discerning 

that some teachers frequently mentioned influences from the university, I then 

added one question to the set, i.e., “Do the university context and colleagues 

exert any influences on your teaching? If so, what influences are they?” In the 

main-round of data collection, the teachers had been informed that a retrospective 

interview would take place that involved a dynamic interaction with events and 
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episodes presented in videos. In addition to following the interview protocol, I 

improvised questions based upon the interviewees’ responses. 

I also conducted student interviews to obtain a better understanding of the 

instructors’ teaching effectiveness. I randomly selected two to three students from 

each class and interviewed them for approximately 30 minutes in Chinese, and 

later translated and transcribed those interviews for data analysis. The topics we 

discussed included the students’ preferred classroom activities, learning 

difficulties in the speaking class, learning achievements, and suggestions for the 

teachers. 

3.5.2 Classroom observations 

In addition to the teacher and student interviews, each of the participating 

teachers’ classroom teaching was observed and simultaneously videotaped. After 

obtaining consent from each teacher, I sat in each of the classes and took field 

notes, which were used as a resource for interviews after the class observations. 

The classroom observations included (1) teachers’ introduction of the main 

content for that period of class, (2) teaching procedures, (3) teaching practices 

and instructional strategies, (4) the teaching content on which the instructors 

focused, (5) teaching activities, (6) teacher evaluations of students’ performance 

during the teaching activities, and (7) assignments. Through the observations, I 

made inferences about the teaching objectives that the teacher had established for 

the course, the instructional strategies applied by the teacher, how the teacher 

addressed the students’ difficulties or misunderstandings, the type of content the 

teacher emphasized, and how the teacher evaluated the students. 

3.5.3 Supplementary documentary data 

Strauss and Corbin (1998) considered qualitative data to be a type of 

nontechnical data. This data type includes instructors’ course curricula, 

syllabuses, teaching materials, and reflection journals. For this study, I also 

collected a set of online documents, including student performance records and 

some supplementary exercises. A review of these materials contributed to 

addressing the proposed research questions. For instance, student performance 

records could be used to examine their learning outcomes and how the teacher 

implemented assessments. The following table (see Table 3.5) presents the 

relationship between the research instruments and research questions. 
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Table 3.5  

Relationship between research instruments and research questions 

Research questions Instruments to address the 

respective research questions  

RQ1: What are the components and nature of 

EFL teachers’ PCK for teaching speaking in 

Chinese universities? 

Interviews, classroom 

observations, reflection journals, 

course syllabuses, teaching 

plans, evaluation forms  

RQ2: How do EFL teachers develop their PCK 

for teaching speaking? 

Interviews, reflection journals, 

classroom observations 

RQ3: What influences are exerted by EFL 

teachers’ PCK for teaching speaking on their 

professional development? 

Interviews, reflection journals 

Abbreviations: Interview (I); classroom observations (O); Reflection journals (R); 

Course syllabuses (S); Teaching materials (M) 

 

3.6 Data analysis of the study 

The sorting and analysis of collected data is a process with distinct 

features that are “mutual[ly] influencing, overlapping and synchronistic” (Chen, 

2000, p. 271). Data analysis in qualitative research is a continuous and spiral 

process, and the researcher engages in the process of moving in an analytical 

circle rather than following a fixed linear approach. For this study, the data 

analysis procedures consisted of four stages: memoing, coding, thematic 

analysis, and interpretation. 

Five steps were followed: producing a text for analysis, establishing 

appropriate categories based on coding, distinguishing themes and tendencies 

in the data, condensing the themes, and depicting the themes in depth (Chang 

et al., 2016). 

In this study, the collected data were first marked with serial numbers for 

reference. For example, Darlene-I-1-21 May 2019 refers to the first interview 

with Darlene on May 21, 2019; Xue-R-2 refers to Mr. Xue’s second reflection 

journal; Wei-O-1-June 8, 2018 refers to the classroom observation of Ms. Wei’s 

class for the first time; and Wei-S refers to Ms. Wei’s teaching syllabus.  
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3.6.1 Three phases of data analysis 

 Based on the collected data, I analyzed the five EFL teachers’ PCK for 

teaching speaking. The following were the three phases of data analysis. 

(1) Phase one: Analyze the data during collection  

After each interview, I transcribed the recording and wrote memos on my 

reflections of the interview. I carefully read the data and identified the data 

representing the characteristics of speaking instruction and then conducted 

primary coding. I recorded the problems with the interviews in writing and 

attempted to obtain more data in the next interview. During classroom 

observations, I wrote down my questions related to the teaching process and 

invited the instructors to further clarify these issues after class. 

After the classroom observations, I sorted the field notes, transcribed the 

videotaped teaching excerpts, and added them to the memos. 

(2) Phase two: Analyze the data from each case based on coding 

All data on individual cases were stored in an individual corpus. After the 

data collection was complete, I manually analyzed the data. Interview excerpts 

and classroom observation notes served as the primary qualitative data for 

analysis, and other documentary materials were used as supplementary data. 

Based on the research questions, the data were coded into three categories: 

components of PCK (RQ1), development of PCK (RQ2), and teacher 

development related to PCK (RQ3). 

Because both semi-structured interviews and classroom observations 

were applied in the study, some interesting findings were obtained after the 

analysis of the teachers’ focus in their teaching. I further developed 

subcategories based on a category analysis. I then established a relationship 

among the categories, which led to the establishment of the final framework of 

each teacher’s PCK. 

(3) Phase three: Establish a framework for PCK 

After the category analysis of each teacher’s data, I made comparisons 

among the different cases and integrated their PCK. I also proposed a 

framework for EFL teachers’ PCK for teaching speaking. When the data were 

categorized, some components and features of PCK became salient, thus 

facilitating the establishment of the categories and subcategories of PCK. 
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3.6.2 Four methods adopted for the data analysis 

In the following section, I will elaborate on the four methods adopted for 

the data analysis, specifically, memoing, coding, thematic analysis, and 

interpretation.  

3.6.2.1 Memoing 

Memoing refers to the researcher’s writing of notes to expatiate ideas 

about the data and the coded categories throughout the research process 

(Creswell & Guetterman, 2019). Writing memos has many benefits, and it is 

central to a qualitative study. The most important contribution of this technique 

is the initiation and maintenance of a high level of productivity for the 

researcher (Birks et al., 2008). 

In this study, writing memos served as the initial mode of data analysis for 

developing categories and subcategories after I transcribed the verbal data from 

each interview. Memoing facilitated the exploration of the crucial clues that 

were absent from the audio- and video-recorded data, and much of the 

memo-writing was concerned with comparisons between particular aspects of 

the participants’ PCK. 

The following is an example (see Table 3.6) of an analytical memo based 

on classroom observations with regard to Ms. Wei’s adoption of case analysis 

in teaching English debate. In the memo, three steps were described for making 

a guided case analysis, i.e., restating the other side’s argument, explicating 

disagreement with the other side’s argument, and providing support for 

refutation. The guided case analysis serves as one typical strategy in EFL 

speaking instructors’ knowledge of pedagogy.  

Table 3.6  

An analytical memo 

Date: 

7 June 2019 

Time: 

8:00-9:50 a.m. 

Teacher: 

Ms. Wei 

Place: 

University campus 

Incident: Ms. Wei analyzed Liu Xin’s script to inform students about the steps in 

making an effective refutation.  

Description: Ms. Wei guided students to follow the steps of “restating the other 

side’s argument,” “explicating disagreement with the other side’s argument,” and 
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“providing support for refutation.” 

Analysis: By restating Regan’s argument that “Trish Regan branded the U.S. trade 

imbalance with China as a weapon that the U.S. must choose against China. Regan 

three times blamed the Chinese for stealing billions from the Americans,” we get to 

know what points cannot be justified and need to be refuted. By explicating 

disagreement with Regan’s argument that “it is all emotion and accusation 

supported with little substance,” we get to know that Regan’s argument lacks 

evidence. By providing support for the refutation that “those are only their 

estimates, yet to be verified independently, she misidentifies this figure,” we 

understand how Liu gradually established her credibility by “pinpointing 

misinterpretation of evidence,” “challenging the definition of theft,” “blaming 

uncivil language/fallacy of ad hominem” and “referring to China’s controlled 

manner and decency in the trade war versus U.S. hegemony and hostility against 

China.”  

 

3.6.2.2 Coding 

Coding is an inductive process of narrowing data into a few themes 

(Creswell & Guetterman, 2019). It is never conducted using a linear approach 

but rather requires a continuous and iterative process that involves repeatedly 

revising, deleting, and redefining the meanings assigned to the code. Two types 

of coding were adopted in this study: within-case coding analysis and 

cross-case coding analysis.  

The within-case coding of Ms. Wei’s data on the components of her PCK 

is presented in the table below as an example (see Table 3.7). Based on the 

analysis of three-level codings, the different knowledge categories were 

established in the final PCK framework, which includes curriculum, language, 

pedagogy, learner challenges, evaluation, and educational context.  

Table 3.7 

Coding of Ms. Wei’s data (English Debate)



 

65 
 

Primary coding Level 2 coding Level 3 coding 

Thinking-oriented, intercultural competence, critical thinking competence, collaborative competence, a new generation of talent 

For example, Ms. Wei mentioned that “debate education aims to cultivate better thinkers and communicators.” 
Teaching objectives 

(holistic education)  

Curriculum 

Combining several textbooks (Debating in English, Thinking critically in English), debate concepts/principles, online materials 

For example, Ms. Wei believed that “the two textbooks were inadequate,” and therefore, she searched online, especially for topics 
that were currently being hotly contested.  

Course content  

communicative competence, logic, structure, coherence; identifying logical fallacies, providing more debate opportunities, 

writing debate scripts  

For example, Ms. Wei mentioned that “it was the appeal of logic that attracts most students.” 

The underlying system of 

language, language 

learning strategies  

Language 

Guided case analysis, choosing thought-provoking topics, thinking training, identifying logical fallacies, doing motion 

breakdown, Socratic dialogues1, writing reflection journals  

For example, Ms. Wei modified her way of undertaking activities by “organizing students into one-on-one debates, and then 
two-on-two, and finally four-on-four debates.” In this way, she sought to provide many debating opportunities to the students to 

train their thinking. She also led students to perform motion breakdown because it “involved a high level of critical thinking.” 

Scaffolded teaching 

activities  

Pedagogy 

Examples, analogies, diagrams 

For example, she claimed that “if you have difficulty expressing your ideas, use an example.” She also used an example to 
explain the concept of “motion” in class.  

Direct representations  

Using analytical language, seize students’ attention, good pronunciation  

For example, Ms. Wei always used analytical language in her instruction, “this motion would be unfair if it limited the debate to 
a country where cloning has already been illegal.” 

Meta- 

representations  

Learner 

challenges 

Lack of critical thinking, not effective in making refutations, understanding concepts, speaker roles, defining motions, logical 

fallacies, constructing arguments, summarizing information, poor listening skills, lack of sincerity, lack of general knowledge    

For example, Ms. Wei claimed that “students did not know a systemic way of thinking, especially when it comes to persuading 

and refuting others.” Deeming a lack of critical thinking as students’ biggest problem, Ms. Wei sought to adopt diverse strategies.  

Subject-specific 

difficulties  

Debate equals arguing; debate aims at winning  

For example, some students in Ms. Wei’s class mentioned that “debating was for the purpose of making arguments or winning.” 
Misconceptions  

Two BP debates, peer evaluation, teacher evaluation, oral feedback, written feedback, positive/negative comments, logic 

For example, a student in Ms. Wei’s class mentioned that “Ms. Wei gave us some standards for evaluation, such as role 

fulfillment, matter, and manner.” Ms. Wei intentionally developed students’ understanding of the quality of the debate. In addition, 
she frequently mentioned that “I focus on logic problems, and I never correct grammatical mistakes.” 

Evaluation methods Evaluation 

Feeling lonely, receiving support from the dean, time-consuming, volunteer work, no financial incentive, no curricular guidance, 

no opportunity to pursue a higher degree  

For example, Ms. Wei said, “I travel with the students and spend three hectic days, and I did not get any financial support from 

the university.” Being a coach was really time-consuming. Unfortunately, the university was unwilling to make any change. This 
hindered EFL teachers’ motivation for reform and further development.  

Teacher workload, 

autonomy, support at the 

school level  

 

Educational 

context  

                                                             
1 A Socratic dialogue is a philosophical group dialogue in which the participants guided by a facilitator and several ground rules strive to reach a consensus in answering a 

fundamental question based on a real-life example or incident to achieve new insights (Saran & Neisser, 2004; Brune & Krohn, 2005).  
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3.6.2.3 Thematic analysis 

According to Braun and Clarke (2006, p. 6), thematic analysis refers to “a 

method for identifying, analyzing, and reporting patterns (themes) within data” 

and involves several key steps such as searching for themes, reviewing themes, 

defining themes, and naming themes. Thematic analysis is also referred to as 

thematic coding, developing categories, classifying codes into themes, and pattern 

matching. The following example (see Table 3.8) is a thematic analysis of learner 

challenges, which constitutes one critical component of the final PCK framework.  

Table 3.8 

Thematic analysis of learner challenges 

Theme described: Knowledge of learner challenges 

Theoretical 

categories 

Selective categories 

Subject-specific 

difficulties  

Understanding some concepts in the textbook or some concepts proposed by the speaking 

instructors, fear of speaking, choosing topics, lack of critical thinking 

For example, many students expressed their confusion in distinguishing terms, such as 

“motion of fact, value, and policy.” EFL learners generally experience “stage fright.” 

Students exhibited their lack of critical thinking in the following aspects: 

  Inability to differentiate among their poster designs in Darlene’s class; 

  Copying answers from Baidu Translation Service in Alex’s class; 

  Having difficulty in searching and integrating information in Mr. Xue’s class; 

  Inability to organize the main points and subpoints in Ms. Wei’s class;  

  Being easily led away by the other side’s opinions in a debate in Ms. Wei’s class 

Student 

misconceptions 

Course objectives, insufficient understanding of the learning methods 

  For example, students in Darlene’s class understood oral communication merely 

as “a means of repetition;” (learning methods) 

  students in Alex’s class expected the teacher to “give them a correct answer, and 

that answer was the goal;” (learning methods) 

  students in Mr. Xue’s class thought “public speaking resembles performing 

magic, whereby they could suddenly change people’s attitudes and perceptions;” 

(course objectives) 

  students in Ms. Si’s class “preferred using flashy language to focus on ideas, or 

they told stories without summarizing the main points;” (learning methods) 

  students in Ms. Wei’s class thought that “debating was for the purpose of making 

arguments or winning.” (course objectives) 
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3.6.2.4 Interpretation 

Interpretation is another challenging task that is central to qualitative data 

analysis because it offers an understanding or explanation of the meanings 

underlying the codes, categories, and thematic structure. Analyzing and 

interpreting the data involves “summarizing the data, representing the data in 

tables, figures, and pictures, drawing inferences and forming conclusions in words 

to provide answers to research questions” (Creswell & Guetterman, 2019, p. 485). 

In this study, I identified the five teachers’ features of the curriculum. The 

five teachers all emphasized teaching objectives. Darlene focused on enhancing 

students’ life skills. Life skills are the “skills required for daily life in the 

community” (Dever, 1988, p. 7). These skills cover five primary aspects, 

including self-care and domestic living, recreation and leisure, social interaction, 

employment, and community participation (Clark et al. 1994). Alex focused on 

promoting students’ thinking skills and public speaking skills. Mr. Xue considered 

the speaking course to be a language skill-oriented course that aimed to improve 

students’ overall ability to use English. Ms. Si aimed to achieve the goal of 

holistic education. Ms. Wei highlighted the significance of cultivating public 

speakers and thinkers with a global vision. The teachers’ objectives contain 

distinctive features, as well as some overlap. Hence, I interpret their curricular 

knowledge as follows (see Figure 3.1), which can be categorized into cultivating 

life competency, thinking competency, conducting a skill-oriented course, and 

delivering a holistic education.  

Figure 3.1  

Interpretation of five EFL teachers’ features of curriculum 

 

3.6.3 Cross-case analysis 

One reason to conduct a cross-case analysis is to “enhance generalizability or 

transferability to other contexts” (Miles et al., 2020, p. 95). The relevance or 

curricular 
knowledge

life competency
thinking 

competency 
skill-oriented

holistic 
education
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applicability of the PCK findings can be transferred to other similar contexts, to 

transcend the particular cases for the purpose of comprehending the general 

situations. A more fundamental reason for cross-case analysis is to “deepen 

understanding and explanation by helping the researchers look for underlying 

similarities and constant associations, compare cases with different outcomes, and 

begin to form more general explanations” (Miles et al., 2020, p. 96). As an 

example, the comparative analysis would consist of looking at five EFL speaking 

instructors to observe the characteristics of their PCK and PCK development. 

Each teacher participant was interviewed, and their classes were observed to get 

his or her knowledge and beliefs about their curricular objectives, class 

arrangements, selected materials, understanding of the student challenges, and so 

on. These various and richly detailed perceptions would then be compared for 

analysis concerning PCK components and characteristics. The qualitative 

comparative analysis approach to synthesizing cases involves a technique that 

arranges cases in a “truth-table” by variable to analyze common outcomes or 

causes by using conjunctions such as “and,” “or,” and “not” (Khan & 

VanWynsberghe, 2008). Similarly, sufficient causes for PCK development are 

identified when examining the differences between the individual cases. 

 

3.7 Validation strategies 

In this study, I developed three validation strategies: prolonged engagement 

and persistent observation, triangulation of the data, and member checking. All of 

these research instruments serve to enhance the reliability and validity of the data 

analysis. Reliability in this study refers to “how consistently a method measures 

something” (Liu, 2005, p. 57), and such methods include using reflection journals, 

course syllabuses, and teaching plans. Validity refers to “how accurately a method 

measures that which it is intended to measure” (Liu, 2005, p. 57), and such 

methods include using interviews and classroom observations. 

First, prolonged engagement and persistent observation. Persistent use of 

interviews and observations enabled me to establish rapport with the participants, 

reflect on their teaching and learning experience, and develop a holistic picture of 

their situations. This method facilitated the researcher in developing a broad 

perspective on what they did and how they perceived their speaking instruction. It 

also provided abundant information for a thick description of cases, thus 
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facilitating the researcher’s understanding of the participants and their contexts, 

and increasing the transparency of the study. 

Second, triangulation of data. Qualitative researchers often achieve 

triangulation by collecting data from multiple sources, methods, investigators, and 

at different times to study the same phenomenon (Flick, 2007; Denzi & Lincoln, 

2018). As shown in the above sections, the study adopted different strategies to 

collect data that generate a large number of verbal and visual data for analysis. 

For example, when investigating the five teachers’ knowledge of pedagogy, I first 

conducted the semi-structured interviews. By taking advantage of the initial 

analysis from the interview, I developed concept maps of their various 

instructional strategies and sought confirmations from their perspectives through a 

follow-up interview. When moving to classroom observations, I found that may of 

their practices (e.g., activities, scaffolded strategies in their teaching) supported 

their knowledge of pedagogy.  

Third, member checking. In my study, in addition to performing prolonged 

and persistent observation of the participants’ classes and using thick descriptions 

of cases, member checking is also used in the data analysis, which refers to the 

technique of confirming the researcher’s descriptions, explanations, and 

interpretations from the perspective of participants. Miles et al. (2020) conceived 

it as the most critical technique to establish credibility. The process was 

concerned with sending the researcher’s analysis, interpretations, and conclusions 

back to the participants to check the accuracy or credibility of the narratives or 

accounts (Creswell, 2014). In my study, the transcribed texts from the five 

interviews were emailed to participants for confirmation. It offered opportunities 

for them to review the key points in the interviews, and they felt free to comment 

on specific details or supplemented some information that was absent from the 

interviews. For instance, in checking the interview scripts, Ms. Si emphasized that 

conducting research was one critical approach to expediting her professional 

development, and Ms. Wei highlighted peer assessment in course evaluations. I 

then highlighted these aspects for further analysis. These validation strategies 

enabled me to examine the participants’ knowledge in different domains in a more 

systematic and holistic manner.  
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3.8 Reflection as a researcher 

Accurate positioning is critical for qualitative researchers. Researchers 

should be conscious not only of how their experience is linked to the phenomena 

being studied but also how their experience and knowledge shape their 

interpretation, findings, and the conclusions drawn from the study (Creswell & 

Guetterman, 2019). In this sense, accurate positioning entails self-reflection as a 

researcher in terms of understanding and interpreting the data. 

As the only researcher for the study, my qualifications and teaching contexts 

were, in many ways, similar to those of the participants. After obtaining my MA 

degree in applied linguistics from a Tier 1 university in mainland China, I taught 

general English courses to non-English majors at a Tier 2 university. I taught 

university students, the majority of whom came from Beijing. However, I had 

never taught the three types of speaking-oriented courses, which inspired me to 

explore the EFL teachers’ PCK in a relatively objective manner. Because of this 

background, I can guard against subjectivity in analyzing and interpreting the data. 

In addition, I lived and studied outside of mainland China for three years during 

my doctoral studies. To some degree, I am an outsider with a certain distance 

from the participants while still feeling connected to them. Thus, my university 

background and teaching experience enabled me to obtain an in-depth 

understanding of the educational practices and sociocultural contexts in which the 

participants worked, while my knowledge and reflections enabled me to study 

their PCK from a new perspective. 

The relationship between the researcher and the participants also directly 

influences the data collection process. Before data collection, I knew only one 

teacher who taught English Debate. Seeking experienced speaking instructors was 

challenging for me, and it seemed even more difficult to find up to eight 

appropriate participants. My position as an English lecturer with experience as a 

visiting scholar to the U.S. brought me closer to the participants. I attempted to 

establish rapport with all participating teachers with sincerity and a strong 

motivation to learn. 

All research participants joined the study on their own volition, and they 

demonstrated a cooperative spirit. Classroom observation exerted psychological 

pressure on EFL teachers. For example, Ms. Wei usually does not allow 

colleagues to attend her class during her usual teaching. Nevertheless, she allowed 
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me to observe her classes five times. Feeling indebted to the participants for 

occupying their time because they all lead busy lives, I tried my best to repay their 

kindness and assistance. Mr. Xue was also pursuing a Ph.D. degree, and I shared 

some literature with him. I also sent some books related to Ms. Wei’s and Mr. 

Xue’s research interests, i.e., American literature and corpus linguistics. This 

rapport enabled me to collect in-depth data related to the instructors’ PCK. 

 

3.9 Ethical considerations 

Researchers must be especially sensitive to ethics at particular times when 

conducting research (Creswell & Guetterman, 2019). I maintained the ethical 

principles of respecting, understanding, and trusting all research participants. 

After obtaining permission from the participating teachers, I gave each of them 

an informed-consent statement (see Appendix 2) and promised that all data 

would be used only for the purpose of research by ensuring confidentiality. When 

entering the classroom, I sat in the back and tried not to interfere with the 

teachers’ instruction and the students’ learning. The names of the locations, 

universities, and participants are all pseudonyms. Furthermore, before conducting 

the main-round interviews and class observations, I obtained ethical approval 

from the University Research Ethics Committee on 15 April 2019. 

 

3.10 Chapter summary 

This chapter provides an overview of the methodological perspective of the 

study. A qualitative case study was applied that spans one year and eight months. 

Five EFL-speaking instructors were the research participants in the study. The 

data were collected through teacher interviews, student interviews, classroom 

observations, and the collection of pertinent documents. Three validation 

strategies were employed to enhance the reliability and validity of the data 

collection. Memoing, coding, thematic analysis, and interpretation were used to 

analyze the data in depth over three consecutive phases. The aim of this chapter 

was to present a clear and transparent picture of the research procedures, which 

were iterative, continuous, and more complex than the summary presented in this 

chapter. This methodological discussion should provide solid ground for the 

implementation of this study in a well-defined and familiar manner with 

sufficient ethical considerations.
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        Chapter 4 Research Findings from the Case Studies 

 

This chapter presents the data regarding the components and characteristics 

of five university EFL teachers’ pedagogical content knowledge (PCK) for 

teaching speaking and their development of PCK. In addition to the introduction 

of each participant’s background, the presentation of each case comprises six parts, 

specifically, features of the curriculum, content knowledge and instructional 

strategies, the scaffolded teaching of speaking skills, course evaluation, 

educational context, and subject knowledge enhancement. At the end of each case, 

a summary of the components and development pertaining to PCK is provided.  

4.1 Darlene’s case 

Darlene’s background 

Darlene was an American English teacher in her early fifties. She came to 

Beijing in 2007 and has been a speaking instructor in a Tier 2 university ever 

since. Beijing is an international city, and she enjoyed her teaching because she 

“really appreciates the mindset of Chinese learners.” She obtained her bachelor’s 

degree in 1982 in agriculture and later received a master’s degree in ESL (English 

as a second language) after completing an online course from a university in 

America. Before coming to China, Darlene completed six units in TESOL 

(Teaching English to speakers of other languages). She mainly taught oral 

communication to freshmen and sophomore students. Occasionally, she taught 

reading, writing, or American history to graduate students. She enjoyed teaching 

oral communication best because of the opportunity to conduct fun activities in 

the class. As soon as she entered the classroom, she felt like she was “coming 

alive.” 

4.1.1 Features of the curriculum: cultivating better language learners and 

more capable citizens 

Darlene established both language and life skills as vital teaching objectives. 

She wanted to teach English majors essential life skills and expected them to 

make a living with adequate language and to become “more capable citizens.” 

Facilitating their students to develop life skills can keep teachers motivated in 

teaching and can help students understand how to deal with the challenges of 

everyday life, whether at school, at work or in their personal lives. 
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Life skills are the transferrable skills or competencies required for daily life 

in the community. If students want to become elite in this vigorous and driving 

world, they must become competent in both English language and essential life 

skills that can be transferred to their academic, professional, and social lives. 

Darlene intended to achieve many objectives by teaching life skills. 

 “Why can’t we hit many objectives at the same time? Why not give them a 

life skill while at the same time you are building students’ confidence, you are 

teaching vocabulary? Why not do all these things together? In that way, they can 

become a more capable person.” (Darlene-I-2-23 May 2019) 

Learning a language for the language’s sake was not Darlene’s expectation. 

She regarded topics such as “in the grocery store” or “at the airport” to be a waste 

of time because students would not benefit substantially from reading long 

vocabulary lists. Darlene’s students were English majors, and she wanted to link 

language teaching with their future work and to promote their life skills such as 

employability. 

“My focus is to present a life skill and link the teaching content with students’ 

future. By developing life skills, they may find new ways of thinking and learn how 

to solve real problems in life. Their language is their major, and they will use that 

major to support the rest of their career. Today’s employers are not just looking 

for academic success but employability skills as well.” (Darlene-I-1-16 May 2019) 

Darlene believed that mastering employability skills was not merely an 

option for students but an essential component of their learning. She worked 

diligently at the freshmen level to make the students feel more comfortable 

speaking, which was one of the primary objectives for the entire academic year. 

With Darlene’s inspiration, the students’ confidence improved, and they 

became less afraid of speaking. 

 “Darlene was the teacher who spoke to me in class so I would not feel alone. 

She taught me about tip culture and public speaking, and she also encouraged me 

to take more challenges. I became more confident after taking her course.”                  

(Student-I-1-24 May 2019) 

4.1.2 Content knowledge and instructional strategies 

Darlene conducted her classes mainly based on topics related to life skills 

and the cultures of different countries. She incorporated a variety of classroom 

activities to maintain students’ motivation in learning. Regarding herself as a 
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classroom facilitator and cultural demonstrator, Darlene employed hands-on 

demonstrations to promote students’ life competence, intercultural competence, 

and language competence. 

4.1.2.1 Teaching speaking based on life skill topics 

Orienting her instruction as “developing life competence, intercultural 

competence, and language competence,” Darlene intentionally chose exciting 

tasks during which students could practice speaking such as making sweets, 

making a resume, and designing a map, and she also selected engaging topics they 

could discuss, such as pet pee, school bullying, conflict management, and travel 

dilemmas. All of these topics were thought-provoking and associated with 

different cultures. At the same time, they all imparted some essential life skills. 

Darlene did not use a particular textbook for her teaching; she designed all 

the materials herself. Sometimes she referred to Mind Series published by 

Macmillan. On most occasions, she chose popular culture topics that were being 

heatedly discussed or out of personal interests. Darlene also attempted to 

incorporate an element of entertainment into her teaching to “maintain a balance 

between entertainment and educational content.” 

One student described his learning experiences as unprecedented before 

entering college: 

“Darlene brought new materials and content into the class almost every time, 

and she taught something new and exciting. Before entering college, we never had 

a course like this without a predesignated textbook. However, we learned a lot 

and became more confident about our speaking.” (Student-I-2-31 May 2019) 

4.1.2.2 Using hands-on demonstrations 

A critical characteristic of Darlene’s teaching was the employment of 

hands-on demonstrations, which represented Darlene’s teaching philosophy of 

“learning by doing.” 

During the classroom observation, Darlene attempted to introduce American 

measurement systems by making sweets. She brought a set of measuring tools and 

an electric cooker to the class and highlighted the differences between American 

and Chinese measurements, with the former being more precise. “There does exist 

cultural differences. The Chinese way of cooking is more casual and 

experience-based, whereas the American way of cooking is more precise and 

accurate” (Darlene-O-2-23 May 2019). Darlene then drew a table on the 
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blackboard to show a recipe for making sweets and explained the meanings of the 

symbols. The following table demonstrates the corresponding meanings of the 

symbols in the recipe (see Table 4.1 below). 

Table 4.1  

Measurement symbols in the U.S. 

Darlene then divided the students into groups, and each group was in charge 

of one step in making the sweets. The entire cooking procedure was as follows: 

First, put milk, cocoa, butter, and salt into a pot. Then, boil for 2 minutes and add 

oats, peanut, butter, and vanilla. After that, remove the pot from the heat, and 

finally, place small spoonfuls onto the foil and let cool before eating. 

During the cooking process, Darlene posed a series of questions, such as, 

“Would you pass me the measuring cup?” “Would you pass me 1/3 cup of 

peanut butter?” or “Would you pass me 1/4 teaspoon of salt?” to enhance the 

students’ awareness of the American measurement system. (Darlene-O-2-23 

May 2019) 

By making the sweets with their hands, the students acquired different 

expressions of the measurement system such as “measuring cup” and 

“measuring spoon,” and a range of cooking vocabulary. In addition, the students 

mastered the life skill of making dessert. Darlene emphasized that the 

differences between Chinese and American measurements originate from 

cultural diversities. 

“Most Chinese dishes are Cha Bu Duo, or that is the theory. People just add 

Cha Bu Duo every day. But, in America, measurement is usually is very precise 

for baking. It must be that cup and must be level when you use an instrument to 

level it. When making American dishes, it means each time that you make this 

recipe, [and] it will taste the same every time. Whereas in Chinese dishes, with 

each cook, the taste will vary depending on how much one puts in. People cannot 

Recipe Meaning 

2 C sugar, ½  C milk, 1/3 C peanut butter, 3 C oats C=cup 

2 Tbl cocoa Tbl=tablespoon 

1 stick butter  

¼  tsp salt, ½  tsp vanilla tsp=teaspoon 
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tell you how much they put in. They just know by the feel of it.” (Darlene-I-2-23 

May 2019) 

From Darlene’s perspective, Chinese cooking was more of an experiential 

action, while American cooking emphasized accuracy with the use of a set of 

measuring tools. In the U.S., cooking requires a high level of precision, especially 

for baking, for which a chemical reaction must be obtained between the dry 

ingredients and other ingredients so that the baked item rises appropriately.  

“We do have a good time, and it does expose them to something new.” 

(Darlene-I-2-23 May 2019) 

On another occasion, Darlene required the students to write a resume and 

cover letter before class, which was followed by simulated interviews during class. 

She gave the students a list of questions: “What are your strengths? How do the 

interviewers want you to answer it? What would be the most appropriate answer 

when they ask you about your strengths? What is your weakness? How should 

you answer that in a way that turns it into a strength?” (Darlene-S) 

After engaging the students in reflection on the philosophies behind the 

interview questions, Darlene guided the students to note their strengths in the 

cover letter and further polish their resumes. She also invited some international 

students to come to class to interview the students one-on-one. 

“I give my students a chance to sit in front of a foreigner and practice a little 

bit because they are not always prepared to get a job. They do not have any 

experience.” (Darlene-I-1-16 May 2019) 

These hands-on experiences of designing resumes and simulated interview 

scenarios offered the students opportunities for experiential learning and 

prompted them to reflect on their strengths and weaknesses for a future career. 

The students not only learned the life skill of participating in a job interview, but 

they also enjoyed the fun element of face-to-face interactions. 

In addition to demonstrating how to comfort themselves in job interviews 

with foreigners, Darlene showed the students how to properly shake hands with 

foreigners, especially in a formal situation. Shaking hands is a crucial aspect of 

meeting foreigners for the first time. Darlene walked around the class and shook 

hands with all of the students one-by-one, demonstrating the power and length of 

the handshake.  
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Through these hands-on demonstrations, Darlene imparted the life skill of 

making sweets to the students, which provided them with knowledge of the 

different measurement systems and cultural differences. Furthermore, through 

hands-on learning, the students were able to have the experience of attending a job 

interview and learning how to properly shake hands with foreigners. 

4.1.3 Learner challenges and the scaffolded teaching of speaking skills 

With the employment of innovative methods, Darlene helped the students 

overcome their fear of speaking, enhance their intercultural competence, and 

obtain communicative competence.  

4.1.3.1 Giving students sentence starters 

Chinese students generally lack linguistic scaffolds to develop sentences, and 

Darlene preferred to give students sentence starters to facilitate them in building 

complete and fluent sentences. In this way, the students felt more comfortable 

speaking, and this increased confidence would, in turn, help them to become 

better language learners. 

“In my class, I always try to give my students some vocabulary that's a little 

bit upgraded. I usually give them some sentence starters to help them to know how 

to begin the answer because I know that was the hard part for me when I tried to 

learn Chinese. I give them a little bit of a sentence starter, and then I will usually 

give them some topics to discuss. So almost every class, we have a very similar 

handout that will contain a little bit of the same thing.” (Darlene-I-1-16 May 

2019) 

As Darlene’s class was topic-based, once when discussing the topic, “What 

is appropriate in your culture?” Darlene provided the students with some of the 

following sentence starters as scaffolding. 

“In my culture, it would be considered extremely impolite to…. 

Where I live it’s common to … 

It’s embarrassing to me when… 

I think it’s acceptable to …”                 (Darlene-O-1-16 May 2019) 

Providing sentence starters facilitated the students’ speaking. When Darlene 

gave out the sentence starters, the students began the practice of forming 

sentences after activating their prior knowledge. They felt more comfortable 

letting the words come out of their mouth, which actualized a primary objective in 

Darlene’s class. With the growth in confidence, the students exhibited more 
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courage to express themselves, and they progressed to become better language 

learners. 

4.1.3.2 Engaging students in interesting topics 

To help the students overcome their fear of speaking and enhancing their 

cross-cultural awareness, Darlene intentionally engaged students in some fun 

activities. The activities were closely related to the students’ lives and their 

perceptions of different cultures. In one class, Darlene touched upon the topic of 

“how to communicate with foreigners,” which fit the cross-cultural theme 

connected to one crucial life skill. Darlene mentioned that over the years that she 

had been in China, many Chinese people had approached her and attempted to 

start conversations. Her experiences were not positive, and she felt very 

uncomfortable when being asked a series of questions. This feeling initiated the 

topic of “communicating with foreigners.” She hoped that Chinese people could 

learn better means of communication to facilitate mutual understanding. 

Excerpt 1: 

Darlene: Chinese people are asking questions like what is your name, where 

do you live, what is your age, what is your salary, what is your WeChat…Is that 

the right way?  

Student A: No, these questions are all private questions.  

Darlene: Yes, that is totally wrong. If you want to start a conversation with 

foreigners, you need to give first. Do not shift to another question, just connect to 

them. If you meet a person from Zimbabwe, how can you establish a relationship 

between the speakers? 

Student B: Hi, have you ever ridden the elephant? I once tried it, and it was 

not easy.                                    (Darlene-O-1-16 May 2019) 

In excerpt 1, Darlene noted that in a conversation, speakers must be attentive 

and responsive to maintain a conversational flow. Providing some information 

before asking for information is one principle speakers should follow when 

communicating with foreigners. Only through the demonstration of attention and 

politeness could the conversation be conducted acceptably. The students realized 

that the people Darlene met on the subway gave nothing and that this was impolite 

and inappropriate for social interactions. To further enhance the students’ 

awareness of communicating properly with foreigners, Darlene posed another 

question about meeting people from Zimbabwe. Sharing one’s experiences about 
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riding elephants, which is a common phenomenon in Zimbabwe, could quickly 

bring the speakers closer. As the students gained comprehension, Darlene attained 

the teaching objective of instilling the life skill of communicating properly with 

foreigners. 

In another class observation, Darlene initiated a particular topic of discussion 

for promoting students’ critical thinking and overcoming stereotyped thinking, 

which she found to be a severe deficiency among Chinese students.  

The context was as follows: a teacher took seven students on a three-day hike, 

and one girl fell and broke her leg. Darlene showed where they were on the map, 

where they were supposed to be, and where they came from. It had been raining 

for three days. The students had to decide as a group how to get everyone to 

safety. 

Excerpt 2: 

Darlene: If there was such a trip, why would the teacher want to do this? 

What are some of her objectives? What are some of our goals in the class? What 

skills do you want the students to learn? 

Student A: The teacher wanted to train students’ skills… communication skills, 

cooperation skills, crisis management skills…  

Darlene: Then how to get everyone to safety?  

Student B: They would go together to the village… 

Darlene: How about the girl with a broken leg? 

Student C: They could carry her… 

Darlene: It is ridiculous. It is like forty kilometers almost from here to the 

airport, and you want to walk with the girl with the broken leg. Can you just carry 

me to the elevator? It is forty kilometers. It is not very realistic. 

…. 

Darlene: Is the trip a success? 

Students: No. They are sick and have a stomachache… The girl broke her 

leg… 

Darlene: Let’s go back. What skills do you think they have learned? What is 

your basis for success or failure? Your criterion is always how smooth things can 

be. Life is not smooth. We learn through mistakes. We learn through the trials and 

the difficulties. I seldom say you are wrong, but I would say you are wrong 
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because you are going to have many problems in life. Does that mean that you are 

a failure?                                   (Darlene-O-2-23 May 2019) 

In excerpt 2, Darlene consciously discerned the culture coming from the 

conversations. The Chinese students focused more on the moral aspect of not 

leaving anyone behind, whereas the American way of thinking emphasized the 

practicality and workability of a solution. Although someone had a broken leg 

during the trip and some people had stomach problems from drinking polluted 

water, everyone was safe. When asked whether the trip was a success or a failure, 

more than ninety percent of the students said it was a failure because someone got 

hurt or sick. Then, Darlene guided the students to return to the predesignated 

varied skills and led them to see the concept of failure differently. Success does 

not mean “everything is all right.” Even when people encounter numerous ups and 

downs, they may still lead a successful life as long as they learn something. This 

life dilemma was a thought-provoking topic that not only imparted the life skills 

of labor division and crisis management but also contradicted the stereotyped 

thinking and stimulated the students to think from different perspectives. Only 

when students broaden their minds and consider issues from diverse angles can 

they become more capable citizens who are better at dealing with difficulties in 

life. 

4.1.3.3 Integrating communication games into class 

Darlene wanted to create a relaxing atmosphere and a contextualized learning 

environment in the class to reduce the students’ anxiety in learning and expressing; 

therefore, she always integrated communication games into the class. She noted 

the following in one reflection journal: 

“Chinese students are timid because as language learners, they do not 

always express themselves even when they have a thought. They are a little bit 

intimidated to show their ideas. That is why my class often begins with a game or 

something fun. I try to create a very fun atmosphere, and then the students are not 

so intimidated to say their thoughts when I call on them.” (Darlene-R-1) 

For example, in one class, Darlene prepared several slips of paper, each 

containing a different recipe written in Chinese. She then asked the students to 

choose one cooking recipe and to translate the recipe into English. The students 

formed groups of three to five. Afterward, they gave an oral presentation on the 

cooking procedures to make a dish with different ingredients within the small 
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group. In this way, all students had the opportunity to practice English speaking, 

and they learned some expressions related to making a dish, which is part of the 

essential life skills of cooking and ordering meals. 

On some occasions, Darlene gave the students topics and asked them to act 

out a scene. Some examples were “waiting for a job interview with several other 

applicants,” “there is only one vacant seat in the cafeteria, so you share a table 

with someone you do not know,” and “you have seen this beautiful girl several 

times on campus, and today you are determined to talk to her.” The students were 

expected to give full play to their imagination and act the scene out with their 

partners.                                    (Darlene-O-3-30 May 2019) 

When all of the students were involved in communication games, a very 

relaxing atmosphere was created that could effectively soothe the students’ 

anxiety about speaking. 

In addition, Darlene integrated the singing of English songs or watching 

English movies into her teaching to enhance the students’ language awareness. 

Darlene liked singing songs, and she once taught the students the theme song of 

the movie Zootopia. The song’s title is “Try Everything”: 

I messed up tonight, I lost another fight 

I still mess up, but I’ll just start again 

I keep falling down, I keep on hitting the ground 

I always get up now to see what’s next 

Birds don’t just fly, they fall down and get up 

Nobody learns without getting it wrong. 

I won’t give up, no I won’t give in 

Till I reach the end and then I’ll start again 

No I won’t leave, I wanna try everything 

I wanna try even though I could fail            (Darlene-O-3-30 May 2019) 

 Darlene was very expressive when singing the song. The reason why she 

chose this song was that she wanted the students to sense the integration of 

English pronunciation, intonation, and rhythm and thereby improve their speaking. 

At the same time, Darlene wanted the students to understand that “no matter how 

difficult your life seems to be, never give up, and try hard to stand up.”  

“This is indeed a typical jazz song, and the lyrics are simple yet impressive. 

There are some liaisons in the song. The singer pronounces the vowels and 
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consonants very clearly. Her voice is full of passion. That is what is 

communicated through her voice. Singing a song is a preferred practice in 

learning to speak English.” (Darlene-I-1-16 May 2019) 

By offering a contextualized learning environment, Darlene demonstrated 

her understanding of integrating communication games with speaking, which is an 

effective means of promoting speaking proficiency. 

4.1.4 Course evaluation: helping students feel relaxed 

Darlene did not like to impose excessive pressure on the students. What she 

cherished most was providing a relaxing and fun environment for the students to 

freely express their ideas. A formative assessment was adopted in her class. 

Darlene enjoyed a rapport with her students, and her students gave the highest 

ratings for Darlene’s teaching among all the faculty in the college. There were 

almost no absences in her classes. In addition to games and in-class interactions, 

Darlene usually gave two assignments for the students to complete during the 

semester such as designing a poster or writing a resume. The final exam was in 

the form of an oral presentation, which accounted for sixty percent of the students’ 

final grade. The students could use a speech outline for reference; however, they 

were not allowed to read the full script. When the students finished their oral 

presentations, Darlene offered oral comments about the merits and demerits. Later, 

some students reported that they would like to receive written comments from the 

teacher because they would soon forget what the teacher said. Starting in her 

fourth year of teaching oral communication, Darlene used an evaluation form on 

which she could note the highlights and shortcomings of the students’ oral 

presentations. Darlene elaborated on her reasons for adding written feedback: 

“Why did I consider adding paper feedback? Sometimes the students may 

feel shy when I give oral comments in class. Then, I write it down. It could be 

about the wrong pronunciation of some words or the speech structure. Students 

feel more comfortable in this way. For the oral comments, I only give summary 

comments when all students finish their presentations. It could be about their 

common problems. Some students did excellent presentations, and I praised them 

but not the average ones.” (Darlene-I-3-30 May 2019) 

From Darlene’s perspective, written comments could provide more 

individualized guidance to the students and, at the same time, could protect the 

students’ esteem and reduce embarrassment. Darlene photocopied all written 
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comments for future reference. In this way, she developed her method of 

evaluation from oral comments only to a combination of oral comments and 

written feedback. Additionally, Darlene was very careful with her comments, and 

she believed that “once a student feels the comments are not helpful, or it is 

beneath their ability, they will shut the teacher off mentally.” One student’s 

remarks proved that Darlene’s deliberation about offering appropriate comments 

benefited student learning.  

“For the final term exam, Darlene asked us to do an oral presentation 

introducing the process of doing something. I introduced the process of playing a 

musical instrument, the violin. One of my good friends introduced how to dance. 

Later, Darlene made written comments about the strengths and weaknesses of the 

presentations. I remember Darlene wrote that I should use some transition words, 

like first, second, and last, and [that I] should not talk too much about the 

advantages of playing the violin.” (Student-I-3-17 July 2019) 

4.1.5 Educational context: a hands-off approach 

Darlene believed that the university took a hands-off approach toward 

teachers. She enjoyed total autonomy while at the same time, she felt puzzled that 

“all the lesson plans are based on my knowledge, and I am limited.” 

There were a few foreign teachers at her university. However, there was a 

lack of communication among them about teaching content, and there were no 

teaching conferences arranged by the school. This phenomenon was partly due to 

very few classroom observations among colleagues and partly due to differences 

in teachers’ thinking between East and West. 

“There are a couple of foreign teachers in the school, and we have lunch 

together, but we do not talk about the lesson content. Moreover, there is not a 

forum for that. I think it would be viewed as interfering if I tried to offer any type 

of suggestions. And if I offered any advice, it would come out of ignorance 

because I do not know what they are doing. I do not know if it is working. There 

will not be a conference time, any conference [arranged] by the school, you know, 

for teachers to meet. Foreign teachers are not easy to work with now. Moreover, 

they do not want to take advice. I mean generally. It is a whole new creature. I 

would say I am much more Asian because I have lived in Asia for a long time. 

However, most of them are pretty Western in their thinking.” (Darlene-I-3-30 May 

2019) 
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Darlene believed that there was no community of practice (CoP) in the 

university where she worked. Native English teachers seldom exchanged their 

opinions concerning teaching, and they generally worked in isolation. In addition, 

the university rarely performed supervision with regard to teachers’ instructional 

quality. Darlene enjoyed this total autonomy; however, at the same time, she felt a 

lack of support in terms of teaching at the school. 

“For the most part, the university takes a kind of hands-off approach. There 

is not much involvement from the university. The only time they approach me is if 

there is a problem, maybe a complaint or something like that. However, as far as 

teacher development, that does not happen. It has to be self-taught.”                

(Darlene-R-2) 

Moreover, Darlene felt that the school evaluation negatively influenced her 

way of teaching because she had to keep her job by making her classes more 

entertaining. 

“Through the years, I learned that I had to build my class around, maybe not 

what they need, but what they want. And that might not be the best thing for them. 

I try to make my class a little bit entertaining because it allows me to keep my job. 

And every time I go to sign my contract, the first thing they say to me is ‘Our 

students like you very much.’ To me, that means nothing, because [the students] 

are not accurate evaluators. Maybe there are some problems with value. And I 

have to say, honestly, it has influenced the way I teach because I need to keep my 

job, and I have to keep them happy.” (Darlene-R-2)  

The criterion for the school administration to continue the teachers’ contract 

was based on whether the teacher receives high student evaluations. Darlene 

mentioned that several foreign teachers came to her house for suggestions out of 

fear of being fired due to their inability to maintain students’ motivation. However, 

from her perspective, the continuation of the job contract based solely on students’ 

evaluations was partial and biased because students are not fully mature. In 

addition, there was a lack of a valid and sound teacher support system to 

safeguard teachers’ fundamental rights to continuing working.  

4.1.6 Subject knowledge enhancement: developing by understanding students’ 

needs 

Darlene developed her PCK by catering to students’ needs. Darlene seldom 

had opportunities to learn from others, and she generally had to work in isolation. 
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Nevertheless, Darlene was a born teacher; regardless of how unmotivated she 

might feel in the Chinese context, she “came alive” as soon as she entered the 

classroom. Darlene did “care a lot for the students” and was constantly adjusting 

her teaching based on “students’ needs.” 

“All lessons are tweaked from year to year for practicality and students’ 

needs. It is something that students are dealing with in life. The tweaking makes 

the conversation much more practical, and something [that] they can relate to, 

and [that] they can use in their life.” (Darlene-I-3-30 May 2019) 

Darlene once conducted a communication game in the class. She gave 

sophomore students a posting of an offered position and very brief resumes of the 

five applicants. The students were expected to pick the best candidate for the job. 

Darlene initially intended to test whether the students’ answers were reasonable. 

However, she later noticed that the students’ presentation of the perfect candidate 

had nothing to do with the job posting. The students were merely discussing the 

best person. Darlene began to tweak the assignment to help the students identify 

or create priorities from the job posting. She proposed questions such as, “What is 

the most important thing that this position needs and why?” The students offered a 

list of priorities for the job requirements. 

“I tried to help the students think about the process logically. Then, I had 

them list the candidates and find the two matches. Their matching was on a new 

level, more on a logical level.” (Darlene-I-3-30 May 2019) 

Darlene adjusted her teaching content from “simply matching the job with 

the candidates” to “listing the priorities of the job.” This change involved a 

thinking-engaging process and helped the students think more deeply about the 

job requirements, which re-emphasized the importance of mastering life skills. 

Darlene also adjusted her teaching objectives from simple word 

comprehension to a more thoughtful level. For example, Darlene designed a 

communication game of “who wants to be a millionaire?” Darlene initially 

presented vocabulary questions such as, “What is debt?” or “What are the 

differences between borrowing and lending?” Darlene found that these questions 

were not challenging at all for English majors, and she changed them to make the 

lesson more thought-provoking by initiating a discussion of online shopping 

versus paying cash, which is a controversial topic.  



 

86 
 

“Now, we talk a lot more about the mentality of online shopping versus 

paying cash. We discuss the conveniences versus dangers when people deal with 

online payments, how easy it is to spend money online, and not know how much 

money people have spent. It is much easier to accumulate debt or to incur 

problems of overspending when people use online payments versus cash. We had 

that kind of conversation. WeChat pay is becoming prevalent in our lives.”              

(Darlene-I-3-30 May 2019) 

Darlene had a habit of active reflection, and she continuously evaluated her 

course based on practicality. 

“When you develop a lesson, you never know how that is going to be 

received, how students will respond to it. If there is a new lesson, many times I 

will have to tweak it from year to year. If it has potential, usually after teaching it 

one time, I can pretty much pinpoint where it needs a little bit of help.” 

(Darlene-I-3-30 May 2019) 

In addition to adjusting and developing her PCK based on the students’ needs 

in class, Darlene gained knowledge through her own learning experiences. “I 

looked on the Internet, trying to find common topics and what is happening in the 

news.” In addition, her learning of second-language acquisition theories when she 

was completing her master’s degree in ESL directed her to pay more attention to 

reducing the students’ anxiety levels and providing more input for the students’ 

language learning. She also began to incorporate technology into her teaching 

with the influences of the professors at her school. 

“When I was doing my master’s in ESL, I had a few teachers who really 

challenged us on the creative side, especially with technology. And I think that 

was sort of a catalyst for me to really strive to be more than what is comfortable. 

This kind of challenge stretched me a little bit. So that I think that was very 

influential in my life.” (Darlene-I-1-16 May 2019) 

Overall, Darlene developed her PCK by understanding and catering to the 

students’ needs. Her learning experiences and constant reflection also facilitated 

her PCK growth. 

4.1.7 Summary 

Darlene developed her PCK in the process of adjusting her teaching based on 

students’ needs through constant learning and reflection. She changed in all 

aspects of her instruction throughout the years, including teaching objectives, 
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content, and evaluation methods. Her teaching objectives changed from “simply 

enabling the students to talk” to “cultivating more capable citizens with adequate 

life skills.” 

The students’ difficulties and problems in learning motivated Darlene’s 

teaching. She found that the students were not confident in speaking, nor creative 

or critical in thinking. She therefore employed a variety of absorbing topics to 

train the students’ thinking. With the goal of “cultivating more capable citizens,” 

she used many hands-on demonstrations such as how to make sweets, how to 

attend a job interview, and how to shake hands with others. In terms of the 

scaffolded teaching of speaking skills, Darlene integrated sentence starters and 

communication games into the class. Through these methods, the students were 

able to better understand different cultures and life skills. To decrease the students’ 

anxiety levels, Darlene conducted a straightforward means of evaluating oral 

presentations. 

Although the university took a “hands-off” approach toward her teaching, 

Darlene tried to develop her PCK by continually adjusting her teaching according 

to the students’ needs. Nevertheless, Darlene was not satisfied with the school’s 

evaluation system. She believed that she “should not…have to win students’ 

approval to be a teacher.” 

Darlene’s changes in PCK originated from many factors, such as the students’ 

feedback, online learning, and self-reflection. Teaching oral English was always 

her favorite course because they were able to engage in many fun activities in 

class. Darlene tried many different ways to maintain the students’ interest and 

motivation, and she gradually became an excellent and popular foreign instructor 

at her university. 
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4.2 Alex’s case 

Alex’s background  

Alex was a young British teacher in his early thirties. Alex had taught in 

different places, including the U.K., Tanzania, and China. He obtained his 

bachelor’s degree in Chinese studies and a master’s degree in international 

relations, both at a Tier 1 university in the U.K. He gained his English 

qualification in TEFL before coming to China. Alex received an unconditional 

offer for his Ph.D. studies in international relations; however, he decided to delay 

the program for one more year to save more money for tuition. He taught at a Tier 

2 university in China for three years, and later he transferred to his current Tier 2 

university, where he has taught for two years. He mainly taught oral English, 

reading, and writing courses to undergraduates and postgraduates. He preferred to 

teach undergraduates because they “have more new ideas.” Teaching English was 

not a long-term pursuit for Alex; it was his way of making a living in China. He 

hoped to teach history or international relations after he earned his Ph.D. 

4.2.1 Features of curriculum: cultivating good public speakers and 

independent thinkers 

Alex was a young British teacher with high aspirations in carrying out his 

educational philosophies. At the time of the interview, he was teaching oral 

communication to approximately 30 undergraduates in the class, and he attempted 

to cultivate students to be “good public speaker[s] and…independent thinker[s].” 

Alex went to class five minutes ahead of time and invited the students to come to 

the front and prepare their PPT slides for oral presentations. Alex was quite strict 

with the students; he did not allow them to use mobile phones or do things 

unrelated to English learning during class. He even forbade the students from 

checking the words on their mobile phones because he had been annoyed by 

copying issues and ethical issues among the students. Therefore, he set strict 

regulations in the class in hopes that the students could manage themselves well 

and achieve independent thinking. 

“I teach five different classes. Among 150 students, seldom are there any 

good speakers. They lack general knowledge and confidence to speak. The 

students are copying all the time. They used Baidu Translate (an online tool for 

bilingual translation) and submitted [that as] their homework. It is all Shanzhai 

(meaning “copying”) stuff. They come here only to earn credits. Postgraduates 
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are more stereotyped through the years in the Chinese system, and they believe 

what was told to them. However, they are university students.” (Alex-I-1-17 May 

2019) 

Initially, Alex wanted to educate and change the students with a 

Western-style education. Later he lowered his expectations. Getting the students 

to know how to convey their ideas in public was the primary goal for him. 

Another equally important objective was training students’ critical thinking, and it 

belonged to his personal goal.  

4.2.2 Content knowledge and instructional strategies 

4.2.2.1 Teaching speaking based on thinking-skill topics 

Alex used no fixed textbooks for the oral communication course, and he even 

considered the syllabus to be “vague, borderline meaningless and open to 

interpretation.” He intentionally arranged the class based on his own chosen topics, 

which could stimulate the students to think more deeply about some controversial 

issues. 

“I hope to stimulate something inside of students where they stop thinking 

about what is but think why it is and why they believe the things that they believe.”                 

(Alex-I-1-17 May 2019) 

For the purpose of cultivating the students’ independent and critical thinking, 

Alex touched upon different topics such as normalization, globalization, national 

identity, and stereotypes. He also introduced speech and debate into his classes, 

which he regarded as two effective ways of promoting the students’ speaking 

proficiency and thinking competence. Alex commented on the oral 

communication course as follows:  

“Oral communication is a broad course, and it can involve almost anything. 

Speech is something we do in each period of class. In the debate situation, we do 

not just speak, and we care if the other person listens or pays attention or is 

interested at all. Persuasion is the perfect way to look at the topic, and it is a 

better way to encourage communication, understanding, and comprehension.”                 

(Alex-R-1) 

4.2.2.2 “I am a public speaker” 

Alex paid particular attention to speaking skills, which he thought the 

students generally lacked. He emphasized the word “charisma” many times in 

hopes of arousing the students’ awareness of having charisma and maintaining 
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listeners’ attention when speaking. 

“Students lack presentation skills so much. They look away from me. There is 

no interaction with the audience, and they use poor language. I am training them 

in this aspect. Communication needs strength, and it is about strategy. [I want to] 

just get the students practicing speaking and presenting in public.” (Alex-I-2-24 

May 2019) 

When Alex taught, he spoke loudly and attached great importance to 

intonation and gestures, which gave the impression that Alex was a public 

speaker. 

“Alex speaks in a loud voice with many gestures. He moves around in the 

class. To us, he seems like a public speaker.” (Student-I-1-18 May 2019) 

On some occasions, Alex applied rhetorical methods in his teachings such as 

metaphors and parallel sentences. In one class, Alex introduced the topic of 

“charisma” as if he were making a speech. 

“Does anyone know what the word charisma means? Charisma is something 

difficult to translate in Chinese, but it is similar to charm, a special kind of charm. 

It is a compelling attractiveness that can inspire devotion in others. It is a special 

quality some people have. When they speak, people want to listen. When they 

move, people want to watch. When they walk around, people want to be near. This 

is a speaking class, and you want other people to listen when you speak. 

Charisma is the fuel. If you have fuel, you will enlighten the fire of passion within 

you; then you will enlighten the fire of passion in your audience.” (Alex-O-2-24 

May 2019) 

Alex used parallel sentences such as, “When they speak, people want to 

listen. When they move, people want to watch…,” and metaphors such as, 

“charisma is fuel” and “If you have the fuel, you will influence and enlighten the 

fire of passion.” Such rhetoric facilitated the students’ understanding of charisma 

and how to demonstrate charisma when making a speech. 

From Alex’s perspective, speakers naturally demonstrate passion when they 

are entirely devoted. In daily life, whether an audience listens to the speaker has 

much to do with the speaker’s charisma. If speakers constantly speak at the same 

volume, they cannot maintain the audience’s interest, and no one will listen. Alex 

aimed to instill a sense of charisma in the students through body language. 

“When I teach a class, I am a public speaker. I keep moving, and I use my 
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body; that is the part that can be something to do with charisma. I do it less in my 

life. I do it for this class because I know it helps them listen. You need to 

understand why people listen because it is all in response.” (Alex-I-2-24 May 

2019) 

Using rhetorical sentences was one characteristic of Alex’s teaching. He not 

only used rhetorical methods to explain a concept, but he also used them in his 

own language. The use of rhetoric represents the unity of the course and the 

instructor. At the same time, he introduced his students to the qualities of an 

excellent public speaker: confidence, passion, devotion, and, above all, charisma. 

4.2.2.3 Mind mapping demonstrations 

In the process of teaching, Alex believed that teachers’ demonstrations were 

significant. For example, when teaching the Toulmin model for making persuasive 

rebuttals, he first introduced the six elements of the Toulmin model, i.e., a claim, 

qualifiers, warrants, reasons, backing (evidence), and rebuttals. He then asked the 

students to think about these six elements one-by-one. 

After finishing giving instructions on these concepts, Alex found that most 

students were confused. Thus, he used one claim, “the government should ban 

smoking,” as an example and used mind mapping to show the students how to 

make effective rebuttals. First, the students proposed some qualifiers, such as “in 

public,” and then gave reasons for the claim, such as “smoking causes diseases.” 

Then, Alex guided the students to think about the warrant, which involves the 

reasons for the claim such as “the government should protect its citizens.” 

Evidence was subsequently provided to support the reason and the warrant, 

respectively. Evidence for the former could be statistics from the media about the 

number of deaths, and evidence for the latter could be that “the country’s political 

system is based on fulfilling the needs of the people, including health.” Then, 

Alex led the students to identify the problems with the reasons or with the warrant. 

Finally, the entire class came up with counterarguments concerning this claim.  

To facilitate the students’ comprehension, Alex drew a map on the 

blackboard to demonstrate the process of mind mapping (Alex-O-2-24 May 2019) 

(see Figure 4.1 below). With his demonstration of mind mapping, the students 

obtained a better understanding of the Toulmin model as well as the relationships 

among the six elements when making persuasive rebuttals. Most importantly, they 

understood how to propose arguments from different sides and how to rebut 



 

92 
 

effectively. 

Figure 4.1  

Mind mapping of the Toulmin Model 

 

One student commented, “I liked Alex drawing the mind mapping on the 

blackboard. Sometimes we got confused about how to argue. Alex showed us the 

thinking process step-by-step. It is much clearer to me.” (Student-I-2-25 May 

2019). 

Alex used mind mapping demonstrations as scaffolds to facilitate the 

students’ comprehension. This method not only helped the students understand 

complicated concepts, but it also served as a demonstration of his pedagogical 

knowledge. 

4.2.3 Learner challenges and scaffolded teaching of speaking skills 

Although Alex wanted to “have no train on the track” and to maintain a 

freestyle of teaching, he tried a variety of measures to promote the students’ 

comprehension and presentation skills. He also wanted to help the students 

enhance their logical reasoning and overcome stereotyped thinking. Alex held a 

strong opinion that Chinese students lacked general knowledge and ethical 

standards because many students “did not have fresh ideas” and “seldom shocked 

or interested” him. His adopted teaching approaches included comprehension 
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training, speechmaking, and engaging students in the reasoning process. 

4.2.3.1 Comprehension exercises 

Comprehension training takes a variety of forms including paraphrasing, 

summarizing, and making a definition (Alex-S). From Alex’s perspective, only 

with sufficient comprehension can students genuinely understand the meanings 

and express themselves. Paraphrasing is a restatement of the meaning of a text or 

passage using other words. However, the information, meaning, and tone should 

be the same as those of the original text. 

During one class period, Alex asked the students to paraphrase some English 

sentences. 

Excerpt 1: 

Alex: How [can we] paraphrase, “The students enjoyed themselves on the 

trip”? 

Student A: The students were very happy on the trip. 

Alex: You may rearrange the words and say, “During the trip, the students 

had an enjoyable time.” Then, how [can we] paraphrase, “The writer was 

terrible”? 

Student B: The writer was very bad… 

Alex: Not always bad…Try using synonyms to replace the words, say, “The 

instructor was awful.” Another one, how [can we] paraphrase, “People make 

positive comments on Sarena’s book”? 

Student C: People praised Sarena’s book.  

Alex: Ok. We can change the active voice to passive voice [and] say, 

“Sarena’s book has been spoken of highly among the public.” (Alex-O-1-17 May 

2019) 

In excerpt 1, Alex demonstrated three approaches to paraphrasing, 

specifically, rearranging words, using synonyms, and changing voices. By 

paraphrasing with diverse structures, the students learned different expressions 

and gradually became more familiar with sentence patterns and more proficient in 

their interactions. 

4.2.3.2 Engaging students in oral presentations  

As Alex was not satisfied with the students’ oral proficiency, he required 

them to make an oral presentation for approximately 10 minutes at the beginning 

of each class. There were approximately 25 students in Alex’s class. The students 
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gave their presentations in groups of 2 to 4. By the end of the semester, all 

students had at least one opportunity to make an oral presentation in class. They 

chose their favorite topics and were assigned different roles in the delivery of their 

presentation. 

Alex gave detailed requirements for the warm-up oral presentations as 

follows (Alex-S) (see Table 4.2): 

Table 4.2  

Requirements for oral presentations 

Presentation requirements: Suggestions:  

Has to include information Introduction of the topic; content delivery  

Has to include student 

discussion 

Discussion questions 

Has to include the students 

talking to the class 

Interviewing classmates; summarizing and 

reporting 

During the process of the students’ warm-up oral presentations, Alex 

continually reminded the students to raise their voices, maintain eye contact with 

the audience, and interact with the audience. Alex also suggested that the students 

make good use of silence, which can be an enemy or a friend of presenters: “If 

you lose control and keep saying “um, um,” it is your enemy; if you can control it, 

it will be a powerful tool.”                        (Alex-O-1-17 May 2019) 

Generally, Alex was not satisfied with the students’ performance in the oral 

presentations: “They speak too low, and they do not engage the class, and they 

seem to be reading the PPT slides but not making a real presentation.”           

(Alex-I-1-17 May 2019) 

In one warm-up presentation, one female student named Jonny chose the 

topic of “donating blood.” She suggested that healthy people may donate blood to 

those who are in need. She first played a video about a hospital setting 

highlighting patients’ urgent need for blood. Then, she demonstrated with 

statistics that many patients have died due to the scarcity of blood. Finally, she 

called on healthy citizens to take action to donate blood. When Jonny finished her 

oral presentation, Alex led everyone to comment on the quality of the 

presentation. 

Alex introduced three essential elements for an excellent persuasive speech, 

specifically, pathos, logos, and ethos. By definition, pathos refers to the use of 

emotion to persuade, and it attempts to appeal to the heart. Logos refers to the use 

of logic, rationality, and critical reasoning to persuade. Ethos refers to the use of 
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credibility to persuade. A professional or a famous person can increase credibility. 

“Pathos is for the best students. If you use English to make people feel happy 

and you can control it, that is the best quality. Jonny demonstrated it in the video. 

Logos is the easiest part. You try to find research, use facts, details, and statistics. 

Jonny again showed this part in the speech. For ethos, scientists, teachers, 

doctors, and writers may have an ethos. You guys have no ethos. In the 

presentation, Jonny did not apply any ethos.”         (Alex-O-2-24 May 2019) 

Alex suggested that the students combine the three elements of pathos, ethos, 

and logos into their speech. At the same time, the students needed to present 

believable facts and establish evidence for their claims. 

In addition to the oral presentations, Alex designed other oral activities for 

the students to practice, such as presenting an oral summary of a story in the form 

of an introduction or persuasively verbalizing the reasons and warrants for a 

claim. 

The students felt that the oral presentation helped them become more 

confident in speaking despite Alex’s ongoing dissatisfaction with their 

performance. 

“We are better able to answer Alex’s questions now. I improved my speaking, 

although it is hard to say how much I improved. Generally, I have become more 

confident and not as scared of speaking in the front as before. However, Alex 

forbade us to read through the slides or recite, and it is still quite challenging for 

us.” (Student-I-2-25 May 2019) 

The above is one student’s impression of Alex’s class, which proved that 

Alex’s teaching objective of “cultivating a better speaker” was, to some extent, 

achieved in the class. 

4.2.3.3 Engaging students in the reasoning process 

Cultivating independent and logical thinkers was always the priority in 

Alex’s instruction. He thought Chinese students severely lack independent 

thinking under the Chinese educational system. He then engaged the students in 

the reasoning process by proposing yes-no questions and rethinking stereotypes in 

the class. By continuously posing yes-or-no questions, the students became better 

able to understand the process of persuasion. For example, concerning the motion 

that “people should/should not eat meat,” Alex deliberately trained the students to 

follow logical thinking with yes-or-no questions and then naturally reach a 
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conclusion. (Alex-O-3-31 May 2019) (see Table 4.3) 

Table 4.3  

Yes-No reasoning process 

Positive side: People should eat meat Negative side: People should not eat 

meat 

Should we feed meat to cows? –Yes. 

Should we feed grass to tigers? –No. 

Are they animals? –Yes. 

Normally, for animals, is their natural 

diet best? –Yes. 

Do tigers have canine teeth? –Yes. 

Do cows have canine teeth? –Yes. 

Are these canine teeth designed for 

meat? –Yes. 

Is it natural for canine teeth to be for 

meat-eating? –Yes. 

Are humans animals? –Yes. 

Do humans have canine teeth? –Yes. 

Should humans eat meat? –Yes. 

Are humans biologically a type of 

animal? –Yes. 

Do people usually share a house with 

their family or a few of their friends? 

–Yes. 

Would you like to share your living 

space with 20000 others? –No. 

Is the average life span for humans 

approximately 75 years? –Yes. 

Would you like to have your life span 

shortened by as much as 80%? –No. 

Do humans have the natural ability to 

walk? –Yes. 

Would you like to be injected with 

antibiotics to make you so fat you 

cannot walk? –No. 

Do most humans sleep in the dark? 

–Yes. 

Would you like the lights to be on 24 

hours a day? –No. 

Do humans prefer to die peacefully? 

–Yes. 

Would you like your throat cut while 

you are awake? –No. 

Does KFC do this to its chicken? –Yes. 

Would you like to see the evidence that 

KFC does this to its chicken? –Yes. 

Should humans eat chicken? –No. 

Through the inquiry process of posing yes and no questions, the students 

gradually established the link between warrants and claims. Taking “people 

should/shouldn’t eat meat” as an example, on the positive side, the students 

understood that “as human beings with canine teeth, it is natural for humans to eat 

meat.” For the negative side, the students understood that “both are animals, so it 

is unfair for animals (chicken) to be maltreated in almost all aspects compared 

with human beings.” Then, another round of persuasion could begin that targeted 

the provided warrants such as “do canine teeth function only for eating meat?” 

and “do humans and chicken enjoy the same status?” Such yes and no inquiries 

could continue for a long process; at the same time, speakers could think more 

deeply about the issue. 
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However, some students commented, “We do not know what his expectation 

is. When discussing questions like “people should eat meat,” we may say because 

it is healthy, and it provides protein for saving energy. We cannot follow Alex’s 

instructions. Alex is not satisfied with our performance, and he sometimes even 

gets angry and shouts at us.” (Student-I-3-1 June 2019) 

There was a gap between Alex’s expectations and the students’ understanding. 

Although Alex intentionally proposed such yes-no questions to train the students’ 

reasoning process, Chinese students are not good at engaging in logical thinking 

processes, and they are easily misled. The primary issue is that students must 

stand firm on their positions during the inquiry process and should not waiver in 

taking sides. 

In addition, Alex found many problems with the Chinese undergraduates’ 

thinking, such as with regard to stereotypes. 

Excerpt 2: 

Alex: Why [do] people steal? 

Student A: They like stealing… 

Alex: What a surprise! Can you think deeper? Why do people believe Shanxi 

people are good at doing business? 

Student B: Because Shanxi people have coal…   

Alex: You hold such strong stereotypes about things, but you cannot tell me 

more. Do you know the first bank of China is in Pingyao?... 

(Alex-O-3-31 May 2019)                                                       

In excerpt 2, Alex noted that Chinese students are always struggling with 

stereotypes. He then began to train the students’ thinking by analyzing the topics 

together with the students. With regard to why people believe that Shanxi people 

are good at doing business, Alex introduced the students to the first bank of China 

in Pingyao and the founder of Baidu (a Shanxi person). In addition, Alex 

suggested that the students visit a museum of Shanxi businesspeople in Beijing. 

Gradually, Alex guided the students to think back hundreds of years ago in hopes 

of stimulating something inside of the students. The purpose was to help the 

students know not only the “what” but also the “why” of an issue. 

In this way, Alex trained the students in logical reasoning. When the students 

analyzed different perspectives to examine stereotypes, new comprehension was 

stimulated. 



 

98 
 

4.2.4 Course evaluation: being strict with the students 

Alex adopted formative assessment for his teaching: sixty percent for the 

final exam and forty percent for daily performance. Among the forty percent, ten 

percent was for attendance, ten percent was for the warm-up oral presentations, 

and twenty percent was for the students’ participation in class. 

“Students’ oral presentations count for twenty percent. Charlie and Jonny did 

good work today. They are going to get the highest participation rates because 

they contributed their listening and quality. The students are engaged and will not 

play with their hair.” (Alex-R-1) 

Alex never required the students to submit homework, and all evaluation was 

based on the students’ oral performance. Alex did not trust the students’ written 

work because “students just use Baidu Translate, and that work is useless as it is 

not an effective use of time.” 

However, Alex was very strict with the students concerning classroom 

discipline. He required the students to bring a notebook and a pen with them to 

class. Moreover, the students had to write something in the notebook to prove that 

they were learning. When the students misbehaved in class, such as by using 

Baidu Translate (online translation service) or doing math, Alex got very angry 

with the students and even shouted at them. One student was asked to leave 

because she was not learning English in the class. The girl cried when she left. 

Later, in the student interview, one student shared her discontentment with Alex’s 

requirements. “He is overly strict with us. We need to attend [to] many courses 

and finish different assignments. He is not considerate at all.” (Student-I-3-1 June 

2019) 

For the final exam, Alex required the students to engage in a persuasive 

conversation with him. The students were asked to choose a topic and try to 

persuade Alex about that topic. The criteria for evaluation included the quality of 

the content (comprehension of context), fluency (no hesitation, proper use of 

emphasis), and pronunciation (clear, understandable, body language, eye contact). 

There were no strict requirements for the conversation’s structure; however, the 

students were expected to lead the conversation and provide a summary. The 

students were not allowed to read or memorize the sentences because, according 

to Alex, “it never does any good.” Alex then raised questions and attempted to 

have a debate with the students. 
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“My final exam at the end is a persuasive conversation. I think the 

conversation is a better use of my time. I am a native English speaker, so to 

commute and to have a conversation with me is something they cannot get in their 

day-to-day lives. This university will do presentations in English all the time. 

Anybody can train them to do that. The students type in Chinese in Baidu 

Translate and try to present that. That is literally the definition of zero work. They 

could not have done that work. To have a one-on-one conversation with a native 

speaker, that is more uncommon. So that is something I should train them for.”       

(Alex-I-3-31 May 2019) 

Alex used persuasive conversations as the final exam, which again 

highlighted his teaching objective of cultivating excellent speakers and 

independent thinkers. 

4.2.5 Educational context: constraining in the political sense  

Although Alex had established a strong link with China through his years of 

working in China, he was not at all satisfied with the Chinese educational system. 

He spoke negatively about the school administration and noted that many staff 

had paranoia with regard to mentioning anything politically sensitive. Alex 

regarded himself as cheap labor under the university education system. It was 

almost impossible for foreign teachers to be involved in administrative affairs. He 

signed his contract yearly based on the students’ evaluations, which he regarded as 

“quite frustrating.” 

“Chinese universities are the same: they always see you as labor. You work 

hard at the university, and they hire you year-by-year. You are the same as when 

you started to work. You can never be involved in another job. You cannot become 

a manager. You work here for the next year, and you are the same as when you 

started. My dream, hopefully, is to move up. However, I have been teaching five 

years, and now it is at the same level as it was when I started to teach. I cannot do 

this. I am thirty-one now. If I continued to work, if I were forty-one, it would be 

the same. I would not be better. Some teachers teach here for three years, four 

years, or even ten years. When it comes to taking graduation photos, there was 

never a foreign teacher in the graduation photos.” (Alex-I-1-17 May 2019) 

Alex felt that although Chinese universities were loose in terms of the 

management of teaching quality, they were extremely constraining in terms of 

political control. Alex had resigned from his previous university because he had 
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been criticized for engaging some political issues. Now, he did not express any 

real political opinions. This inability to express political viewpoints was the 

greatest conflict for Alex. 

“I am more ambitious when designing my own syllabus. I see the problems in 

society, and I want to have some influence. I hate stereotypes, and I would like to 

make things better. One thing is nationalism; I hate nationalism. I see a lot of 

nationalism within my students, and I want to try to end it. That seems awesome. 

Sixteen weeks of classes could not go far in trying to end that nationalism. 

However, that is not the purpose for me to teach here.” (Alex-R-2) 

After reflection, Alex began to change his objectives for teaching. He 

attempted to incorporate critical thinking into his teaching in the hope that the 

students would achieve their own independent thinking. 

4.2.6 Subject knowledge enhancement: developing by holding onto his 

dreams 

Alex’s developmental path was tumultuous. He began to teach at a Chinese 

university when he was in his late twenties. He was full of ambition regarding 

turning his ideas into practice at the university until he had to resign from his 

previous university due to criticism for engaging in political topics. He then 

transferred to another university in China; however, he was still not satisfied with 

the school management and the students’ performance. 

The students gave Alex’s teaching low evaluations due to his strict classroom 

discipline, lack of consideration, occasionally unclear classroom instruction for 

implementing activities, and a lack of familiarity with Chinese students’ ways of 

thinking. However, Alex maintained his principles and did not give in when faced 

with the low ratings of his teaching: “There is never comfortable speaking. Why 

not try to get them to work hard?” He did not care whether the students liked him; 

as he said, “The most important [thing] for me is for [the] students to do the work.” 

Moreover, he did not want to change his way of teaching because “it [would be] a 

huge loss for me.” 

Alex developed his PCK through constant reflection and reading books by 

himself: “All my knowledge of education comes from myself, not from school.” 

Reading pedagogical books written by Vygotsky was a primary source of Alex’s 

development. 

“I try to follow some ideas of Vygotsky. I share a lot of little moments with my 
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students. I learn what students can do, what students cannot do; do not push them 

too hard.” (Alex-I-3-31 May 2019) 

Previously, Alex thought that the students might be able to provide the 

“definition” of a word. For example, for the word “leadership,” one student said 

that leadership meant the quality of controlling people, and another student said it 

was the quality of guiding people. The two students got into a moral debate about 

which was better, “controlling” or “guiding.” From Alex’s perspective, this should 

have been an argument about facts; however, the students had a moral debate and 

argued about opinions. He then understood that the students did not have a 

thorough understanding of the origin and composition of English words. He 

adjusted his teaching and suggested that the students check the dictionary after 

class. He thought he would keep this definition exercise for future teaching 

because it could help students understand word composition. 

Very rarely, communication with colleagues helped Alex in his classroom 

management strategies.  

“This was the first term that I banned mobile phones in the class. That was 

an idea from another teacher to ban mobile phones.” (Alex-I-2-24 May 2019) 

In addition, teaching experiences prompted Alex to change in terms of his 

teaching content and pedagogies. He lowered his expectations for the students. In 

the past, Alex focused more on the best students because he wanted to influence 

the best students by providing a Western-style education, which emphasizes 

democracy and freedom and advocates critical thinking. However, this approach 

turned out to be not effective. Now, he attempted to involve more students in 

class. 

“In the Danish model, the school moves the best students to the best class. 

They always keep students together and put disabled children in classes. That 

influences my thinking that intelligent students will be of assistance to the worst 

students. The intelligent students will be a conduit, which would have a 

trickle-down effect within the class. The problem is that the best students do not 

really interact with the worst students, and they separate.” (Alex-I-3-31 May 

2019) 

Alex discerned some problems in teaching, and to a certain extent, he 

adjusted his teaching based on the effects such as involving more students and 

tweaking the definition activity. Nevertheless, there was still a lack of integration 
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between Alex’s modifications and the students’ actual learning.  

Despite criticism from his previous university and the students’ low evaluation 

ratings, Alex did not want to change his basic approach to teaching because he “did 

not want to cater to the students’ liking, and it [would] be a huge loss to me.” 

4.2.7 Summary 

Alex began with many aspirations, and he gradually adjusted his teaching 

objectives from “changing the students’ mindset” to “cultivating better public 

speakers and independent thinkers” after experiencing many setbacks and 

frustrations while teaching in Chinese universities. 

Alex did not have a sense of belonging while teaching in China because he 

was “being treated as cheap labor and sign[ing] the contract year-by-year based on 

students’ evaluation.” He could foresee his future without any changes even ten 

years later because of “no opportunity of moving up.” He once harbored a firm 

intention of changing the students with a Western-style education; however, he 

was criticized by the university for engaging in political topics in class, which was 

a considerable setback for him. After taking on his current teaching position, he 

changed moderately in instructional objectives and pedagogies. 

Alex did not abide by the assigned teaching syllabus and chose the topics he 

favored. He tried every means to train the students’ thinking, such as by providing 

them with a variety of thinking-skill topics and mind mapping demonstrations. He 

also attached high importance to speech skills. Through the use of personal speech 

skills and rhetorical language, Alex exerted influence on the students “as a good 

public speaker” himself. In terms of the scaffolded learning of speaking skills, 

Alex engaged the students in oral presentations. He also involved them in the 

reasoning process by proposing yes-or-no questions and rethinking stereotypes. 

Formative assessment was adopted in Alex’s class to check the students’ 

understanding of speech and persuasion. The final exam was in the form of a 

persuasive conversation with the teacher because “persuasion requires more 

thinking” and “having a one-on-one conversation with a native speaker is more 

uncommon for students.” 

With a deepened understanding of Chinese students and the university context, 

Alex now lowered his expectations for the students and the school. Although there 

is a possibility that Alex will quit his job as a speaking instructor in the future, he 

has been full of passion and enjoys being a public speaker in the class.  
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4.3 Mr. Xue’s case 

Background of Mr. Xue 

Mr. Xue was a young teacher in his early thirties who enjoyed teaching a 

public speaking course at a Tier 3 university in China. Nevertheless, when he was 

young, he was terrified of standing at a podium and speaking to the public due to 

his “timid and introverted character.” When he entered the university, one of his 

tutors launched a public speaking course and encouraged him to voice his own 

opinions in front of the class. Mr. Xue believed that this was “a great 

psychological spur” for him to become a teacher later. He obtained his master’s 

degree in English Language and Literature from a Tier 1 university in China in 

2012. Since then, he had been teaching at his current university. While teaching, 

Mr. Xue was simultaneously attending a Ph.D. program in English Translation at a 

Tier 1 university in China. 

In the summer of 2014, Mr. Xue attended a public speaking workshop 

organized by the FLTRP (Foreign Language Teaching and Research Press) in 

Beijing. In the seminar, Steven Lucas publicized the textbook The Art of Public 

Speaking and pinpointed some skills for teaching public speaking. Mr. Xue 

gradually became more attached to this subject. After another year of preparation, 

Mr. Xue began to teach this public speaking course in autumn 2015. At the time of 

this study, Mr. Xue had taught four rounds of this course. He was the only teacher 

of the public speaking course at his university, and he did not expect that “so 

many students [would be] enthusiastic about learning even during his first attempt 

at teaching.” Appreciating famous speeches was truly enjoyable for Mr. Xue. He 

was a responsible and kind teacher in his students’ eyes. At the time of the 

interview, Mr. Xue was teaching a class of 27 second-year non-English majors, 

and he was accumulating more experience. 

4.3.1 Features of curriculum: a skill-oriented course 

Mr. Xue oriented the class as a skill-training class, and he focused on 

“helping students open their mouth to speak.” There were four teaching objectives 

for his class: 

“First, improving students’ ability to appreciate English speeches and 

understand what a good English speech is; second, improving students’ speech 

organization skills; third, enhancing students’ writing and research skills; fourth, 

improving students’ speech skills and communication skills.”        (Xue-S-1) 
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From Mr. Xue’s perspective, the public speaking course was a skill-oriented 

course that aimed to improve students’ overall ability to use and appreciate 

English. Influenced by the American way of teaching, which he learned in a 

seminar, he noted that the speaking course served to enhance students’ writing and 

research abilities. 

4.3.2 Content knowledge and instructional strategies 

Mr. Xue regarded the textbook The Art of Public Speaking written by Lucas 

as a benchmark, and he mainly used this textbook as a reference when teaching 

specific concepts and theories. One basic notion behind a “skill-oriented course” 

is that all skills can be acquired step-by-step. Based on the guidance of this notion, 

an effective method of class organization is to divide the content into several units 

and guide the students in a systematic and progressive study. Mr. Xue condensed 

the content in the textbook and delivered his teaching according to the speech 

tasks (introductory speech, informative speech, and persuasive speech). Usually, 

the students could only present two speeches due to the time limitation of the 

semester. In addition, he guided the students to appreciate and analyze excellent 

speech videos to understand basic speech concepts and principles, and he 

sometimes used analogies and charts as demonstrations.  

4.3.2.1 Using analogies and flowcharts 

When teaching new concepts in rhetoric, such as protasis, which was not 

easy for the students to understand, Mr. Xue used an analogy as an explanation: 

“Protasis is the Greek word for the premise or precondition. When you 

make an inference, you need to have justifications. It’s just like if you want to 

build a house, the most important thing is to lay a solid groundwork. If you 

intend to get a job, you need to prove that you are capable of doing that. Or if 

you aim at making a project proposal, you should have sound support. In making 

propositions or statements, you also need to be careful. Let me put it this way, 

when you say we should conduct more online teaching and learning, the protasis 

is that we should, first of all, have the necessary facilities for online 

communication.” (Xue-O-2-9 May 2019) 

People should have sufficient evidence to support their statements if they 

want to voice their opinions. Similarly, students can select different materials 

from different angles to solidify their arguments. Mr. Xue said that there are no 

completely new things in the world, and the key is to convey one’s ideas with the 
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assistance of evidence. With the use of analogies, Mr. Xue conveyed this concept 

to the students in a vivid way. 

When teaching about the structure of a speech, Mr. Xue drew a flowchart 

(see Figure 4.2 below) on the blackboard to help the students obtain an overall 

picture of a speech, which includes the introduction, body, and conclusion 

together with their corresponding components. (Xue-O-1-25 April 2019) 

Figure 4.2  

The structure of a speech 

 

4.3.2.2 Appreciating and analyzing speech videos for understanding speech 

principles 

There are many excellent speech videos that students can use as a reference. 

For the beginning speech learners, Mr. Xue regarded TED Talks as providing 

abundant resources to help students understand the speech principles in the 

textbook. 

“It is not easy to find speech videos. There are some speech videos of famous 

people. However, those speeches are different from [those of] beginners. When the 

students watched the famous speech videos, some thought they needed to use the 

same voice and manner as the speaker. To me, that is difficult and not necessary. 

Every student is unique and has a unique style. We are all ordinary people. As 

long as they can demonstrate it naturally, that is acceptable. Moreover, there are 

numerous speeches made by ordinary people in TED Talks.” (Xue-I-3-4 June 

2019) 

Introduc-

tion

• attention getter, relevancy statement, 

• crediblity statement, reveal topic, preview  

Body

• topical, spatial

• chronological 

Conclusion

• signal the end of the speech, reassert/reinforce  the thesis 

• review the main points,  close effectively
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Mr. Xue regarded TED Talks as a good platform, which provided natural 

examples for speech learners. In addition, Mr. Xue applied “three phases” to guide 

the students to appreciate and analyze a speech: enchantment, understanding, and 

practice. The first phase was “enchantment,” during which the students did not do 

anything but just sit in their seats in a relaxed way, enjoying the beautiful 

language of the speech in the video clips. This phase stimulated a strong desire 

within the students to communicate. Due to the time-limitation of a class period, 

Mr. Xue required the students to enjoy the video before the class. The second 

phase was that of “understanding,” during which the students needed to 

understand the structure of the speech as well as its strengths or weak points in 

terms of language and style. After appreciating the speeches, he intentionally 

guided the students to think about questions such as whether the speech carried 

good ideas and whether the speech followed an appropriate style or structure. The 

third phase was “practice,” during which the students presented either an 

introductory speech or a persuasive speech. After the enchantment and 

understanding periods, many students had intrinsic motivation to practice a real 

speech. (Xue-S-3) 

In one classroom observation, Mr. Xue shared a model speech with the 

students, “Doing Yoga.” Then, he guided the students to comprehend the speech 

structure and visual aid. 

“I chose this as the model speech due to several concerns. First, I think the 

structure of this speech is apparent. The speaker talks about yoga from two 

dimensions. The first is breathing, and the second is some basic yoga structures. 

She chose four steps of breathing and three structures. In that sense, she divided 

the two main points into subpoints. I think this structure is easy to follow for the 

students. Another concern is that I think that by letting students do something like 

yoga and their hobbies, they may be more interested in the topics. The third 

reason is about visual aids. I think visual aids are a significant part of a speech. It 

is very convenient to use visual aids at some points if they are talking about their 

hobbies.” (Xue-I-2-9 May 2019) 

When instructing the students about beginning the speech, Mr. Xue first 

presented some basic structure to the students such as attention getters, thesis 

statements, audience adaptation, credibility statements, previews, and transitions 

to the body. He expected that the students might be bored with the models. Then, 
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he asked the students, “Do you like this model? Some of my former students did 

not like this model and thought it old-fashioned. Do you think famous speeches 

follow this structure?” To eliminate the students’ concerns, Mr. Xue showed the 

beginning part of Emmeline Pankhurst’s famous speech Freedom or Death. 

During this process, Mr. Xue paused the video occasionally and discussed the 

speaker’s intention and methods with the students. The students found that the 

principles were indeed applied in the speech. Mr. Xue repeated these principles 

and showed the students a speech video from TED Talks the following week and 

again highlighted the principles. He wanted to indicate that the principles were not 

old-fashioned and continue to function as the cornerstone of successful speeches. 

(Xue-O-3-4 June 2019) 

One student commented that analyzing speech videos was useful for their 

learning but also felt that merely following the models and principles was too 

technical: “Occasionally, Mr. Xue presented us with some speech videos from TED 

and directed us to analyze the structure and inherent speech principles. It is 

helpful for us in writing the script. Yet, doing a speech in this way is somewhat 

rigid and cannot touch our hearts.” (Student-I-2-5 June 2019) 

4.3.3 Learner challenges and scaffolded teaching of speaking skills 

Mr. Xue helped the students choose appropriate speech topics by relating 

their interests to the topics and providing some references. The students were 

required to finish two speech tasks within one semester. In addition, the students 

could imitate and recite famous quotations or speeches to enhance their speech 

quality and confidence. 

4.3.3.1 Helping students choose topics: learner interest matters 

Choosing appropriate speech topics is difficult for many Chinese students. 

Mr. Xue believed that choosing a topic should be closely related to one’s interests, 

hobbies, and profession. Mr. Xue provided an example of a particular incident that 

occurred in the process of tutoring one student for a speech contest: 

“For example, one student came to me consulting about a speech topic. I 

asked him what topics he felt interested in. He said he was not entirely clear, but 

he liked sports very much. I told him to write about sports. For public speaking, 

writing a good script is very important. When you want to talk about something, 

you have a lot to say. After discussing with him, he wrote something about Tai Chi. 

He said the key to performing Tai Chi is to learn how to exert force. During the 
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process of exerting force, people need to empty their thoughts. However, he could 

not empty his thoughts while practicing. I said it did not matter. He just wrote 

about what he was thinking while performing Tai Chi, and it was okay. Some 

people may feel that being obsessed with other things violates the rule of 

concentration. I thought it did not matter at all.” (Xue-I-1-25 April 2019) 

From Mr. Xue’s perspective, the boy student’s writing was touching because 

of his accurate depiction of his mental state. EFL teachers should allow students to 

write about the topics that they have the intention to share since substantial 

differences exist between teacher-student preferences. If students are stimulated, 

their writing may not end up being dull and dry. Thus, Mr. Xue objected to 

teachers’ defining topics for students. Instead, he encouraged the students to write 

about something that genuinely interested them. 

To help the students choose appropriate speech topics, Mr. Xue adopted 

another method of providing references for the students. When assigning a 

persuasive speech, Mr. Xue listed some topics, WeChat official accounts, and 

several websites for reference. 

The topics below are for the students’ reference: 

(1) Should all students be required to learn an instrument in school? 

(2) Should automobile drivers be required to take a test every three years? 

(3) Do introverts make great leaders? 

(4) Should boys and girls be taught in separate classrooms? 

(5) Should assisted suicide be legalized? 

(6) Should wild animals be tamed? 

(7) Should the government completely ban all cigarettes and tobacco products? 

(8) Will technology reduce or increase human employment opportunities? 

Please visit the following websites for more inspiration: (Xue-S-2) 

https://virtualspeech.com/blog/persuasive-speech-topics-and-ideas 

https://www.myspeechclass.com/persuasivetopics2.html  

4.3.3.2 Practicing speech tasks  

To provide the students with more authentic speech opportunities, Mr. Xue 

usually required them to present two or three speeches based on the time available 

in one semester. For this semester, he required the students to present two 

speeches, i.e., an informative speech and a persuasive speech. When assigning the 

https://virtualspeech.com/blog/persuasive-speech-topics-and-ideas
https://www.myspeechclass.com/persuasivetopics2.html
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speech task of a persuasive speech, Mr. Xue gave detailed requirements in the 

teaching syllabus (Xue-S-3). 

Persuasive speech assignment: 

1. The maximum length of a speech should be seven minutes.  

2. The use of at least four sources is required. At least two of these resources 

should be on paper (books, articles from journals, magazines, or newspapers). 

3. If the students use PPT, there should be no more than six slides. 

4. The students should summarize the main ideas of the speech. 

5. The delivery of the speech is to be extemporaneous. 

Mr. Xue asked the students to submit their topics first, including their purpose, 

central ideas, and outline. The CD-ROM attached to the textbook provided many 

topics for reference, and Mr. Xue downloaded those topics to the online learning 

platform to share with the students. When the speech topics had been agreed upon, 

the students began their research and writing. They needed to revise the scripts for 

at least two rounds before presenting the speech in class. 

In addition, Mr. Xue designed some writing skills training activities in class.  

Excerpt 1: 

Mr. Xue: I give you a topic: Should assisted suicide be legalized? I will give 

you ten minutes, [and] you write a beginning and an end for this speech. 

Ten minutes passed… 

Mr. Xue: What did you write? Such a long paragraph… The beginning should 

be brief, be attentive, be sharp, and lean. Use simple language to convey your 

ideas…  

Mr. Xue: You cannot write in only one paragraph. You should not talk too 

much about the definition of assisted suicide. Go ahead and show your 

perspectives… (when walking around the classroom)     (Xue-O-2-9 May 2019)                                                   

In excerpt 1, Mr. Xue gave the students a topic and required them to write a 

beginning and ending, and then explained some writing skills in class. Teacher 

feedback and peer feedback were offered accordingly. 

When teaching about Monroe’s motivated sequence in persuasive speech, he 

required the students to act out an advertisement in groups after class. At the 

beginning of the next class, he guided the students to review the five steps in 

Monroe’s motivated sequence, specifically, attention, needs, satisfaction, 

visualization, and action. Then, Mr. Xue gave the students three minutes for 
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rehearsal. One group of students presented an advertisement for a wooden comb. 

They played the music of the new year, and then one student acted as a mother 

with glasses and a gray wig. She began to do many things, such as cleaning the 

floor, cooking, and washing. One student presented the voiceover: “Mom did so 

many things for us, and she was so tired. Dear mom, thanks for all that you do. 

The comb is for mom.” Then, with a smile on her face, the mom combed her hair 

with a new wooden comb, feeling deeply contented. A student continued with the 

voiceover: “The wooden comb is not just about comfort.” When the students 

finished their presentations, the teacher guided the students to comment on the 

five steps of Monroe’s motivated sequence. Thus, the students achieved a clearer 

and more concrete understanding of this sequence. (Xue-O-3-4 June 2019) 

This skill-oriented course aimed to encourage students to practice. One 

student said that he overall improved after the speech practice for one semester: 

“What impressed me most were the several speeches, from the beginning 

self-introductory speech to the persuasive speech. I think I am always in the 

process of writing and revising. The last speech has been revised three times. I 

read and did research; I wrote the script. I consulted the teacher and rewrote and 

finally presented the speech in class. I think I improved my language skills, 

especially in writing.” (Student-I-2-5 June 2019) 

From the description of this student’s learning process, we can observe that 

Mr. Xue’s teaching objectives were largely put into practice. 

4.3.3.3 Imitation and recitation 

Owing to the fact that Chinese students have many language problems, Mr. 

Xue arranged two types of recitation activities for speaking instruction. One was a 

one-minute quotation recitation. At the beginning of each class, Mr. Xue arranged 

several minutes for the students to read aloud a quotation from a famous person. 

The following is one excerpt concerning recitations.  

Excerpt 2:  

Mr. Xue: Read aloud the quotation: So many things cry to be done, and 

always urgently. The world rolls on. Time passes. Ten thousand years are too long. 

Seize the hour. Seize the day. Do you know who said this? 

Student A: Chairman Mao. The words mean that we should cherish time. 

Mr. Xue: Yes, this is the English translation of Mao’s poet “Man Jianghong.” 

In China, we have an old saying: when one learns 300 poems of the Tang Dynasty 
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by heart, one is sure to be able to write poetry. Now I will give you five minutes 

for recitation. Then, you come to the front to recite the sentences one by one.  

(Xue-O-1-25 April 2019) 

In excerpt 2, Mr. Xue first read aloud the English quotation. He then 

explained the background of the quotation and its general meaning. After giving 

the students some time for practice, the students came to the front and recited the 

quotation one-by-one. Mr. Xue then corrected their pronunciation problems.  

Another recitation activity was the recitation of classical public speeches. 

The students chose a two- or three-minute speech clip and then imitated and 

recited the speech. They needed to understand the speaker’s psychological state, 

imitate his or her pronunciation, intonation, gestures, and sense the charm of the 

classical speeches. In the interviews, a student expressed his appreciation for the 

recitation assignment. 

“I think those famous speeches carry many shining points. When we recite, 

we can notice how the speaker is dealing with the details. I had always thought 

that I had good pronunciation and intonation. But when reciting Obama’s speech, 

I noticed he paused many times with rising and falling intonations. Then, I tried to 

imitate. I learned something from the imitation such as body movements, eyesight, 

and interaction with the audience.” (Student-I-1-10 May 2019) 

With the recitation of quotations and classical speeches, the students 

deepened their understanding of the use of voice and body language. Nevertheless, 

more students claimed that they expected much more than the reception of skills, 

and sometimes the recitation and imitation technique seemed too boring for them.  

4.3.4 Course evaluation: providing only written feedback 

Mr. Xue organized a writing workshop before each speech presentation in 

which he adopted both peer evaluation and teacher evaluation. All students 

brought four to five photocopies of their scripts to the class and distributed the 

photocopies within a small group. This peer evaluation concerning the speech 

content or language helped the students. 

“In the past, we prepared the speech script all by ourselves, and we could not 

notice our problems. Within the workshop, everyone pinpointed some problems, 

even some fatal ones. Later on, I thought about it carefully and rewrote it. Later 

my group members said that there was an improvement.” (Student-I-1-10 May 

2019) 



 

112 
 

After the peer evaluation, the students revised and submitted their script to 

Mr. Xue for further revision. He taught four classes with approximately 30 

students in each class, and each student presented two speeches, which made the 

correction work overwhelming for him. “I think this way will benefit the students. 

However, the reality is that I suffer from too much burden. The workload is too 

heavy, and I feel exhausted.” (Xue-R-1) 

Realizing that there were many commonalities among the students’ problems 

in their scripts, Mr. Xue intentionally chose one representative script as a model 

for general comments. However, many students still made similar errors in their 

subsequent scripts. Therefore, while maintaining the workshop method, Mr. Xue 

provided written comments on each speech the students made. Initially, he gave 

oral feedback summarizing all of the students’ problems. In the final term 

feedback, some students reported that they did not like this type of evaluation 

because they soon forgot those general comments. Therefore, Mr. Xue began to 

provide only written comments with the students’ common problems listed first. 

He then uploaded the detailed written comments to the online platform together 

with some excellent student speeches. 

4.3.5 Educational context: bureaucratic and stifling 

Mr. Xue considered the university context to be generally unsupportive and 

felt that it was bureaucratic and stifling. The low financial incentive and 

troublesome negotiation process with the administrative staff reduced Mr. Xue’s 

motivation to teach this course. 

“Generally, the school environment was not positive. Although the school 

encouraged us to set up some ESP (English for specific purposes) courses, they 

gave us no more than two hundred yuan before taxes for each period of class. I 

had to prepare for the entire course; I had to work on the scripts of the students; I 

had to evaluate them; I had to spend a lot of time and energy on the whole course. 

However, I could only get less than two thousand yuan for a whole semester. I was 

not so motivated on that account, but I was motivated on the students’ account. If 

not for the students. I would not teach this course. Besides the low financial 

incentive, I had to go through all the bureaucracy. For example, the registry office 

forced me to submit supporting documents to verify the students’ final scores. 

Because this was a speaking course, we could only videotape the students’ 

speeches to verify the scores. The process was too complicated and technical. I 
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had to carry a large camcorder to the classroom, and connecting the camcorder 

to the electricity was very complicated and burdensome. Some of the bureaucratic 

ways of doing things were very time consuming and greatly discouraging. They 

were just managing things. They were not supporting your teaching. For example, 

I once required only thirty students in my class. I had to go to the registry office to 

ask that person to limit the class size to thirty. Only after a troublesome 

negotiation did they agree to that.” (Xue-I-2-9 May 2019) 

Although the university context was not supportive in terms of adopting 

teachers’ suggestions and alleviating their burden, Mr. Xue felt that the office 

context was favorable because “the encouragement from my dean and some of my 

colleagues did have a positive impact on me in persisting in teaching this course.”             

(Xue-R-2) 

From Mr. Xue’s perspective, there was no community of practice in terms of 

teaching the public speaking course because he was the only teacher who taught 

this speaking course at the university. However, the communication and sharing of 

experiences with colleagues who taught other ESP courses were “slightly 

consoling in this bureaucratic environment.” 

4.3.6 Subject knowledge enhancement: developing through understanding 

and reflection 

Mr. Xue attended seminars about public speaking held by FLTRP every year 

in the summer. From these seminars, he learned about American teaching methods 

and workshop pedagogy. Although Mr. Xue learned a lot from attending the 

seminars, he sometimes did not have an in-depth understanding of some of the 

course content. In real teaching practice, he continued to reflect on many 

problems and deepened his understanding of the students as well as the teaching 

content. 

“Through teaching, I deepened my understanding of the students, and I 

added more materials and examples. I feel that I am becoming more mature. Of 

course, there are many problems. However, I do feel the teaching effectiveness 

could be improved. If I do it next time, it could be better.” (Xue-I-3-4 June 2019) 

Through his teaching practices, Mr. Xue deepened his understanding of 

speech content, and he was better able to predict the students’ problems. Mr. Xue 

initially thought that “language ability could not be improved within one semester,” 

and he did not list language learning as a teaching objective. Nevertheless, he later 
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realized that language problems are still the most significant problems faced by 

Chinese students, and language is the essence of speech. Improvement in 

language can enhance the students’ confidence. 

“I learned about U.S. teaching methods in the seminars from some American 

instructors. I did not want to change [them]. However, I did find some problems. 

How effectively this model fits Chinese students is a problem. In the U.S. class, 

language problems were not dealt with. Originally, when I taught the class, I 

followed the same approach. Nevertheless, English is a second language for our 

students. Language influences their confidence to a large extent. If you do not 

deal with language problems, you cannot truly help them improve.” (Xue-I-3-4 

June 2019) 

Through reflection, Mr. Xue attempted to incorporate language learning such 

as speech appreciation because he firmly believed that “language is the essence of 

communication, and learning some excellent speech excerpts will help them in 

[terms of] the language aspect.” (Xue-I-3-4 June 2019) 

In the class, Mr. Xue recommended some classic videos of speeches by Bill 

Clinton, Martin Luther King, and Steve Jobs. He asked the students to appreciate 

the language aspect. However, the input was not sufficient. Beginning with his 

third time teaching the course, Mr. Xue required the students to recite at least one 

famous speech. 

“Mr. Xue recommended a speech by Marry Ferry, and it is about AIDS. I felt 

so touched. I memorized the whole passage after class. The speech was wonderful. 

I also recited a part of the commencement speech by Steve Jobs at Harvard 

University. I like those speeches.” (Student-I-2-5 June 2019) 

Due to time limitations, Mr. Xue did not have time to check the students’ 

recitations. A student felt that Mr. Xue could improve in this respect: 

“I mentioned this in the midterm feedback. Maybe the teacher can check us in 

[our] recitation. Without checking, sometimes we feel less motivated. We do not 

know whether we are doing a good job, and we want to improve. We need 

feedback from our teacher.” (Student-I-2-5 June 2019) 

Nowadays, inspired by his Ph.D. study in English Translation, Mr. Xue 

arranged some translation exercises in class for students to speed up the process of 

code-switching between two languages. He even considered setting up an 

interpretation course as an extension of public speaking because there are many 
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similarities between the two types of courses, such as the emphasis on 

pronunciation, manners, confidence, and logic construction. Beginning with no 

language awareness and gradually incorporating this aspect into his teaching, Mr. 

Xue furthered his development through continuous understanding and reflection. 

4.3.7 Summary 

Mr. Xue regarded his teaching as a skill-oriented course that aimed to 

improve the students’ skills in speech appreciation, language organization, writing, 

and public speaking. He condensed the contents in the textbook and organized the 

class based on three speech tasks. Moreover, he used analogies and flowcharts to 

help the students understand some basic principles and concepts. Appreciating the 

speech videos also helped the students understand some core speech principles. In 

terms of the scaffolded teaching of speaking skills, he required the students to 

practice two speech tasks within one semester. Additionally, he gradually realized 

that language is the essence of speech; thus, he asked the students to recite famous 

speeches to improve their language skills. In terms of evaluation, he established a 

writing workshop that combined peer evaluation and teacher evaluation to create 

an atmosphere of co-learning. The students learned a lot from analyzing the 

speech videos and attending the writing workshop. However, they regarded 

merely following the model and the structure to be too technical and rigid and felt 

that it did not reach them on an emotional level. 

Mr. Xue spoke negatively about the university context and considered it 

bureaucratic and stifling, especially when dealing with teaching issues with 

administrative staff. Following the U.S. approach helped Mr. Xue in his teaching; 

however, he did not have an in-depth understanding of the course content, and 

many of his teachings lingered on the surface. With more teaching experience and 

a deepened understanding of content knowledge, he was able to better understand 

the students’ problems and difficulties. With more confidence in speaking in 

public, Mr. Xue could now make better use of teaching resources. He began to 

attach much more significance to language itself after realizing that public 

speaking was, first of all, an EFL course in the Chinese context. Appreciation and 

passion for speech gradually prompted him to establish a teaching mode that 

would be suitable for Chinese students.  
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4.4 Ms. Si’s case 

Background of Ms. Si 

Ms. Si was an EFL teacher of a public speaking course in the English 

department at a Tier 1 university in China. She was in her late forties and her 

dream since childhood was to become a teacher. Ms. Si graduated from a Tier 1 

university in south China and obtained her master’s degree in English Language 

and Literature in 1994. Until now, she had teaching experience amounting to 25 

years. 

“No matter how hard it is, I will stick to the three-inch platform in my heart. I 

look back on the journey of the whole semester with my students. We sailed 

through the journey, beginning in total confusion and ending up reaping many 

benefits through it. Reaching the other side of the river requires joint efforts from 

both teachers and students. Teachers need to devote time, energy, and affection. 

With this devotion, the other side of the journey is not too far away.” (Si-R-1) 

Ms. Si had a strong attachment to debate education and she impressed upon 

me as a calm, kind, and erudite teacher. In 2008, she began to tutor students to 

enter public speaking competitions because one candidate was her student at that 

time. Ms. Si benefited greatly in the process of tutoring, and her students 

generally performed well each year. When developing the course “English Public 

Speaking” with her colleagues, Ms. Si felt proud of being one of the pioneers of 

the course development. She spoke highly of the textbook titled The Art of Public 

Speaking, which was written by Lucas. Public speaking is an optional course that 

mainly caters to first-year and second-year students. There are only approximately 

25 students in each class, and they generally have a relatively high English 

proficiency level. By the end of the interview, Ms. Si had taught public speaking 

for more than seven rounds. She improved greatly in terms of the training skills 

used in public speaking and her interpersonal communication. She was no longer 

afraid of speaking in public; in fact, she cherished every opportunity to speak. 

4.4.1 Features of curriculum: holistic education 

Ms. Si wrote in the teaching curriculum that the primary teaching objective 

for her class was to “help students establish confidence in speaking in the public, 

including learning how to conduct effective communication in public spaces and 

mastering the necessary skills needed for speaking on specific occasions.”(Si-S) 

Ms. Si also hoped that this course could help students in their future development 
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and shoulder the sacred mission of “cultivating future leaders.” 

“When communicating with teachers from the registry office, the staff there 

told us that what we are doing now is very helpful for students’ future career 

development. This public speaking course could cultivate the students’ abilities in 

speaking and communication. I want to relate these skills to their future job 

requirements. If the students can conquer these problems now, they will become 

people with adequate capabilities before their graduation.” (Si-I-2-5 October 

2018) 

Ms. Si harbored a firm intention to free students from the inhibition of 

expressing their viewpoints. In addition to freeing students from constraints on 

speech, Ms. Si wanted to “train students to be responsible, capable citizens who 

can also engage in social activities.” 

“Whatever you hear, including speeches, you need to have a sense of critical 

thinking. In the case of public speaking, if it is utilized properly, it is advantageous. 

If it is ill-intentioned, negative outcomes can be produced. Students should be 

responsible and capable citizens.” (Si-I-1-28 September 2018) 

From Ms. Si’s perspective, teachers should be careful in selecting the 

appropriate materials. Information transmission is not just communication; it is 

the cultivating of citizens. The students will be exposed to a large amount of 

information after their graduation. If they have independent thinking, gossip will 

come to an end, and something harmful would not hurt them. On the other hand, 

they will not spread something negative to society. Thus, cultivating responsible 

and capable citizens is the goal of Ms. Si’s class. She also emphasized that speech 

is not only a skill; it is also an education. “Speech is education with a rich 

theoretical basis of Western rhetoric. We are teaching speech while standing on 

the shoulders of our predecessors. The speech will exert a lasting influence on 

students’ lives in terms of spiritual influences.” (Si-I-1-28 September 2018) 

Enhancing students’ confidence in speaking and critical thinking competency 

were essential goals for this course. In addition, speech education should offer 

spiritual enrichment for students’ growth. Ms. Si hoped this course would help in 

achieving the goal of holistic education. 

4.4.2 Content knowledge and instructional strategies 

While using “The Art of Public Speaking” as the textbook for the class, Ms. 

Si did not stick to the order when teaching the contents. She intentionally shuffled 
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the contents and carefully chose the necessary parts for her teaching purposes. She 

also read a variety of books related to speech, including books across time and 

locations. However, instead of copying the models in the books, she carefully 

pondered the content of the books before implementing it.  

Ms. Si’s teaching philosophy involved “integrating learning English with 

learning public speaking.” Many EFL teachers think that students with lower 

language proficiency should not select a course in public speaking; however, she 

did not think so. 

“Even the kindergartens in the U.S. offer public speaking courses. Just think, 

what can a preschool kid talk about? Maybe it is just gift-exchanging or 

story-sharing. Primary school students have public speaking courses. I think 

college students are capable of doing this.” (Si-I-1-28 September 2018) 

Ms. Si claimed that students of all language levels could attend speech 

courses. She employed many instructional strategies to impart content knowledge, 

such as individual tutoring about pronunciation problems, using metaphors, 

analogies, and examples to explain specific concepts, using debates to illustrate 

persuasive speech and appreciating classical speeches for spiritual enrichment. 

4.4.2.1 Individual tutoring 

Ms. Si was firmly against the stereotyped presumption that “students with 

low language proficiency are not suitable for public speaking.” Attempting to help 

students who had severe problems with English pronunciations, she provided 

individual tutoring. She thought that pronunciation problems were prevalent 

among university students, and every semester, she encountered the same 

phenomenon, with problems ranging from slight to more severe ones.  

    “I remember there was a case. He was a male student in my class, and when 

he finished talking, nobody understood and laughed at him. I thought that I did 

not want to make him feel too embarrassed, so I tried to encourage him a little bit. 

After class, I talked with him individually. I wanted to help him do better. That boy 

majored in civil engineering, but he had a lot of good ideas. I told him that his 

problem lay in poor pronunciation and too few exercises. We wrote up a plan for 

the semester to conquer the problems related to pronunciation one-by-one. After 

class, I would tutor him on everything from vowels to consonants for about one 

hour for the whole semester. The comprehensibility of his speech gradually 

improved. He could at least be understood by the end of the semester. To me, that 
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was huge progress. Moreover, he made careful preparations for the final 

assignment, and he did very well. I think students can make progress with effort 

despite their starting point.” (Si-I-2-5 October 2018) 

This boy later attended the public speaking course with great courage and 

made further progress. Ms. Si adopted the attitude of “helping each student make 

progress.” In the aforementioned case, Ms. Si’s encouragement and individualized 

tutoring improved the student’s pronunciation and helped him gain confidence in 

public speaking. 

4.4.2.2 Using metaphors, charts and examples 

The content knowledge of public speaking was not easy to deliver. Many 

specific concepts were unfamiliar to the students. Ms. Si used metaphors, charts, 

and examples in her classes.  

Using metaphors was one method in Ms. Si’s classes. She described the 

process of speechmaking as an organic activity starting from an impulse to rise, 

climax, and fall (see Figure 4.3 below). She also used a chart to demonstrate this. 

(Si-O-1-September 2018) 

Figure 4.3 

The process of speechmaking 

 

 

 

 

 

 

impulse rise            climax             resolution 

Using examples was another method of Ms. Si’s teaching. She explained that 

“if you find difficulty in expressing your ideas, then you could use an example.” 

When teaching the students certain concepts in speech statements, she cited many 

examples to show how to make effective purpose statements such as, “to inform 

my audience about the three benefits of drinking water,” “to persuade my 

audience about the three reasons that cheating in a relationship is healthy,” and “to 

tell my audience why we should leave work on time.” (Si-S) 

4.4.2.3 Using debates 

Public speaking is a course that requires extensive practice. Thus, Ms. Si 
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introduced persuasive speech with debating for the students’ practice. In one class, 

she gave the students a topic for debate: “This house believes that nuclear energy 

is dangerous.” First, she introduced the format of debating to the students, which 

followed a British Parliament (BP) system. One student joined the group on his 

own volition, and the teacher chose three other students. Then, the teacher asked 

the four students to form pairs of their choosing and make preparations outside the 

classroom. The students in the class chose their sides voluntarily. The students 

who chose the proposition side sat on one side of the class, and the students who 

chose the opposition side sat on the other side. When each debater finished his or 

her speech, the students in the class could change their seats based on their 

performance and propositions. During the process, four students joined the teacher 

as commentators and filled in an evaluation sheet. They then came to the front to 

share their viewpoints. Later, Ms. Si made comments on the students’ debates and 

told them why she used debates for persuasive speech. The entire debating process 

was videotaped.  

Excerpt 1: 

Ms. Si: Do you know why I started to introduce to you making a persuasive 

speech by debating?  

Student A: Debating is more exciting… 

Student B: There are some similarities between a persuasive speech and a 

debate… 

Ms. Si: It makes sense. No matter [if it is] for competition or simply debating, 

a debate is a typical form of persuasive speech. Just now, I asked the audience to 

switch their seats. That is a hint for the speaker. For example, if I’m on the 

affirmative side, I will speak to the negative side. When they propose different 

opinions, I will try to address any challenges, and they will be the target 

audience.”                                       

(Si-O-2-7 May 2019) 

In excerpt 1, by telling the students the reasons for debating, Ms. Si 

established a connection between the teaching activities and the subject matter. 

She introduced debating as an example to help the students better understand 

certain concepts in persuasive speech such as a “target audience.” 

4.4.2.4 Appreciating classic speeches for spiritual enrichment  

    Starting from her fifth round of teaching public speaking, Ms. Si 
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occasionally played video clips for the students in the class. She learned this 

method from her colleagues. Ms. Si had been collecting classic videos for many 

years and tried to relate the videos to the contents or topics of the textbook. She 

gradually established her speech bank. She also took references from some 

recommended video clips shared within the WeChat group formed by her 

colleagues. For example, in the first period of class, the topic was about the power 

of speech. She played a video clip relating how a person changed from not being 

good at public speaking to falling in love with speech. 

    “I showed my students this video clip in the first period of class. I hoped to 

make them aware that public speaking is significant. You speak in the class, you 

have an interview, you speak to others, or you express your ideas at conferences. 

All these speaking events may change your life.” (Si-I-3-21 May 2019) 

    Ms. Si used video clips to elaborate on specific topics and to convey to the 

students that speech is essential to their lives. One student’s remarks demonstrated 

the influence of watching classic videos: 

“Some speeches are indeed touching. For example, one speech was about 

people diagnosed with Alzheimer’s disease. I feel that this world needs love and 

mutual support. It touched my heart, and I had a strong feeling that we need to 

care for others.” (Student-I-1-22 May 2019) 

4.4.3 Learner challenges and scaffolded teaching of speaking skills 

In terms of the scaffolded teaching of speaking skills in making a public 

speech, Ms. Si inspired the students with arts in choosing topics and attached 

importance to the display of the students’ potential. She integrated humor into the 

course and sought to provide as many opportunities as possible for the students to 

practice. 

4.4.3.1 Inspiring students with arts in choosing speech topics 

With regard to choosing topics, Ms. Si adopted arts appreciation to inspire 

the students. She shared with the students many significant artifacts, through 

which she expected to instill something artistic and unusual for the students to 

imagine and explore. Every time they needed inspiration, she would look at 

something artistic, including Dali’s painting “The Persistence of Memory” or 

Wordsworth’s poems. She held a strong conviction that observing those paintings 

and reading those poems reminded her of scenarios of how the painter and poet 

devoted their emotions, thoughts, and feelings into the canvas and words. Ms. Si 
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also demonstrated her pursuit of arts and beauty in the class. 

Excerpt 2: 

Ms. Si: Now, we can take a look at the contemporary artwork in China 

International Garden Expo. I always think about how Peter Latz came up with the 

idea of the master garden. The idea is to open up the garden space and 

understand it as a path with several cut-through routes. Maybe it is true that the 

garden is a successful innovation in the old industrial area. Have you ever been 

there? 

Student A: Yes, it’s a bit far away, but it’s fantastic…[laughing] 

Ms. Si: Do you know what marks his artwork? 

Student B: Innovation of something old… 

Ms. Si: Yes, you get the point. He is creating in his ways. Turning the 

deserted area into a great place. What is the novelty? Where did all artists draw 

their inspiration from? Look at those artworks. Painters use paintings, [and] 

dancers use dancing, [and] architects use architecture. We should be users of 

words. As language users, I think we should be creative. No matter [how] good or 

bad our experiences are, we can transform those experiences into something we 

can express. Bitter or sweet, there must be something we can learn. We are 

endowing them with new meanings.                          (Si-O-3-21 

May 2019) 

In excerpt 2, Ms. Si tried to stimulate the students’ imagination with art 

appreciation by elaborating on the design of a show garden in the China 

International Garden Expo. Then, she proposed the concept of “novelty.” The 

process demonstrated that art appreciation helps in speechmaking. Similar to the 

way artists use paintings, architecture, and writings to show their creativity, 

speakers use their language to convey their ideas creatively. From Ms. Si’s 

perspective, “a good speech is just like art.” A speech without good ideas is like a 

piece of music without a story. If the students wanted to deliver an absorbing 

speech, they should be good at telling stories with a well-designed plot and 

organization. 

“We got inspired by seeing those works of artists, musicians, architects, and 

writers. We not only sensed the beauty of those works; we also started to think of 

our own speeches in a creative way.” (Student-I-2-29 May 2019) 
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Similar to those beautiful artifacts, Ms. Si conveyed a sense of beauty to the 

students with beautiful language and expressions. Speechmaking is not just a skill 

but also an art. 

4.4.3.2 Cultivating students’ sense of humor 

To help the students master more communication skills, Ms. Si added one 

chapter to the syllabus about humor. This chapter was not covered in the textbook 

The Art of Public Speaking. She thought that only when speakers are very relaxed 

would humor be effective. There are also many problems related to rhythm, i.e., 

how long speakers must pause at certain points and how they should deal with 

such moments, which affect the success of humor. Believing that humor could be 

studied in a separate domain, Ms. Si was uncertain whether humor should be put 

under the domain of language or media studies, or both.  

“Public speaking requires proper grammar, rhetoric, rhythm, and mentality. 

When everything is in its place, humor can have an effect. I often watch 

cross-talks and comic shows such as the Song Xiaobao series and the Jia Ling 

series. I told my students that public speaking should awaken the audience’s ears. 

When you present something long, you shoulder the responsibility of making your 

speech interesting.” (Si-O-4-28 May 2019) 

Ms. Si talked about humor in the classroom, noting that there are various 

forms of humor including visual, audio, and linguistic forms. Additionally, there 

are many types of rhetoric in the use of languages such as puns, exaggeration, 

satire, similes, metaphors, coinage, quotations, myths, stories, and jokes. Humor 

exists everywhere, including comic shows, literature, and the dialogues. Once 

using Obama’s speech for a humor analysis, she cited many examples in the 

speech for the students to understand the effect of humor. Ms. Si thought that a 

sense of humor could be cultivated. She gave students one week to prepare a 

speech that included humor. These teaching practices proved to be effective, and 

the students became “more humorous;” therefore, she stated that she would “keep 

on doing this.” 

4.4.3.3 Providing sufficient opportunities for public speaking 

To facilitate the development of students’ public speaking skills, Ms. Si 

provided regular teaching activities in the classroom. The students needed to 

accomplish five speech tasks within 16 weeks: a self-introductory speech, an 

informative speech, a humorous speech, a persuasive speech, and a speech on a 
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special occasion. 

Furthermore, there was some pair work, impromptu speeches, imitations of 

famous speeches, and recitations. The arrangements for these activities were 

increasingly reasonable. In the initial weeks, Ms. Si asked the students to present a 

speech on a special occasion. An expert had informed her that a speech on a 

special occasion might be the most challenging type of speech.  

“I used the most challenging type of speech at the beginning. It was difficult 

because it was an impromptu speech. It needed to activate the classroom 

atmosphere. Although some good students can do that, the arrangement is not 

reasonable. Therefore, this semester I started with self-introduction. Just like 

Lucas mentioned, the beginning several weeks are crucial; this is an ice-breaking 

period. You need to guide your students in a play-learning process. You need to 

get rid of the original bounds, and then you can develop so-called deliberations.” 

(Si-I-4-28 May 2019) 

Ms. Si adjusted her teaching plans to begin with the self-introduction and end 

with a speech on a special occasion, consistent with the principle of starting from 

a lower level and moving to a higher level of difficulty. Classroom activities also 

became richer with her reflective adjustment. In the first semester, all of the 

students took turns speaking on the stage. Later, Ms. Si realized that this method 

was too time consuming. Starting from the second semester, Ms. Si organized 

diverse activities by offering more opportunities for the students to practice, such 

as within-group discussions and presentations. Ms. Si also learned another way of 

organizing activities from attending a seminar in 2018: 

“For example, when talking about the topic ‘whether college students should 

get married,’ instead of expressing their opinions directly with yes or no, which 

was quite straightforward for college students, Mr. Sun arranged for an open 

interview first and required each student to interview at least five classmates to 

learn whether they agreed or disagreed with college students’ marriage.” 

(Si-I-3-21 May 2019) 

Following Mr. Sun’s suggestions, Ms. Si learned to organize more 

appropriate in-class activities. After two students formed pairs and reported the 

interview findings to their partner, they would reach a consensus before reporting 

to the whole class. This inquiry-based approach involves students’ communication, 

summary making, and reasoning skills. She related that this method was 
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“particularly useful” in engaging students and saving time.  

In this way, Ms. Si adjusted the order of content instruction. Her learning 

from colleagues and experts allowed her to provide more opportunities for the 

students and promoted their inquiries toward many hotly contested issues. 

4.4.4 Course evaluation: a combination of evaluation methods 

Ms. Si adopted formative assessment for her class, which included teacher 

evaluation, peer evaluation, and self-evaluation. From her perspective, the overall 

evaluation should include all audiences and even the speaker himself or herself, 

and the effect of public speaking is determined by how the speech affects the 

audience. 

“Different assessments target different tasks. We also need to have evaluation 

criteria. We should incorporate reasoning and critical thinking into the evaluation 

criteria. In this way, we are better able to assess students. After evaluation, we 

need to do statistics and analysis and tell [the] students about the results. This 

process requires considerable effort from the teachers. However, it has been 

proven effective for students’ learning.” (Si-R-2) 

Ms. Si also suggested that the students make self-assessments based on their 

video-recorded performance. She then gave the students a list for reference, 

including the topic, preparation, speech quality, and reflection. The students were 

required to make two self-assessments within a semester and complete a 

questionnaire. When the students finished their speeches, they had the option of 

writing down their problems as well as expectations on a piece of paper. Ms. Si 

then conducted a further assessment of the students’ problems. 

When making a speech evaluation, Ms. Si designed a table that included 

factors such as eye contact, gestures, content, and structure. Nevertheless, what 

she mostly emphasized was “pathos, ethos, and logos.” She criticized one stirring 

speech entitled “we are all fighters” made by a Chinese university student in 

March 2020. Although targeting fighting against coronavirus, she thought this 

speech empty with too many emotional appeals and flashy language, leading to 

“emotional manipulation.” To her, delivering a speech is not “making a show,” 

and what counts most is “ideas.” During the class, she chose one or two students 

to join in the assessment. One student acted as a grammarian in charge of 

grammar problems and noted the number of times the speaker said “um.” 

Providing feasible criteria, she also trained the students to become commentators 
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and questioners through modeling. Concerning the use of a student grammarian, 

Ms. Si noted, “Some problems like ‘um’ or grammatical mistakes will not be 

counted toward the final grades. I focus on what effect the speech delivered. The 

students learned about grammar in middle schools, and they know how to use 

allocations. However, when asked to speak, they have problems with grammar 

and collocations. The use of a grammarian is to remind them to be aware that too 

many ‘um’s will influence the audience’s understanding, although it will not 

influence the score.” (Si-I-3-21 May 2019) 

Ms. Si mentioned that she did not copy the model from the speech training 

course. Otherwise, it would seem too goal-driven, and it may not have suited the 

Chinese students. She searched for suitable measures to facilitate the students’ 

English learning and speech skills. 

4.4.5 Educational context: a community of practice 

Recently, there has been a tremendous success with English speech contests 

in mainland China with the increasing interest in and enthusiasm for studying 

English as a foreign language. These contests have been promoted by many 

organizations such as CCTV (China National Television), FLTRP, and SFLEP 

(Shanghai Foreign Language Education Press). The university where Ms. Si 

worked advocated the establishment of the public speaking course and provided 

support for it. A group of EFL instructors teach this course to both undergraduates 

and postgraduates. 

“Around ten EFL instructors are teaching the public speaking course, and we 

hold department seminars regularly. To some extent, we formed a valuable 

community of practice.” (Si-I-2-5 October 2018) 

A community of practice was established at Ms. Si’s university, where 

teachers displayed their interests, passion, and cooperation in pursuing a joint 

enterprise. A group of teachers constantly exchanged information concerning their 

stories, actions, problems, and suggestions for better improving their teaching 

practices. Moreover, a WeChat group was formed with members from her and 

other universities. Ms. Si learned a lot about teaching philosophy and pedagogy 

by exchanging ideas with the teachers in the WeChat group. She once exchanged 

views with colleagues concerning one speech delivered by British prime minister 

Boris Johnson on coronavirus from the perspective of content, structure, and 

reasoning.   
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“There is much information in the WeChat group. We discuss many things, 

especially about teaching approaches and speech appreciation. There are several 

leaders in the group. Some novice teachers do not dare to speak because they 

think their ideas are immature.” (Si-R-3) 

Ms. Si did not work in isolation; she shared her feelings and doubts with 

other colleagues in this community. She also collected teaching resources together 

with several teacher assistants. 

4.4.6 Subject knowledge enhancement: developing through reflection and 

knowledge acquisition 

Ms. Si attributed the changes in her teaching to learning and thinking in a 

systematic manner, a trait she gained from her passion for reading books. She read 

a variety of books related to speeches across time and locations because those 

books are “supplementary.” However, instead of copying the models directly from 

the books, she carefully pondered the content of the books before implementing 

them in the class.  

Ms. Si improved her teaching step-by-step through reading, reflection, and 

error correction. She attached equal importance to teaching and conducting 

research. 

“When you teach, to a certain extent, you need to do research. Otherwise, 

you may go on many roundabouts. Especially for the course [on] public speaking, 

the pedagogies are different from other language courses. There is a large amount 

of training for communication skills. Concerning the chapter on persuasive 

speech, it has a lot to do with logical thinking. These are new topics for the 

teacher. Therefore, teachers need to do research first.” (Si-I-3-21 May 2019) 

Ms. Si also taught other English courses, such as Debate and Thinking, and 

she confessed that it was indeed challenging for her. Comparatively speaking, the 

speech course is of a more appropriate level for her current students. Moreover, 

she found that the speaking course had unique characteristics. As such, research 

was vital for effective teaching. During her seven years of teaching public 

speaking, Ms. Si had published several articles on topics such as the localization 

of public speaking, curriculum setting, pair work, evaluation, humor, and debate. 

The process of conducting research, in turn, improved her teaching effectiveness. 

Tutoring students for speech contests also provided excellent learning 

opportunities for Ms. Si. Initially, she did not know on what to focus, and she 
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merely cared about conforming to the speech format. 

“Every day, it was just reciting. When students were reciting, we tried to 

correct some mistakes with pronunciation or intonation. I felt pretty dull. Later, 

when we entered the competitions, I realized such preparations had many 

problems. In real competitions, there is an impromptu speech following the 

prepared speech. We never practiced impromptu speeches in the past.” (Si-R-1) 

 Ms. Si observed that her students did very well in the prepared speech part. 

However, in the second part of impromptu speech, they could only read the script 

with many notes on it with their faces half-covered. Later, she realized that natural 

expressions are essential for a speech contest. A design would make speakers 

seem very unnatural. Students’ deliberate preparation of each intonation and 

gesture in the right place did not lead to a sound effect. Tutoring students each 

year enlightened her in focusing on students’ thinking and natural expressions.  

Revising and commenting on the speech manuscripts also deepened Ms. Si’s 

understanding of the course. She claimed that although occasionally speech needs 

to be attractive and even entertaining, a large number of manuscripts used flashy 

language without focusing on real content, which was unacceptable.  

“The sponsor invited me to comment on the speech manuscripts. I looked 

through a dozen manuscripts. Only two were logical and persuasive. You need to 

be clear that ideas are the key element. We all need to be aware of that.” (Si-I-2-5 

October 2018) 

At the beginning of the teaching career, Ms. Si paid more attention to 

delivery skills. Gradually she shifted her attention to students’ ideas. A speech 

should involve presenting unique viewpoints or promoting new products. 

Sometimes, she asked the students to submit their written scripts to Pigai net (an 

online website for English writing) for language problems. From Ms. Si’s 

perspective, the process of speechmaking involved conceiving ideas, making 

preparations, and presenting in class. Among these steps, conceiving ideas should 

be prioritized. Some competitors paid attention only to the external format and 

used flashy language, which prompted Ms. Si to reflect on the real purpose of 

public speaking. The new knowledge inspired her to shift her attention from the 

surface level to the content. 

In addition, communicating with peers and experts provided Ms. Si with 

valuable learning opportunities, which included face-to-face interactions, 
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exchanging ideas in the WeChat group, and attending seminars or conferences. 

She learned from her colleagues how to organize better activities and how to 

choose appropriate speech videos. The experts’ comments changed her way of 

instruction so that she reserved the speeches on special occasions for the end. 

4.4.7 Summary 

Ms. Si stepped into the role of coaching students for speech contests by 

chance, and she later devoted herself to the course instruction. Her teaching 

objectives included building students’ confidence in speaking, enhancing 

communication skills, cultivating responsible citizens, and facilitating spiritual 

enrichment. Therefore, her teaching approach could be labeled as “holistic 

education.” 

Aiming to balance students’ development in English learning and speech 

skills, Ms. Si tried different approaches. In English learning, she tutored 

individual students with pronunciation problems and assigned a student 

grammarian to monitor the language within speeches. Regarding content 

knowledge, she used many methods, such as examples, metaphors, and charts. In 

terms of the scaffolded learning of speaking skills, she incorporated humor to help 

the students master communication skills. Moreover, she attempted to provide 

many opportunities for the students to learn to cooperate and practice. Ms. Si 

integrated teacher evaluation, peer evaluation, and self-evaluation as a kind of 

formative feedback to inform her teaching.  

From Ms. Si’s perspective, the university context was favorable because a 

community of practice existed among a group of EFL teachers, and they formed a 

WeChat group to exchange ideas and share resources. 

Ms. Si made all-round improvement in her draft within her years of teaching. 

The course arrangement had become more reasonable, the teaching activities were 

of a greater variety, and the methods of evaluation became more appropriate for 

her classes. All these changes originated from Ms. Si’s initiatives to read, reflect, 

and continuously seek to adopt more effective instructional strategies. She 

optimized her practice by bridging the belief-practice gap and conducting research. 

In addition, tutoring speech contests and learning from experts and peers helped 

her to improve dramatically in terms of knowledge construction and upgrading 

teaching skills.   
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4.5 Ms. Wei’s case  

Ms. Wei’s background 

Ms. Wei was an experienced EFL teacher in her early forties. She graduated 

from a renowned university in south China with a master’s degree in English 

Language and Literature in 2002. She had been working at a Tier 2 university for 

approximately 17 years after graduation. Since she was a young girl, she had 

enjoyed learning English and reading English essays. However, she did not have 

debate-related experiences as a student. Early in her career, she tutored one 

student in a debate competition organized by FLTRP. Afterward, she thought, 

“that was a nice challenge.” She did not have a clear grasp of what was needed 

and described the experience as “crossing the river by feeling the stones.” She 

revised scripts, conducted research, and prepared arguments and 

counterarguments. Although the student she tutored did not perform well, she was 

motivated by the event and saw great potential in helping students to develop their 

debating skills. Faculty administrators encouraged her “not to give up, to learn 

more, and to accumulate more experience.”  

In 2008, she had an opportunity to attend a conference on “English debate” 

organized by the FLTRP. That was the first time she had heard of English debate 

for academic purposes, and she was fascinated by the educational values debating 

could bring to students. After returning from the conference, she was “determined 

to know more about it.” She spent two years preparing the course “English Debate” 

and began to teach this course in 2010. By the time I interviewed her, she had 

been teaching the course for eight years. All of the students were junior-year 

English majors, among whom most had a relatively high language proficiency 

level. It was a small class with approximately 25 students. 

“My school is pretty supportive in this sense. There are no more than 30 

students for this class. It is always small-class teaching. I feel comfortable with 

the class on this scale. It is the ideal size.” (Wei-I-1-15 June 2018) 

Ms. Wei was the only teacher in the English Department who taught English 

Debate. She modified the teaching materials each year to suit the students’ needs. 

After groping her way forward for several years, she had begun to develop her 

own teaching pedagogies for debating skills. Ms. Wei was a very hard-working 

and responsible teacher. She entered the classroom 15 minutes before the class 

and prepared the materials she would use on the computer. Ms. Wei impressed 
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others with her calmness and erudition. One of her students said, “Ms. Wei seems 

to be always thinking and analyzing throughout the teaching period.” Ms. Wei 

aimed to promote the students’ understanding of English debate through thinking 

training and debate analysis. 

4.5.1 Features of curriculum: cultivating thinkers and communicators with 

a global vision 

From the time she began tutoring students for debate competitions to the 

present, Ms. Wei has changed her teaching objectives. She had been tutoring 

students for more than ten years. At the very beginning, she merely intended to 

determine how to imitate the British Parliament system, how to form students into 

groups, and how to adhere to the time limit of seven minutes for each speaker. She 

focused more on the format rather than the content. After years of teaching, she 

realized that speaking should carry ideas, and thus she shifted her focus to guide 

students in how to think. 

“English debate, especially in a cross-cultural context, deals with problems 

at the national and political levels. The debate is a form of communication, and 

debate education aims to cultivate better thinkers and communicators. English 

debate education will help cultivate new generations of talent and facilitate the 

further development of communication from a humanistic perspective in China. 

Learning English debate is also valuable to all English learners, even those with 

lower language proficiency, as well as those with no experience or need for 

debate competitions. The aim of the debate is to learn, not to win, and learning is 

the only form of victory that makes sense in my class.” (Wei-I-3-29 April 2019) 

For Ms. Wei, English Debate is not a contest-oriented course but an 

education-oriented course. The ultimate goal is to help the students become good 

public speakers and thinkers with an international horizon and critical competence. 

The significant objectives of debate education are to strengthen the power of 

discourse in the country, to empower students’ voices in the international arena, 

and to cultivate an understanding of how to withstand scrutiny and deal with 

disputes despite cultural differences. 

4.5.2 Content knowledge and instructional strategies 

    With regard to the content of her instruction, Ms. Wei mainly focused on 

defining motions, logical fallacies, and how to make refutations, which she 

regarded as the basics of debating. Content knowledge was an integral part of EFL 
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debate classes because the students were not familiar with some of the theoretical 

concepts. Ms. Wei used Debating in English, published by Peking University 

Press in 2015, as the coursebook, supplemented by Thinking Critically in English 

Debates, published by the FLTRP in 2017. However, she believed that the two 

books were not adequate. She also searched online, especially for topics that were 

currently being hotly contested such as the question of genetically edited babies. 

From Ms. Wei’s perspective, an understanding of the speaker’s roles and 

responsibilities is fundamental. However, it is when debaters understand how to 

argue and refute that they can grasp the gist of debating. 

4.5.2.1 Using examples, analogies and diagrams 

Ms. Wei taught with examples and guided the students to use examples in 

their debates: “If you have difficulty expressing your ideas, use an example.” 

“English Debate is a course with abundant theories. When imparting 

principles and theories, some students may not be able to understand them clearly. 

You may find suitable examples for them to understand. The university students 

are brilliant; they know what to do with the examples provided to them.” 

(Wei-I-1-15 June 2018) 

The idea of “motion” is an essential concept in debating basics and refers to 

the theme and ground of the debate. A debate logically implies that there must be 

an issue about which to argue. The topic that is “argued about” is referred to as the 

motion, which changes from debate to debate. “Canberra should have 

self-government” is a current issue of public importance. “Beauty is better than 

brains” is an example of motion that addresses a general philosophy or idea. 

When teaching students certain concepts in motion analysis, especially unfair 

definitions of a motion, Ms. Wei cited an example to explain the concept of 

tautology, which refers to something that is true by definition: “‘This house 

supports nationalism.’ If the proposition defines nationalism as ‘one’s love for his 

or her nation and [the] desire to make it better,’ then this understanding of 

nationalism would not leave the opposition much room for further discussion. The 

motion would be deemed a tautology.” (Wei-O-3-10 May 2019) 

Another unfair motion concept is “unreasonable time/place-set,” which refers 

to an attempt to restrict the motion to a specific timeframe or location and thus 

unfairly limits the scope of the debate. Ms. Wei gave the following example: 

“‘This house would ban cloning.’ This motion would be unfair if it limited the 
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debate to a country where cloning has already been made illegal.” (Wei-O-3-10 

May 2019) 

To simplify the content knowledge for her students, Ms. Wei also used 

analogies in her teaching. She compared the government side (proposition side) in 

debating to building a fortress. “To solidify the fortress, we need to take into 

consideration all aspects to strengthen the defense without giving any 

opportunities for the opposition side to attack. We need to lay the bricks and build 

the moats. It is like using new evidence to strengthen the credibility of arguments. 

Only in this way can our justification be presented.” (Wei-O-2-22 June 2018) 

“Logos and pathos in debating are like the double rails for a speedy train. 

Without pathos, debating is like a sharp edge that cuts the hands using it. Without 

logos, the train may run out of energy and go nowhere. Therefore, only when you 

have both logos and pathos can the debate be a pleasant and enlightening 

exchange of ideas.” (Wei-O-4-17 May 2019) 

Ms. Wei used video clips, examples, and analogies from life and the campus 

to facilitate the students’ understanding better. Based on her own experience, 

examples are one of the most effective ways of transmitting knowledge. Another 

frequently used method in Ms. Wei’s class was drawing diagrams to help achieve 

different teaching objectives. She once used a diagram to demonstrate the logic of 

debate (see Figure 4.4 below).  

Figure 4.4  

The pros and cons of (no) alcohol prohibition

 

Alcohol prohibition

Alcohol is addicitve and destructive. 

Alcohol contributes to crime and 
disorder.

Current restrictions on alcohol are not 
enough.

The prohibition of alcohol will help 
achieve the drug laws.

The prohibition of alcohol should do 
more good than harm.

No alcohol prohibition

Alcohol has some advantages.

The prohibition of alcohol leads to crime 
and disorder. 

No measurable gains were made in 
productivity or reduced absenteeism. 

Prohibition popularized the use of illegal 
drugs. 

The prohibition of alcohol should do 
more harm than good. 
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The above diagram shows the inherent logic within the motion, “This house 

would (not) ban the sale and consumption of alcohol.” Both arguments and 

counterarguments are juxtaposed for an easier examination.  

When discussing taking sides, Ms. Wei also used a diagram (see Figure 4.5 

below) to illustrate the different groups of people who may be affected by an 

argument.  

Figure 4.5  

Taking different perspectives for the same argument 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 “When discussing whether we should criminalize indifference, we should 

first take different stands. You may come up with different arguments when seeing 

things from a different perspective. If you imagine yourself as a bystander, you 

may think you should also protect your own life, and it is thus unnecessary to 

criminalize indifference. However, if [you] consider the question from the 

perspective of the families, you may wish to propose a strict penalty on those 

people who remained silent on the issue.”            (Wei-O-4-17 May 2019) 

From Ms. Wei’s perspective, sides determine one’s opinions. Students should 

perceive the same issue from diverse perspectives and then reach an 

understanding of all the points concerned. When inquired about her diagrams, Ms. 

Wei noted that using diagrams could facilitate the students’ understanding of 

presenting arguments and the relationships among all arguments.  

4.5.2.2 Case analysis 

To enable the students to understand the three necessary steps in a debate, i.e., 

a restatement of opinions, explicating disagreements, and providing support for 

refutation, Ms. Wei utilized case analysis. There are two approaches in a case 

analysis: one was analyzing a quality script, and the other was using a guided case 

analysis. 

Criminalizing 
indifference 

or not? 

Bystanders 

General public 

Legislators 

Victims and their families 
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The first approach was analyzing the contents of a high-quality debating 

script. Ms. Wei used the debating case between Trish Regan of Fox News and Liu 

Xin of China Global Television Networks (CGTN), which roused great concern 

both in and outside China in June 2019.  

Ms. Wei used Liu Xin’s script to analyze the steps in making an effective 

refutation (see Figure 4.6 below). First, restate Regan’s argument, then explicate 

disagreement with the argument and, finally, provide support for the refutation. 

These are the steps Liu Xin used to make valid refutations against Trish Regan’s 

argument.  

Figure 4.6  

Analysis of Liu Xin’s script (Ms. Wei-Teaching material-1) 
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From the analysis, Regan argued that the U.S. was forced into a trade war 

with China because China had stolen billions from America. Liu Xin opposed this 

view by stating that Regan’s remarks were no more than emotion and accusation 

supported with little evidence. She then made refutation by claiming it was only 

their misinterpretation of evidence and challenged the definition of “theft.” With 

the three steps of restatement, disagreement, and providing support, Liu Xin 

successfully established her credibility. (Wei-O-5-24 May 2019) 

The second approach was the adoption of a guided case analysis (see 

Appendix 6 for a detailed illustration). Regan raised questions in a live trade talk 

concerning the American business operation and China’s status of development. 

These questions include the following: How do American businesses operate in 

China if they are risking having their property, their ideas, and their hard work 

stolen? At what point will China abandon its developing-nation’s status and stop 

borrowing from the World Bank? From Regan’s arguments, Ms. Wei inferred that 

Regan’s motion of policy is “This house supports trade war to protect American 

companies’ intellectual property rights in China.” Regan offered necessities and 

inherent values for her motion. Liu Xin also proposed one-on-one 

counterarguments to refute Regan’s propositions based on the necessary three 

steps of making refutations. The following (see Table 4.4) was Ms. Wei’s analysis 

of Liu Xin’s counterarguments. 

Table 4.4  

Ms. Wei’s guided case analysis of Liu Xin’s counterarguments  

(Wei-Teaching material-2) 

Regan’s motion 

of policy 

This house supports the 

trade war with China. 

(Restatement of Regan’s 

argument) 

Counter-argumentations:  

(Explicating disagreements and providing 

support for refutation) 

Necessity of 

debate  

(attacking harms) 

Forced technology 

transfer harms American 

companies’ IP rights; 

U.S. government needs to 

step in to protect 

American companies’ 

rights. 

American companies have gained huge 

profits in China. They are willing to 

continue investing in China. 

I do not deny there are cases of IP 

infringements or even theft; however, you 

cannot say that China is cheating. 

There is consensus in Chinese society to 

protect the IP rights.  

Inherent values American first, 

unilateralism, fairness and 

rule-based trade 

If it is through cooperation, mutual learning, 

if it is paid, it is OK. We prosper from 

mutual learning.  

Changes must be made by mutual consensus 
and multilateral talks.  
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4.5.3 Learner challenges and scaffolded teaching of speaking skills 

4.5.3.1 Providing more opportunities for students to debate 

Ms. Wei sought to provide as many debating opportunities as possible to the 

students. The BP system of debating no longer constrained her. The BP system has 

been regarded as a general standard for formal debates, especially for debate 

tournaments. As she claimed, “Debating formats are not important. Getting 

students to express and persuade is the key. In recent years of teaching, I always 

start by organizing students into one-on-one debates, and then two-on-two, and 

finally four-on-four debates. We practice full-house debates only two times within 

the semester. It involves eight students, each taking a different role.” (Wei-I-2-22 

June 2018) 

Ms. Wei also encouraged the students to participate in the university debate 

club, which was popular among the students. “The debate club organized debate 

practice once a week. I could try different roles. Within the debate group, I 

learned from my schoolmates, and I learned how to cooperate.” (Student-I-1-30 

April 2019) 

4.5.3.2 Choosing thought-provoking topics for students to debate 

From Ms. Wei’s perspective, debate teachers should deliberately choose 

hotly contested and challenging topics. The topics serve as the hinge for 

classroom activities. Only through the discussion and debating of 

thought-provoking topics can students’ critical thinking be gradually cultivated. 

Teachers should bear in mind several criteria for choosing debate topics, such 

as, “Does the topic link students with the world beyond campus and the classroom? 

Does the topic broaden the students’ horizons with broad-based knowledge? Does 

the topic contain open-ended questions with multiple perspectives for analysis? 

Does the topic inspire creative thinking? Would the topic be fun to discuss?” 

(Wei-R-2) 

Ms. Wei suggested that the students discuss topics such as “Does Li Yanhong 

(the founder and CEO of the search engine Baidu) have the right to be named to 

the Chinese Academy of Engineering?” In China, many people voted against 

choosing such a cut-throat businessman to be a CAE academician. Other topics 

included whether college students should perform live shows on the Internet. 

Young people were curious about this topic because they had free time and 

courage with the expectation of quick rewards. However, performing a live show 
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could be a waste of precious learning time. Ms. Wei intentionally chose these 

topics in the hope that the students would begin to more deeply understand 

different social phenomena. 

4.5.3.3 Shaping students’ thinking 

Ms. Wei found that many students had problems with critical thinking. She 

frequently mentioned this aspect, which she considered a severe problem facing 

Chinese students. 

“After several semesters of learning, some students might have mastered 

techniques in debating, but they did not know a systematic way of thinking. 

Especially when it comes to persuading and refuting others, the students are quite 

confused and have some extreme ideas.” (Wei-I-3-29 April 2019) 

Providing effective refutation is a way of training students’ thinking. Ms. Wei 

provided many exercises for the students to identify various logical fallacies. A 

logical fallacy is an important concept in English debate and refers to a false or 

incorrect logical principle. She frequently noted the students’ logical fallacies and 

inappropriate refutations in their presentations. The following are some excerpts 

selected from the classroom observations. 

Excerpt 1: Motion: This house believes that romantic love as the main 

criterion for marriage in pop culture does more harm than good. 

Student (Con side): If you marry primarily for money, then in the future when 

you encounter some difficulties, nobody will support you. You will lead a 

miserable life. 

Teacher: Marrying primarily for money is not in opposition to marrying for 

love. Marrying for money and marrying for love can coexist. There is a list of 

criteria for an ideal marriage. You should not be so absolute in your thinking that 

the points conflict with each other.                  (Wei-O-1-15 June 2018) 

In excerpt 1, Ms. Wei identified the overgeneralization and slippery slope in 

the student’s presentation. Additionally, she directed the students’ attention to the 

keywords “in pop culture,” which a majority of the students simply ignored. “Pop 

culture” was the scope of the discussion. 

Excerpt 2: Motion: This house would abolish the college entrance 

examination in Mainland China. 

Student (Con side): The college entrance exam brought many good things to 

China in the 1970s. It provided opportunities for young people to go to college 
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and realize their dreams. Otherwise, they could only stay in the countryside and 

perform farm work all day long. 

Teacher: We are talking about whether we should abolish the system 

now—not in the 1970s. Pay attention to the time period. (Wei-O-4-17 May 2019) 

In excerpt 2, Ms. Wei noted the proper period that should be targeted. The 

students made overgeneralizations about the motion without due attachment to the 

time.  

Performing the motion breakdown was also extremely difficult and essential 

for Ms. Wei. Definition, context, the hierarchy of values, criteria, and proof are 

five critical steps for successful motion breakdown. In the class, Ms. Wei asked 

the students to perform a motion breakdown of the statement, “This house would 

ban human cloning.” She required them to hand in the assignments for grading. 

All students with a grade below B- had to rewrite the assignment. 

Ms. Wei believed that the thinking process is innate and automatic. Often, the 

students were not conscious of their thinking process. In the motion breakdown, 

she asked the students to engage in “Socratic dialogues” as a beginning. For the 

motion “This house would ban human cloning,” some students argued that human 

cloning is morally and legally wrong. In response, Ms. Wei proposed Socratic 

dialogue questions such as, “What is the definition of ‘human cloning’? Can you 

provide any scientific evidence to prove human cloning is disastrous? What will 

happen without human cloning?” By engaging in Socratic dialogue, the students 

learned that critical thinking is not only about being skeptical toward authority or 

existing phenomena; it also includes the cognition of and reflection on one’s 

prejudices. 

“We give an unambiguous definition of what human cloning is. Of course, he 

is standing on the proposition side. He is talking about this type of technology that 

is tampering with the natural process of life creation. Then, he talks about some of 

the values. One of the values is about natural birth as the ideal birth process.” 

(Wei-I-4-3 June 2019) 

Ms. Si directed students’ reflection on ethical beliefs perceiving natural or 

unnatural processes. Further debate was organized concerning why core values, 

stable and ethical values are so crucial to human survival. 

Ms. Wei tried many approaches to lead the students to perform the motion 

breakdown, which involved a high level of critical thinking (Wei-S). She used 
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examples to illustrate the stipulated five steps for motion breakdown, specifically, 

definition, context, a hierarchy of values, criteria and proof (see Table 4.5 below). 

Table 4.5  

Five steps for motion breakdown 

Motion of 

policy 

(Affirmative) 

This house believes that the 

Hukou system should be 

abolished.  

THBT gambling should be banned.  

Definition  China’s Hukou system is a family 

registration program that serves as 

a domestic passport, regulating 

population distribution and 

rural-to-urban migration. 

Gambling is the wagering of money 

or something of value on an event 

with an uncertain outcome, with the 

primary intent of winning money or 

material goods. 

Context In mainland China In mainland China 

Hierarchy of 

values 

Equality versus Stability Moral integrity versus human rights 

of entertainment 

criteria Human beings should be equal.  A healthy city should cultivate 

human beings’ moral integrity.  

Proof Hukou prevents free social 

mobility.  

Gambling weakens a person.  

Ms. Wei also encouraged the students to write reflection journals about their 

doubts and reflections concerning the debate issue. 

“Writing reflection journals helped me in sorting out different perspectives. 

When I reflected on the class debates, I could better examine points of information 

from both sides, and I realized what information I was missing and got to know 

how to refute more effectively.” (Student-I-2-18 May 2019) 

4.5.4 Course evaluation: promoting peer evaluation  

To better evaluate the students’ performance, Ms. Wei combined peer and 

teacher evaluations with oral and written evaluations, among which peer 

evaluation is promoted. Every time the students debated, she required other 

students to conduct a written evaluation of the debate, focusing on the matter 

(content and reasoning) and manner (oral performance). Three aspects were taken 

into consideration, i.e., statements (well researched and documented), rebuttals 

(specific to opposing arguments and expressed with clarity), concluding 

arguments and statements (valid and convincing).  

When all students finished the round, Ms. Wei offered oral comments on the 
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students’ debates, summarizing their strong points and pinpointing some 

drawbacks of their debating. Some students requested written evaluations of their 

script. Ms. Wei required the students who wanted a written evaluation to submit 

their script to her, and then she noted some of the problems in the scripts. 

“I focus on logic problems. I never correct grammatical mistakes. I have 

repeatedly told the students that the ultimate purpose of debating is to 

communicate. As long as you can communicate, it is OK to make some grammar 

mistakes. However, if the grammar mistakes are too serious, you are going to have 

people misunderstand you.” (Wei-I-4- 3 June 2019) 

Ms. Wei adopted formative assessment in the class. There was no final exam 

in her class; she arranged for two class debates every semester in a British 

Parliamentary format. Each debate comprised an analysis of debate motions and 

debate performance. Both peer and teacher evaluations were used. Peer evaluation 

was proved to be effective for the students. 

One student said, “At first, I did not know what to listen to when the other 

students were debating. I did not have a focus and tended to forget about many 

things by the end. Later, Ms. Wei gave us some standards for evaluation such as 

role fulfillment, matter, and manner.” (Student-I-3-3 June 2019) 

Deciding which team is the winner and which debater can be the best debater 

was challenging for the students, they must provide convincing written comments 

to support their positions. Through the peer evaluation process, some students 

confessed that they understand more about how to refute and argue. 

4.5.5 Educational context: feeling lonely in the pursuit 

The university administration was quite supportive of Ms. Wei’s pursuit, and 

Ms. Wei gradually developed her confidence in teaching. When she informed the 

department dean of her intention of opening the debate course, the dean 

demonstrated great support. In 2012, she successfully won a teaching achievement 

prize with encouragement from the department, which serves as a spur to her 

confidence.  

Ms. Wei also expressed some disappointment with the university 

administrators. 

“I am also a coach, and it is time-consuming. Each debating event, for 

example, lasts at least three days. That means you are away from your family and 

everything. You travel with the students and spend three hectic days. Moreover, I 
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do not get financial support from the university. Supporting a debate team is 

volunteer work. And sometimes because of this, I ask myself, ‘Can I quit?’ 

However, when I see the progress of the students, I think that is the best reward 

that I can get. However, many teachers are unwilling to tutor students because it 

takes considerable time, and the teachers gain nothing. Unfortunately, the school 

is unwilling to make any change.” (Wei-I-4-3 June 2019) 

Because Ms. Wei was the only person teaching English debate at the 

university, she was lonely. There was no support from colleagues, and she had to 

learn pedagogy by herself. The overall atmosphere was not positive. Not only 

were teachers occupied with numerous trivial administrative affairs, but they also 

did not have any curricular guidance. Additionally, the university did not provide 

a financial incentive to encourage teachers to develop new classes, which to some 

extent hindered EFL teachers’ motivation for reform and further development. 

Many teachers were unwilling to teach the speaking-oriented courses due to a lack 

of support. 

Ms. Wei once planned to pursue a Ph.D. in another country; however, the 

university did not support her development and informed her that if she wanted to 

pursue a Ph.D. degree outside of mainland China, she would have to resign first. 

Therefore, Ms. Wei abandoned the idea of furthering her own education. Her 

students’ progress was the best reward for her. She focused her attention on 

tutoring students for speech and debate events, which she also regarded as an 

essential channel for self-development. 

4.5.6 Subject knowledge enhancement: developing by “groping the way 

forward” 

Ms. Wei did not take debate classes when she was a student. When 

discussing her experience of developing the English debate course, she said she 

was “crossing the river by feeling the stones.” The first time Ms. Wei tutored 

students for a debate contest in 2006, there were no professional books on tutoring 

debating. She tutored the students based on her intuition and the criteria in the 

competition. 

“I did not know how to teach when I first taught this course. I tried to use 

references from my tutoring experiences and guide students on how to have a 

debate.” (Wei-I-2-22 June 2018) 

Student feedback promoted Ms. Wei’s reflection and development. She asked 
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the students to evaluate the course at the end of each semester for her reference. 

As she mentioned in the interview,  

“Students submit an evaluation every year. At first, I just gave them a piece of 

blank paper and asked them to write whatever they wanted about the merits and 

shortcomings. Sometimes, their comments are quite vague, such as ‘too difficult, I 

cannot follow.’ Later, I designed an evaluation form and asked them to give me 

more specific feedback for teaching quality.” (Wei-I-3-29 April 2019) 

 Tracking all student feedback in a notebook, Ms. Wei sought to make some 

adjustments for each new semester. She gave the students a handout or a question 

sheet and collected the sheet in the next class. For instance, many students 

mentioned that they could become better debaters by speaking more fluently or 

more accurately. Ms. Wei realized that perhaps the students had a 

misunderstanding of debating. Debating is not just about speaking fluently or 

beautifully or having enough courage. Students must have cooperation within the 

team, and they must demonstrate their understanding of the matter, manner, and 

method. Later, Ms. Wei consciously guided the students to pay more attention to 

content rather than the language itself. She also followed the students’ suggestion 

to try different forms of debating, such as one-on-one and two-on-two debates in 

addition to the four-on-four debates used in the early years.  

Developing the knowledge of the subject by studying relevant literature, Ms. 

Wei learned the Toulmin model for motion analysis, which comprises the claim, 

data, warrant, evidence, qualifier, and rebuttal. She searched for the textbooks 

used in American universities for teaching critical thinking, which were proven to 

be useful in making arguments. She then introduced these textbooks to her 

students.  

“These books tell them some of the standards such as ‘What is a good/bad 

argument?’ ‘Why can arguments be good/bad?’ and ‘What causes those 

arguments to be bad?’ These are useful tips to help students to evaluate their 

arguments and to recognize wrong arguments in other people’s talk.” (Wei-I-3-29 

April 2019) 

Tutoring students for debate competitions played a vital role in Ms. Wei’s 

growth. Through tutoring students for debating events at different levels for years, 

she had accumulated valuable teaching resources from it. One advantage of being 

a coach of a debate event was that EFL teachers were able to have a panorama 
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view of the procedures and criteria for debate competitions. 

“Debate events can make a huge difference. You need to tutor students for 

debate events at least five times before you can teach a debate class well. When 

you hear convincing arguments and cross-examinations, you know more clearly 

how to make compelling refutations. You can borrow some topics for the class. 

You can learn from other tutors through sharing.” (Wei-I-2-22 June 2018) 

Ms. Wei invented her cache of topics and sharpened her thinking skills by 

being a tutor. She also learned how to make valid comments from other tutors 

such as “the motion is not well defined,” “this is a logical fallacy” and “the 

argument is weak and not convincing enough.” She believed that although debate 

education was not the same as teaching competitive debate, it could prove how 

effective the teaching was and whether others could accept one’s debate 

performance. It was unnecessary for all debaters to engage in competitions, even 

if to some extent it served as a test criterion. She also considered setting up the 

course Western History of Thoughts or Logic, which she deemed to be the essence 

of effective debate.  

Ms. Wei integrated her years of tutoring experience into her teaching. When 

discussing suggestions for an effective debate, she summarized her suggestions as 

ABCD:  

Always to the point 

Broadening their general knowledge 

Critical thinking 

Demonstrating logic                                    (Wei-R-1) 

This ABCD summary reflected Ms. Wei’s reflection based on years of 

coaching, teaching, and learning. It was the pure essence based on her 

understanding of the subject matter. 

4.5.7 Summary 

Ms. Wei developed her content knowledge by “crossing the river while 

feeling the stones.” She adjusted her teaching objectives, activities, and 

evaluations with years of teaching. Her curricular knowledge shifted from merely 

focusing on imitating the BP style to emphasizing critical thinking. 

Students’ problems drove Ms. Wei’s teaching. To cultivate better thinkers and 

communicators, she added guided case analysis, impromptu debating, and the 

training of thinking into the teaching section. She found that the students had 
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difficulties understanding theoretical concepts in debates, and she then used 

examples, analogies, and charts to help them understand those obscure concepts. 

She also wanted to provide more opportunities for the students to practice by 

encouraging them to join the debate club and to obtain firsthand experiences of 

being real debaters. She designed many activities to train the students’ critical 

thinking, including distinguishing logical fallacies, familiarizing the students with 

the process of motion breakdown, engaging the students in Socratic dialogue, and 

writing reflection journals. To better evaluate student performance, she integrated 

oral comments, written comments, and peer evaluation into her classes, thus 

creating the atmosphere of learning within a community of practice. However, Ms. 

Wei felt she lacked support, both financially and professionally. 

Because English Debate was an EFL course in mainland China, Ms. Wei also 

paid attention to the language aspects of her course. Her students did not have 

severe problems with pronunciation. She suggested that the students read more 

and take notes while reading for language improvement. In student assignments, 

she corrected logic problems rather than grammatical mistakes. 

The changes Ms. Wei experienced in her course can be attributed to many 

factors, including student feedback, reading books, tutoring the students for 

competitions, and, most importantly, constant self-reflection. She had the intrinsic 

motivation to tutor the students and tried many new ways of teaching, and she 

gradually became an excellent teacher of the English debate. 

 

4.6 Chapter summary 

This chapter presents the data of the five core participants’ PCK mainly in 

terms of five aspects: features of curriculum, content knowledge and instructional 

strategies, learner challenges, scaffolded teaching of speaking skills, course 

evaluation, and educational context. The five EFL teachers demonstrated their 

distinctive components and characteristics of PCK. In addition, they exhibited 

considerable variations in their development of PCK. All these data served as the 

basis for the setting up of a PCK framework for tertiary-level speaking instruction 

in the following chapter. It is also highly worthwhile to make comparisons among 

those similarities as well as the differences. The following table (see Table 4.6) 

presents a detailed summary of the components of the five EFL-speaking 

instructors’ PCK.  
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Darlene set up teaching objectives of cultivating better language learners and 

more capable citizens. She mainly taught life skill topics with hands-on 

demonstrations. Providing sentence starters, engaging interesting topics, and 

integrating communication games are her usual methods in teaching. Darlene 

intentionally tried to create a relaxing classroom, making the students feel relaxed. 

She expressed that the university took a hands-off approach, and she gradually 

developed herself by understanding the students’ needs.  

Wanting to cultivate competent public speakers and independent thinkers, 

Alex mainly taught thinking-skill topics with mind mapping demonstrations, 

exemplifying the notion of “I am a public speaker.” He introduced paraphrasing 

and engaged the students in speech and reasoning processes to facilitate their 

speaking practices. Believing that “there was no comfortable speaking,” Alex was 

very strict with the students. He held a negative attitude toward the university, 

which exerted strict political control over the staff. Nevertheless, he stuck to his 

aspirations of “changing the students in [the] thinking process” and developed by 

holding onto his dreams.  

Mr. Xue deemed the speaking course to be a skill-oriented course, and he 

used many analogies and flowcharts as well as speech videos to teach the speech 

theories. He facilitated the students’ speech skills by helping them choose topics, 

perform speech tasks, and practice imitation and recitation. Mr. Xue combined 

peer assessment and teacher assessment, with the introduction of a writing 

workshop. He considered the university as bureaucratic and frustrating, and he 

developed his PCK through a deeper understanding of the speech course and 

constant reflection.  

Ms. Si expected to achieve a holistic education. In addition to metaphors, 

analogies, and examples, Ms. Si incorporated debates and appreciating classic 

speeches in teaching speech theories. Inspiring the students with arts in choosing 

speech topics, Ms. Si endeavored to cultivate a sense of humor among the 

students and to provide sufficient opportunities. She utilized teacher, peer, and 

self-assessment in formative assessments, and she believed that there exists a 

community of practice. Ms. Si developed her PCK through reflection and 

knowledge acquisition.  

Ms. Wei also anticipated achieving a holistic education, aiming at cultivating 

better thinkers and effective communicators. She focused on hot social issues and 
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used many examples, analogies, diagrams, as well as guided case analysis for 

teaching. Ms. Wei attempted to provide sufficient opportunities for the students to 

train their thinking. She combined written comments with oral comments in 

providing feedback. Although there was some support at the office level, she felt 

very lonely in her professional pursuit and developed her PCK by groping her 

way forward.  

The five EFL teachers clearly articulated their perceptions in the interviews 

toward diverse aspects related to speaking education, such as curricular 

knowledge, learners’ challenges, and educational contexts. Through consistent and 

thorough classroom observations, I noted the five EFL teachers’ employment of 

instructional strategies and their scaffolded teaching of speaking skills, which 

compose the significant aspect of knowledge of pedagogy. What can also be 

partially discerned through classroom observations include learners’ challenges 

and course evaluation. The five EFL teachers’ knowledge of curriculum, subject 

matter, learners’ challenges, instructional strategies, course evaluation, and 

educational contexts can all, to some extent, be triangulated by examining their 

teaching materials, syllabuses, and reflection journals. These summarized salient 

aspects help answer the first research question: what are the components and 

characteristics of EFL teachers’ PCK for teaching speaking?  

Similarly, through the teacher interviews, reflection journals, and classroom 

observations, the five EFL teachers enunciated their understandings, experiences, 

and feelings concerning the subject matter development such as “developing by 

understanding students’ needs,” “developing by holding onto one’s dreams,” or 

“groping the way forward.” These statements help answer the second research 

question: How do EFL teachers develop their PCK for teaching speaking? 

Concerning the third research question, i.e., the influences of EFL teachers’ 

PCK for teaching speaking on their professional development, the PCK influences 

were permeated through the above five individual cases from the description of 

the teachers’ background to their subject knowledge enhancement. The relevant 

data were mostly extracted from teacher interviews and reflection journals. Due to 

the fact that five core EFL participants and three peripheral participants joined the 

interviews for conveying their viewpoints, a full interpretation and analysis 

related to this research question will be presented in the next chapter. 
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Participants Feature of  

curriculum  

Content & instructional 

strategies  

Learners’ challenges and 

Scaffolded teaching of 

speaking skills 

Course 

evaluation  

Educational 

context 

Subject knowledge 

enhancement  

Darlene 

(American) 

Tier 2  

university 

Better language 

learners 

&  

more capable citizens   

  Teaching based on life 

skill topics 

  Hands-on 

demonstrations 

 

  Providing sentence starters 

  Engaging Interesting topics 

  Integrating communication 

games  

  Singing songs 

Relaxation; 

Formative; 

Oral presentation  

Hands-off approach; 

Unfair evaluation 

system; 

No community 

(work in isolation) 

Developing by 

understanding the 

students’ needs  

Alex 

(British) 

Tier 2 

university 

Good public speakers 

& 

independent thinkers 

  Teaching based on 

thinking-skill topics 

  I am a public speaker 

  Mind mapping 

demonstrations 

  Paraphrasing 

  Engaging students in oral 

presentations  

  Engaging students in the 

reasoning process 

(proposing yes-no 

questions; rethinking 

stereotypes) 

Strict classroom 

management; 

Formative; 

Persuasive 

conversation 

Cheap labor; 

Loose management 

of teaching quality; 

Strict political 

control; 

No community 

(ditto) 

Developing by 

holding onto his 

dreams 

Mr. Xue 

(Chinese) 

Tier 3 

university 

A skill-oriented 

course: speech 

appreciation, 

organization,  

communication, 

writing, and research 

skills  

  Condensing the 

textbook 

  Using analogies and 

flowcharts 

  Appreciating and 

analyzing speech 

videos 

  Helping students choose 

topics: learner interest 

matters 

  Practicing speech tasks 

  Imitation and recitation  

Peer assessment 

and teacher 

assessment; 

written feedback 

Bureaucratic, 

frustrating in the 

university; 

Support in the 

office; 

No community 

(ditto) 

Developing through 

understanding and 

reflection  

Ms. Si 

(Chinese) 

Tier 1 

university 

Holistic education 

(building confidence, 

critical thinking, 

spiritual enrichment)  

  Shuffling the contents 

  Individual tutoring 

  Metaphors, charts, 

and examples 

  Using debates 

  Appreciating classic 

speeches for spiritual 

enrichment  

  Inspiring students with arts 

in choosing speech topics  

  Cultivating a sense of 

humor 

  Providing sufficient 

opportunities 

Formative 

assessment: 

teacher, peer, 

self-assessment 

There is a 

community of 

practice with a 

group of EFL 

teachers  

Developing through 

reflection and 

knowledge 

acquisition  

Ms. Wei 

(Chinese) 

Tier 2 

university 

Holistic education 

(better thinkers and 

communicators with 

a global vision, new 

generations of 

talents) 

  Focusing on hot social 

issues 

  Using examples, 

analogies, and 

diagrams 

  Guided case analysis 

  Providing more 

opportunities 

  Choosing 

thought-provoking topics 

  Shaping the students’ 

thinking 

Formative 

assessment; 

Written and oral 

comments 

Supportive, not 

effective, 

lonely 

Groping the way 

forward  
 

 

 

Table 4.6  

Components of five EFL speaking instructors’ PCK and their subject knowledge enhancement  
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Chapter 5 Discussion 

 

This chapter has four sections. The first section proposes a revised model of 

EFL speaking instructors’ PCK based on the coding and classification of the 

collected data, thereby targeting the first research question: What are the 

components and characteristics of EFL teachers’ PCK for teaching speaking? The 

second section analyzes the developmental process of speaking instructors’ PCK, 

which targets the second research question: How do EFL teachers develop their 

PCK for teaching speaking? The third section discusses the influences of speaking 

instructors’ PCK enhancement on their professional development, which targets 

the third research question: What influences are exerted by EFL teachers’ PCK for 

teaching speaking on their professional development? During the teaching process, 

the five teachers not only enhanced their PCK for speaking but also developed in 

terms of other professional and pedagogical aspects. Section four presents a 

summary of this chapter. 

5.1 The components and characteristics of speaking instructors’ PCK 

Based on the coding and analysis of five EFL teachers’ PCK, this study 

demonstrates that speaking instructors’ PCK comprises six aspects, specifically, 

features of curriculum, knowledge of pedagogy, learners’ challenges, course 

evaluation, language enhancement, and educational context (see Figure 5.1 

below).  

Figure 5.1  

Components of EFL speaking instructors’ PCK 
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This analytical framework is a further development of the PCK framework 

that has been proposed by previous studies (Cochran et al., 1993; Andrews, 2003; 

Hu, 2013). It highlights the salient areas of language enhancement, course 

evaluation, and educational context. The different categories of knowledge are 

highly correlated in real teaching practice. It would be difficult for EFL instructors 

to teach with only one or two categories of knowledge. 

Notably, in the research findings section, it was extremely difficult to 

separate content knowledge and instructional strategies as well as the learners’ 

challenges and the scaffolded teaching of speaking skills through interviews and 

classroom observations because each set of knowledge is simultaneously 

demonstrated and represented by the instructors. In the discussion section, to 

make the categories more distinct and easier to follow, I incorporated the 

abovementioned instructional strategies and scaffolded teaching of speaking skills 

into one category, knowledge of pedagogy. The understanding of content 

knowledge can be incorporated into the category of learners’ challenges. Thus, 

two new categories emerge: knowledge of pedagogy and learners’ challenges. 

Knowledge of language permeates into all categories of PCK, and it is unique to 

speaking instructors’ PCK; therefore, it was identified as a particular category 

after the analysis of the existing data. 

Knowledge of pedagogy is the core element of PCK, and it is the direct 

manifestation of teachers’ PCK in classrooms. It reflects teachers’ comprehensive 

mastery of curriculum features, language, learners’ challenges, course evaluation, 

and educational context. Teachers’ understanding of the other five categories of 

knowledge influences and modifies the demonstrations of their knowledge of 

pedagogy. In the following section, I will analyze each knowledge component in a 

detailed manner based on inter-case and intra-case comparisons.  

5.1.1 Features of curriculum 

Previous research has presented different definitions of curricular knowledge. 

Grossman (1990, p. 8) suggested that curricular knowledge includes “knowledge 

of the curriculum materials available to teach a subject and knowledge of 

horizontal and vertical curricula for the subject.” Magnusson et al. (1999, p. 103) 

believed that curricular knowledge includes “specific science curricula and 

science goals and objectives.” They also argued that curricular knowledge, as a 

hall of PCK, distinguishes the content specialist from the pedagogue. An et al. 
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(2004) discussed curricular knowledge as the selection and use of appropriate 

course materials and fully understanding the teaching objectives and core ideas in 

textbooks and curricula. This study found that curricular knowledge includes 

teaching objectives and course content. 

Concerning teaching objectives, Williams and Burden (1997) noted the 

fundamental differences between learning and education. Learning is one part of 

the education process; however, real education should endow learners with higher 

value and significance. The five EFL teachers elaborated their curricular 

objectives either in the syllabus or in the first period of class. Their teaching 

objectives can be classified into four types: life-competency development, 

skill-oriented education, critical thinking training, and holistic education. All five 

EFL speaking instructors exhibited different aspirations that follow a pyramid 

shape (see Figure 5.2 below).  

Figure 5.2  

Five instructors’ curricular objectives 

 

Alex and Ms. Wei aimed at training students’ thinking, which demonstrated 

the highest level of curricular objectives. Their focus is on the delivery of 

emancipatory knowledge, which as Lather (1986, p. 259) noted, “increases 

awareness of the contradictions hidden or distorted by everyday understandings, 

and, in doing so, it directs attention to the possibilities for social transformation 

inherent in the present configuration of social processes.” Social transformation 

entails critical thinking and independent thinking in the Chinese context, which 

significantly emphasizes conformity and obedience. Therefore, training students’ 
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thinking serves as the first and foremost crucial step towards social transformation. 

Alex attempted to cultivate students to be “good public speakers and independent 

thinkers” by training students’ thinking. Ms. Wei aimed at achieving holistic 

education, exhibiting her intention to cultivate thinkers and communicators with a 

global vision, and facilitate the further development of communication from a 

humanistic perspective in China.  

Darlene and Ms. Si sought to cultivate students’ life competence and overall 

qualities, respectively, which exhibited their middle-level curricular objectives of 

enriching students. Their focus is on the delivery of practical knowledge. He and 

Lin (2017) claimed that teachers should cultivate students’ abilities in processing 

and applying such practical knowledge in solving problems. Darlene aimed to 

cultivate better learners and more capable citizens because she believed that 

speaking should be related to students’ future development. Ms. Si indicated that 

“speech is education, and it will be low if it is only skill-oriented.” Seeking to go 

beyond the confines of skill-oriented instruction, Ms. Si set up higher levels of 

curricular objectives for the speech course when designing the syllabus to achieve 

the goal of holistic education. A variety of practices were performed to help 

students establish confidence in speaking, master necessary speech skills, and 

ultimately become responsible and capable citizens. From her perspective, the 

speech course is also an education that offers spiritual enrichment for students’ 

growth. Mr. Xue advocated for skill-oriented education, which was deemed as the 

lowest level of curricular objective. He mainly focused on the delivery of 

technical knowledge. Considering speaking to be merely a skill-oriented course, 

Mr. Xue focused on improving students’ abilities for the purpose of appreciating 

English speeches, conducting research, writing, and communicating. 

The course content for speaking instruction includes the content selection 

and speaking practices, which are inseparable due to the specialty of speaking 

courses. Among the five EFL teachers, Darlene and Alex mainly designed the 

materials themselves, and they engaged life-skill or thinking-skill topics in class. 

This total freedom again proved that native English teachers enjoyed a high level 

of teacher autonomy and that the university took a “hands-off approach” toward 

their instruction. The three Chinese EFL teachers followed the tradition of fully or 

partially using a recommended textbook for instruction, which displayed their 

reliance on authority. Public speaking and English debate courses are still at the 
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initial stage of development in mainland China. Key concepts and principles in 

speech or debate courses, as well as various speech or debate activities, are the 

core selections of content. Except for Mr. Xue, who stringently followed the order 

and content of the textbook The Art of Public Speaking, all the other teachers 

demonstrated flexible use of the teaching materials, which exemplified different 

levels of teacher agency. I will further elaborate on speaking practices, which refer 

to various activities related to the training of students’ communicative competency 

(Bakar et al., 2019), in the next section on the knowledge of pedagogy.  

In sum, the five EFL speaking instructors’ curricular knowledge differs with 

their diverse content foci and teaching objectives that range from lower to higher 

levels. 

5.1.2 Knowledge of pedagogy 

In this study, as a core PCK component, knowledge of pedagogy comprises 

scaffolded teaching activities and teaching representations in class. Teaching 

activities refer to teachers’ designed activities in which teachers and students 

jointly participate with the aim of promoting students’ communicative competence 

(Kayi, 2006). Based on the data analysis, the five EFL speaking instructors’ 

teaching activities can be classified into three categories: speaking skills training, 

fostering thinking skills, and psychological training.   

All five EFL teachers in this study endeavored to provide students with 

speaking skills training. Darlene used life-skill topics and communication games 

to impart essential life skills. Alex employed weekly warm-up oral presentations. 

In Mr. Xue’s class, except for being guided to appreciate and analyze speeches, 

the students were required to perform two speeches in one semester. Ms. Si 

provided plentiful activities in class, such as debates and various forms of speech 

tasks within one semester. Ms. Wei also employed a flexible method of teaching 

English debate, such as one-on-one, two-on-two, and four-on-four debate. 

Generally, they all wanted to provide opportunities to promote students’ 

communicative competence. 

Four out of the five EFL teachers highlighted thinking skills training. There 

is a natural relationship between critical thinking and skilled speaking (Paul, 

2005). In speaking instruction, reflective teachers engage students’ cognitive 

aspects and monitor students’ ability and knowledge of how to think when 

speaking articulately (Song, 2012; Lin, 2012). Learning how to speak logically 
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and systematically presupposes critical thinking abilities. The four EFL teachers 

employed either case knowledge or strategic knowledge of evaluating different 

methods and applying them flexibly in specific course contexts. They took 

advantage of various opportunities to challenge students’ critical thinking, 

although at different levels. Teaching based on a substantive concept of critical 

thinking appeals to reason and evidence (Paul, 2005; Bagheri, 2015). Darlene 

understood the integral relationship between thinking and content as she always 

drew her students’ attention to thinking from different perspectives. Alex was able 

to use critical thinking as a central organizing principle in his instruction design, 

such as fighting against stereotypes. He also modeled the thinking students must 

do to take ownership of the content. For example, he introduced the Toulmin 

model and suggested that the students take a field trip to collect first-hand data. 

However, in Alex’s class, there was a lack of quality monitoring in the process of 

student learning. Ms. Si used critical thinking to give order and meaning to her 

teaching and her students’ learning. For instance, she integrated debating into the 

class and invited the students to be critical commentators. Ms. Wei taught debate 

as she fostered her own thinking, and she regarded thinking as the key to 

understanding argumentations and refutations. In addition, she conceptualized 

students as thinkers who must actively think their way through debates if they 

were to internalize speaking skills. She utilized the identification of logical 

fallacies, performing motion breakdowns, engaging Socratic dialogues, and 

collecting reflection journals in training the students’ thinking.  

Psychological training, which helps reduce students’ speech anxiety, has 

become one of the most salient characteristics of speaking-oriented courses (Chen, 

2015). Speaking is not confined to private and secluded actions, but rather, it 

entails communication from diverse perspectives (Finnegan, 2005). In the study, 

all five EFL teachers provided psychological training consciously or 

unconsciously. For example, Darlene engaged some interesting topics as well as 

communication games to alleviate students’ apprehension in opening their mouths, 

which demonstrated her belief that “learning should be undertaken within a 

relaxing classroom environment.” Alex required students to perform weekly oral 

presentations to familiarize themselves with speech settings and processes. Mr. 

Xue applied “three phases” to guide students to appreciate and analyze a speech in 

which they feel relaxed and are immersed in learning. Ms. Si included impromptu 
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speeches, humor, and arts to boost students’ confidence as she asserted that 

“unprepared debating is more challenging and helpful in facilitating students’ 

speaking proficiency.” Ms. Wei encouraged the students to “see the classroom 

stage as a platform” to express their ideas and communicate with others. Wen and 

Hu (2010) indicated that the more opportunities students have to stand on a 

podium to express themselves, the higher the likelihood that they will be able to 

manage their stage fright. In addition, spiritual enrichment can also be classified 

under psychological training as it is a particular form of mental nourishment. Ms. 

Si analyzed famous speeches to stimulate students’ interests. She also inspired 

students with arts in choosing speech topics, thus offering spiritual enrichment in 

the form of art appreciation. Among the five EFL teachers, Darlene and Ms. Si 

emphasized the creation of a carefree classroom to lower the students’ 

apprehension levels from the teachers’ perspective. The other teachers tried to 

provide diverse opportunities as they believed that “the more students do, the 

more confident they will be.”  

Feuerstein et al. (2002) noted that there are three essential characteristics of a 

mediated learning experience (MLE): intentionality and reciprocity, transcendence, 

and meaning. The nexus of being a mindful instructor necessitates EFL teachers’ 

responsive mediation, which emerges during systematic instruction and enables 

EFL teachers to gain increasing control over pedagogy that regulates their 

teaching activity and burgeoning teaching expertise (Johnson & Golombek, 2016).  

Intentionality and reciprocity describe the main conditions for mediated 

interaction where the mediator (teacher) demands the student’s attention, first to 

“explain his or her intention and then to gain a response, visually, verbally or 

nonverbally, thus establishing an atmosphere for learning” (Silver, 2018, p. 21). 

Students should be informed of what they need to do and need to learn in planned 

activities. As Darlene noted, teachers should not begin by grouping students 

without telling them why. 

The five speaking instructors also designed some teaching activities to 

achieve the stage of transcendence. As indicated by Cilliers (2002, p. 111), “our 

existence is governed by values that give meaning.” To achieve transcendence, the 

speaking instructors did not confine themselves to the struggles of imparting skills 

but also demonstrated their pursuit to reveal intellectual traits or virtues (see 

Figure 5.3 below).  
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Figure 5.3  

Intellectual traits or virtues (Paul, 2005, p. 33) 

 

For instance, Darlene taught the English song Try Everything to the students 

with the purpose of guiding them to understand that no matter how difficult one’s 

life might be, one should always persevere. This mindful instruction entails 

intellectual courage and perseverance. Alex emphasized fighting against 

stereotypes in hopes of arousing students’ confidence in their ability to reason. Mr. 

Xue touched upon the question, “should assisted-suicide be legalized?” His 

instruction involves the encouragement of students’ intellectual autonomy. Ms. Si 

recommended many persuasive speech topics that address intellectual 

fairmindedness. Ms. Wei required her students to identify the logical fallacies of 

marriage criteria. Her intention was for the students to adopt a balanced and 

rational viewpoint toward marriage. For Ms. Wei, such rationality includes 

intellectual empathy (love and passion) and integrity (attaching importance to the 

moral character).  

The third essential characteristic of MLE is the mediation of meaning, which 

refers to the notion of the special significance attached by the mediator to a 

particular object or even period of time. It makes explicit and transparent those 

practices that may not be obvious to the students by answering “why?” or “what 

for?” questions, which “help clarify the practices to be learned and understood” 

(Silver, 2018, p. 23). In the process of fighting stereotypes, Alex consistently 

raised “why” questions to stimulate new understandings in the students. In the 

process of debating, Ms. Wei initiated a series of Socratic questions to help 

students delve deeper into the essence of the matter of argumentation. The 
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questions include “Why do you say that?” “Could you explain that further?” 

“What is the counter-argument?” and “But if … happened, what else would 

result?” Such questions were designed to establish a negotiation process bridging 

teacher-student communications (Frelin & Grannäs, 2010).  

Another vital component of the knowledge of pedagogy is how teaching is 

represented, which is one of the core aspects of PCK. Teachers transform their 

knowledge into students’ comprehensible knowledge (Shulman, 1986; Wineburg 

& Wilson, 1991). Over time, teachers develop a repertoire of subject knowledge 

representations from outside sources and from their own ingenuity. This is an 

important part of learning, and it takes many years (Turner-Bisset, 2012). Previous 

researchers have suggested different approaches to such representations. Shulman 

(1986) noted that useful representations include powerful analogies, illustrations, 

examples, explanations, and demonstrations. Wilson et al. (1987) asserted that 

teaching representations include metaphors, analogies, mind mappings, examples, 

class activities, and assignments.  

In this study, the five EFL teachers demonstrated abundant teaching 

representations that can be classified into two categories: direct representations 

and meta-representations. The teachers used direct representations to teach vague 

and abstract content knowledge in vivid ways, which included examples, similes, 

metaphors, analogies, charts, and demonstrations. Darlene used hands-on 

demonstrations to teach measurement systems in the U.S. Alex drew 

mind-mappings to facilitate students’ understanding of the Toulmin model of 

persuasion. Mr. Xue utilized analogies to explain some key concepts in speech, 

and he used a flowchart to demonstrate speech structure. Ms. Si employed 

metaphors, analogies, and examples to teach the content knowledge of her public 

speaking course, such as the processes of speech making and proposing purpose 

statements. Ms. Wei used examples, analogies, and diagrams to explain some key 

concepts in her debate course, such as logical reasoning and taking sides. All five 

teachers preferred using examples when teaching theoretical content.  

Another approach to manifestation refers to meta-representation. From a 

social semiotics perspective, “the semiotic potential of a nonlinguistic 

representation may be unfolded through social interaction in the classroom, which 

mainly occurs through linguistic representations” (Morgan, 2006, p. 219). This 

perspective highlights the role of natural language as a tool for connecting 
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different types of representations. Natural language functions as a 

meta-representation that forges connections between different representations 

(diSessa, 2004). This process is delicate and often implicit in teaching or learning 

practices (Maffei & Favilli, 2013). The essence of speaking instruction is to 

cultivate students’ communicative competence. The five EFL speaking instructors 

consciously or unconsciously applied some speech or debate principles in their 

teaching. For example, they initiated a proper beginning and ending in the class, 

and they used rhetorical language, quotations, voice, and gesture. As the natural 

representations of the teachers’ verbal or nonverbal language, such 

meta-representations had no direct relationship with the teaching of certain 

concepts, and they served as the medium and method of the speaking instruction. 

This type of representation can be referred to as meta-representation, and it is a 

unique characteristic of all speaking instructors. 

The five EFL teachers consciously or unconsciously regarded themselves as 

public speakers or arguers and applied speech or argumentation principles. 

Effective speaking must seize the audience’s attention from the beginning (Boyce 

et al., 2012). EFL speaking instructors also employed different methods to seize 

the audience’s attention. Darlene usually began the class with a communication 

game such as acting out stories. Mr. Xue routinely commenced class with 

quotations from famous people. Providing students with thought-provoking yet 

intriguing topics for discussion is Ms. Wei’s usual classroom practice.    

Public speakers usually introduce or summarize the main content of a speech 

to the audience (Fortanet, 2005). In the same way, the EFL teachers began class 

by informing the students about what they were going to learn, or they 

summarized what they had learned at the end of the day. They concluded a course 

by echoing what they had learned at the beginning, and thus the entire class 

arrangement presented coherency to the students. Just as public speakers or 

debaters usually utilize quotations, the EFL teachers sometimes used quotations in 

class. Similarly, debaters usually propose counter argumentations to a specific 

motion, and the EFL teachers were critical toward students’ claims in addressing 

controversial social issues. For instance, I discerned the use of 

meta-representations in Ms. Wei’s class in which she functioned as a debater 

identifying problems in students’ arguments, or as a negotiator seeking better 

argumentations while taking a balanced position.  
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In addition, the instructors’ use of language exerted influences on student 

language learning (Noels, 2001). Darlene sang English songs with beautiful 

pronunciation, intonation, and rhythm in class to enable the students to sense the 

charm of English language. Alex used rhetorical language such as metaphors or 

parallel sentence structure. His use of volume, intonation, and gestures provided 

the students with the sense that he was a public communicator or speaker. Ms. Wei 

used analytical language to offer an in-depth analysis of a motion.  

Meta-representations are similar to the traditional Chinese concept of 

“earnestly practicing what one advocates” and “the unity of knowing and doing.” 

With the introduction of this concept, we can better understand the speaking 

instructors’ PCK. They demonstrated their beautiful voice, vigorous affections, 

and brilliant language in the process of instruction. Thus, meta-representations 

function as the natural employment of both verbal and nonverbal representations 

in teaching the core content of speaking-oriented courses at the tertiary level. 

5.1.3 Learners’ challenges 

The knowledge of learners’ challenges refers to teachers’ understanding of 

students’ difficulties and misconceptions in learning. It is an essential component 

of PCK that was proposed by Shulman (1986). An understanding of students can 

help teachers reorganize their PCK and better communicate with students, which 

is included in all proposed conceptualizations of PCK. Nevertheless, few scholars 

have conducted in-depth studies of learners’ challenges within a specific subject. 

Magnusson et al. (1999) noted that learners’ difficulties lie in their understanding 

of specific concepts or topics, and he divided the difficulties into three categories. 

The first difficulty occurs when some concepts are too abstract and have no 

relationship to students’ prior experiences. The second difficulty concerns that 

students do not know how to solve specific problems. The third difficulty is that 

students hold misconceptions about certain concepts. 

In the current study, I found that the students had two primary categories of 

difficulties in the learning process: subject-specific difficulties and 

misconceptions about speaking-oriented courses. Language proficiency level also 

hinders students’ speaking performance. Nevertheless, this aspect permeates the 

entire process of speaking instruction, and the researcher will thus address the 

language aspect as a separate domain in another section.  
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First, subject-specific difficulties related to learning in speaking-oriented 

courses include students’ understanding of specific concepts, fear of 

communication, confusion in choosing topics, and lack of critical thinking. 

Concerning the understanding of specific concepts in terms of subject 

knowledge, the three types of speaking courses present increasing levels of 

difficulty with regard to students’ comprehension of theoretical terms. Especially 

in the English debate, there are some highly challenging terms, such as the motion 

of fact, value, and policy. Many students felt confused in their attempts to 

distinguish those terms. 

Fear of communication is another common difficulty for students among the 

subject-specific difficulties. As EFL learners, students experience language 

anxiety as well as stage fright. Students with lower oral proficiency levels 

experience an even higher level of anxiety. Darlene attributed students’ fear of 

communication to their lack of confidence. From Alex’s viewpoint, students’ 

feelings of intimidation were the main cause. Mr. Xue and Ms. Si referred to this 

apprehension of speaking as stage fright.  

Darlene and Alex did not pay particular attention to the aspect of choosing 

topics, which they regarded as the students’ responsibility. The other three 

Chinese EFL teachers exercised more surveillance over students’ choice of topics 

to facilitate their learning process. Mr. Xue suggested that his students stay with 

their own interests. Ms. Si inspired her students by including the arts in their topic 

selection. Ms. Wei intentionally chose thought-provoking topics to cultivate the 

students’ critical thinking competency.  

A severe lack of critical thinking competency was identified by all five EFL 

teachers as Chinese students’ most salient problem, adversely influencing their 

oral competency. English has long been considered to be only a tool for 

communication, and many language learners do not cultivate the habit of active 

thinking, analyzing, or solving problems; thus, they lack both the disposition and 

skill to engage in critical thinking (He et al., 1999; Hu & Sun, 2006). Many 

Chinese students are not able to reach the intellectual standards required for 

speaking (accuracy, clarity, and relevance), nor do they possess sufficient 

elements of reasoning. This phenomenon causes numerous drawbacks. First, a 

lack of critical thinking impeded the students’ creative abilities (Sun, 2011). For 

example, in Darlene’s class, the students’ lack of critical thinking led to an 
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inability to differentiate among their poster designs. The very structured drawings 

limited the students’ creativity and provided them little opportunity to learn from 

their peers and enrich their verbal expression. Second, a lack of critical thinking 

hindered the students’ ability to engage in independent thinking (Qu, 2015). 

Students’ copying answers from the Baidu translation service in Alex’s class 

deprived them of opportunities to think on their own. Although Alex had long 

fought against the copying issue in his class, the results remained unsatisfactory. 

In Ms. Wei’s class, the students were found to be easily swayed by the other side’s 

opinions in a debate. They were unable to defend their own positions and offer 

insightful viewpoints. Third, a lack of critical thinking reduced the clarity and 

persuasiveness of the students’ argumentations (Huang, 2010). In Mr. Xue’s class, 

many Chinese students had difficulty in searching and integrating information. In 

Ms. Si’s and Ms. Wei’s classes, the students were unable to organize the main 

points and subpoints, thoroughly analyze a motion, or propose valid arguments or 

refutations. The students’ incompetencies in writing well-structured scripts with 

sound logic severely compromised the quality and depth of their oral 

presentations and debates. 

Nevertheless, training students’ critical thinking was identified as the most 

challenging task by all five EFL teachers. Liu and Jin (2012) attributed the 

challenge of promoting critical thinking to three causes: the Chinese deep-rooted 

traditional culture, in which teachers are deemed as conveyors of knowledge and 

wisdom; students’ incompetency in conducting analyses; and inappropriate 

learning methods. Therefore, more discussion-fostering techniques and culturally 

familiar topics could be applied in classes. Students’ participation in discussion 

facilitates the development of their analytical, reasoning, and problem-solving 

abilities (Zhang & Shao, 2014). In addition, EFL teachers must be aware that they 

should deliver more explicit instructions that cater to their students’ needs. 

The second category of difficulty refers to students’ misconceptions about 

speaking-related courses. On the one hand, many students have misconceptions 

about the purpose of such courses. The students in the current study cared merely 

about whether they could effortlessly obtain credits, and “survival” was their main 

goal at the university. Some of the students thought that public speaking 

resembles performing magic, whereby they could suddenly change people’s 

attitudes and perceptions. The reality is that in our daily lives, public speaking 
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should be practical and natural, and people may perform speeches in many 

ordinary settings such as company meetings, interviews, or product 

demonstrations (Zhou, 2006). Some students in Ms. Wei’s class thought that 

debating was for the purpose of making arguments or winning. In fact, debating is 

more about exchanging ideas for the purpose of learning (Gao, 2019). All these 

statements indicate the students’ misconceptions and impartial understandings in 

the context of the learning process.  

On the other hand, many students did not have a sufficient understanding of 

the learning methods in speaking courses. Some of the students in Darlene’s class 

understood oral communication merely as a means of repetition. However, mere 

repetition would not facilitate much in terms of sentence production for authentic 

communicative purposes, and learners would quickly become bored and lose 

interest with mere repetition. The students in Alex’s class expected the teacher to 

give them a correct answer, and that answer was the goal. They also regarded 

speaking as being able to read aloud from scripts, which was far from reaching the 

standards of making a speech. In Ms. Si’s class, some students preferred using 

flashy language to focusing on ideas, or they told stories without summarizing the 

main points. A large number of students explicitly demonstrated a lack of 

motivation or spirit in their willingness to explore. 

Among the five EFL speaking instructors, the Chinese teachers demonstrated 

a higher inclination to find fault with the students, and their perspective was that 

students could improve themselves as long as they try hard to rectify their 

misconceptions in their use of language. However, the two native English teachers 

tend to blame the whole educational context as the cause of the students’ 

incompetencies, and they deemed it very difficult to make changes as it would be 

virtually impossible to change the whole educational system.  

Based on the data analysis, there are four primary channels for the five EFL 

teachers to discern students’ learning difficulties. First, the teachers drew 

inspiration from revising students’ written assignments. When reading the 

students’ speech or debate scripts, the teachers discern common issues such as 

logic problems, a lack of in-depth research, or poor topic choices. Ms. Si 

mentioned that revising the students’ scripts has been a crucial factor in 

facilitating her development in recent years and has allowed her to gain a more 

in-depth understanding of speech. Second, teacher-student interactions in class 
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can provide teachers with a deeper understanding of students’ differences. All five 

EFL teachers changed their teaching beliefs and pedagogies through 

teacher-student interactions. Third, the teachers identify some students’ problems 

through individual tutoring. For example, in the tutoring process, Ms. Si noted 

students’ pronunciation problems, and Mr. Xue and Ms. Wei found students’ logic 

problems. The fourth channel involves attending experts’ seminars. Experts are 

familiar with common student problems based on their years of teaching and 

research experience. In the workshop, experts informed the teachers about how to 

instruct their students on some key points, which helped the teachers to prepare 

themselves psychologically.  

Comparatively speaking, the two native English teachers discerned their 

students’ problems mainly through the second channel, teacher-student 

interactions. The other three Chinese EFL speaking instructors employed more 

channels for two reasons. The first concerns course characteristics. Unlike speech 

and debate courses, which require more written scripts for preparation, oral 

communication focuses more on instant daily communication. The second reason 

is that the Chinese EFL teachers generally demonstrated a higher level of 

responsibility for improving their students’ oral proficiency and a more acute 

sense of professional development (Chen, 2002; Yu, 2009), which can be shown 

through individual tutoring and attending seminars of their own volition.  

5.1.4 Language enhancement 

Knowledge of language reflects teachers’ knowledge of the underlying 

systems of language and language learning. Thornbury (1997, p. x) defined 

teachers’ language awareness as “the knowledge that teachers have of the 

underlying systems of the language that enables them to teach effectively.” 

Freeman et al. (2009) proposed an emergent view of language knowledge for 

teaching, which represents how language as content emerges in the processes of 

classroom teaching and learning. For EFL teachers, merely having language 

awareness is far from sufficient; they must combine knowledge of content and 

medium of instruction to facilitate content-and-language-integrated learning with 

language-learning strategies. This study found that teachers’ language use is an 

essential competency in EFL teachers’ subject matter knowledge for teaching 

speaking; therefore, it was not included in the PCK. Andrews (2003) similarly did 

not include the competency of language use in the PCK framework.  
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In the Chinese context, oral communication is an elementary speaking course 

at the tertiary level, and it is generally delivered by native English teachers. As 

fundamental courses in the school of communications in the Western higher 

education system, English speech and debate pose higher requirements for 

Chinese EFL teachers’ language competency since these courses are, in essence, 

EFL courses. EFL teachers’ knowledge of language enhancement is most directly 

related to facilitating students’ communicative competence. Canale and Swain 

(1980) identified four components: grammatical competence, discourse 

competence, sociolinguistic competence, and strategic competence. Speaking is 

one type of vocal communication that requires the coordination of the respiratory 

system, throat, and vocal channel to generate different volumes and pitches 

(Mantell & Pfordresher, 2013). To help the students enhance their language 

awareness and communicative competence, the EFL teachers paid attention to 

cultivating the students’ language learning strategies through their teaching. 

Correct language use significantly contributes to language proficiency, and its 

mastery requires students’ strenuous and extended effort. 

Darlene mentioned that pronunciation is still a severe problem for many 

Chinese university students. Therefore, she guided her students in singing English 

songs in class to promote their phonological awareness. Moreover, after the 

students completed another pronunciation course, she would consciously require 

them to distinguish between certain words, such as “sink” and “think,” through 

repetition. Darlene also regarded language structure as a barrier for students’ 

language enhancement, and she intentionally provided sentence starters to 

enhance the students’ lexical knowledge in coherent sentence formations. In 

addition, Darlene emphasized students’ sociolinguistic competence by ensuring 

appropriate language use in different sociocultural contexts. However, Alex did 

not attach particular importance to pronunciation; he commented, “students do not 

need to speak like the queen.” He mainly focused on checking students’ 

comprehension by conducting paraphrasing or oral summary exercises because he 

believed that comprehension served as the foundation for practical oral expression 

in discourse competence. As indicated by Long (1983), comprehension checking 

and meaning clarification are useful techniques in applying the negotiation of 

comprehensible input and output in class.  

Comparatively speaking, the Chinese EFL teachers attached more 
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importance to the students’ language problems in terms of grammatical 

competence, which refers to knowledge about grammar, vocabulary, and 

phonology (Canale, 1983). Influenced by the American model of teaching, Mr. 

Xue initially did not attach significance to the language aspect. However, he 

gradually realized the influence of language on speakers’ confidence, and he 

required his students to recite famous quotations and speeches to promote their 

grammatical competence. Mr. Xue believed that this approach could facilitate the 

students’ speaking through imitating accurate pitch and pronunciation as well as 

demonstrating emotions by playing the roles of different characters. In addition, 

he intentionally set up a writing workshop and required the students to check the 

language problems in their group members’ scripts such as style and structure. It 

is worth noting that Mr. Xue was not proficient in using English as the medium of 

instruction. He switched back to Chinese when he could not fluently communicate, 

which led to reduced language input in the class and hindered the students’ 

language development.  

Ms. Si drew the students’ attention to English grammar in a creative way. She 

established a student grammarian to record grammar problems. She also spent 

significant amounts of time correcting the students’ pronunciation based on her 

profound knowledge of phonetics and rhetoric. Critically, she attached more 

importance to the students’ ideas rather than the language itself. However, Ms. 

Wei placed greater emphasis on logic in oral expression. She claimed that it was 

the appeal of logic that attracts most students. The ability to express oneself and 

logically analyze one’s opponents’ viewpoints is the purpose of debate education. 

She endeavored to guide her students to think logically in making refutations by 

identifying logical fallacies.  

The five EFL teachers focused on different aspects of the underlying system 

of language, including pronunciation, grammar, and language use (structure and 

logic). They also employed different strategies to facilitate students’ language 

learning. Overall, they wanted to promote students’ strategic competence to 

achieve fluency by engaging verbal or non-verbal actions to prevent and address 

breakdowns in communication, such as initiating, maintaining, and ending 

exchanges, clarifying meanings, or changing topics. Mr. Xue and Ms. Si 

highlighted the grammatical competence by using more rote learning and revising 

scripts to modify language input to achieve accuracy. In addition to grammar and 
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pronunciation problems, Ms. Si led her students to pay more attention to ideas. 

Alex and Ms. Wei primarily focused on the innate features of the language to 

attain complexity in learners’ speech by combining meaning and form, especially 

logic and reasoning. They both sought to promote students’ communicative 

competence by enhancing their cognitive abilities, such as critical thinking, which 

are related to “intelligence to solve problems or to create works valued” (Hapsari 

& Wirawan, 2018, p. 151). Their differences in focus corresponded with their 

predesignated curricular aims and teaching purpose. The progressive difficulty 

levels of three types of speaking-related courses further explain the different 

approaches among the EFL teachers.  

5.1.5 Course evaluation 

Knowledge of course evaluation refers to the teachers’ understanding of their 

students’ learning performance. Communication is a process-oriented skill, and 

students’ real communication competency must be assessed (Wen & Hu, 2010). It 

is not easy to assess this competency through traditional written tests. Almost all 

EFL speaking instructors consider the question of how to assess students’ 

performance objectively and impartially. Magnusson et al. (1999) suggested that 

knowledge of course evaluation includes knowledge of the methods by which 

learning can be assessed and knowledge of the dimensions of learning that are 

important to assess. This study divided teachers’ course evaluation methods into 

assessment entities (teacher/student/self), means (oral/written), dimensions 

(analytic/holistic), and tendencies (positive/negative). 

In this study, all five EFL teachers taught small classes of approximately 30 

students, and they adopted formative assessment methods for their course 

evaluation with sufficient emphasis on students’ speeches or debates. Carless 

(2017, p. 3) outlined four main strategies for learning assessment, specifically, 

“productive assessment task design, effective feedback processes, the 

development of student understanding of quality, and activities where students 

make judgments.” Following Carless’s four criteria, I will summarize and 

comment on the five speaking instructors’ knowledge of course evaluation as 

follows. 

 In terms of assessment task design, all five EFL speaking instructors 

assigned either speech or debate tasks as the format for their semester evaluation. 

Darlene and Alex assigned only one introductory or persuasive conversation for 
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their final-term evaluation. Ms. Si assigned the most speaking tasks for students to 

accomplish, which demonstrated her coherent and integrated assessment approach 

as well as her high expectations of the students. Ms. Wei assigned two BP debates 

that required the students to collaborate within their groups. The task designs of 

all EFL speaking instructors demonstrated a certain level of alignment with their 

intended learning outcomes. 

In terms of feedback processes, the teachers demonstrated different levels of 

integrated guidance and feedback, scaffolding student self-regulated learning to 

differing degrees. A trend in recent research is to examine how feedback designs 

can promote student uptake of feedback (Boud & Molloy, 2013). Darlene used an 

evaluation form on which she could note the highlights and shortcomings of the 

students’ oral presentations. She combined oral and written feedback within the 

teacher assessment, and she mostly offered positive comments to help “make 

students feel relaxed” and to encourage them to perform better, which benefited 

student learning. Alex paid constant attention to his students’ presentation skills 

and their conveyance of ideas. Nevertheless, due to his unclear instruction and 

over restricted classroom rules, the students were not able to or dared not raise 

questions or seek immediate feedback from him. Alex merely offered oral 

comments, showing a reluctance to communicate with Chinese students through 

other modes because he believed “that does no good” for a speaking course. Alex 

focused on giving prompt feedback yet ignored the actual effects of such feedback. 

His approach demonstrated his limited understanding of assessment as well as 

students. Mr. Xue carefully revised his students’ written scripts, although the 

workload seemed overwhelming for him. He took his students’ advice to offer 

written comments because some students complained that they soon forgot the 

general oral comments. Mr. Xue focused on ensuring the students’ easy access to 

the feedback, indicating his consistent intention to improve the students’ writing 

skills. He followed the students-generated feedback; however, his approach 

remained technical by focusing too much on language. Ms. Si conducted a 

detailed analysis of her students’ speech performance based on the criteria of 

“pathos, ethos, and logos.” She sought every opportunity to highlight problems in 

her students’ speech performance. Ms. Wei deliberately focused on the matter 

(content and reasoning) and manner (oral performance) of her students’ debate 

tasks, which exemplified the unique characteristics of the debate course. She 
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specifically noted whether the students’ inherent logic or reasoning was 

sufficiently sound or convincing. Ms. Si and Ms. Wei combined verbal and written 

feedback out of concern for “reducing embarrassment” or “protecting students’ 

self-esteem.” Written feedback leads to significant changes in student performance 

(Books & Simmons, 1980). Both teachers demonstrated a deep concern for their 

students’ overall development as well as their intention to activate students as 

owners of learning and as instructional resources for one another.  

With the exception of Alex’s demonstrated tendency to offer holistic ratings, 

the other four teachers employed an analytic rating approach. In speaking 

assessment, a holistic rating “captures an overall impression of the speaker’s 

performance: a primary trait score assesses the speaker’s abilities to achieve a 

specific communication purpose” (Chuang, 2009, p. 157). Alex gave a general 

grade based on the students’ overall performance in persuasive conversations, and 

he mainly focused on content. An analytic rating “assesses and captures the 

speaker’s performance in a variety of categories that are based on the test 

developers’ theory or hypothesis of the nature of speaking” (Chuang, 2009, p. 

157). It enables teachers to evaluate students’ learning outcomes based on 

multiple criteria using a single rubric. The five speaking instructors generally 

focused on the students’ language use, content, structure, and delivery for 

evaluations in their speaking performance.  

Notably, Alex and Ms. Wei generally offered negative comments, which is 

partly due to those teachers’ course orientations and expectations of their students. 

They harbored a firm intention to train their students’ thinking and to push them to 

work harder. From the perspective of teachers, positive comments may serve as 

supportive feedback for students’ improvement. However, students may 

understand teacher assessment from a different perspective (Booth-Butterfield, 

1989). In the research concerning students’ perspectives toward evaluation, there 

are diverse conclusions (Jensen & Lamoureux, 1997). For example, one student of 

a relatively higher language proficiency level said that he wanted to know more 

about his disabilities.  

In addition, the three Chinese EFL teachers employed technology-enabled 

feedback dialogues in the class. Modern technology provides convenient tools for 

teachers in their evaluation process. Mr. Si required his students to submit their 

scripts to the Pigai website (an online platform providing corrective feedback to 
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students) to address language problems. All teachers occasionally videotaped their 

students’ speech or debate performance for further analysis and frequently used 

WeChat to offer timely comments. Video recording is a popular method in the 

evaluation of speaking-oriented courses. As a new experience for many students, 

it provides proper channels for students to reflect on their speech performance. 

However, it remains unclear whether the use of video recording can alleviate 

students’ psychological fear (Newburger et al., 1994). Mr. Xue asserted that video 

recording is helpful for evaluation because teachers can save videos for future use. 

The Chinese students demonstrated a tendency to become overly excited or 

nervous, and they would not notice how they behaved when they were on stage. 

Video recording allowed them to discern many of their problems when they 

reviewed the recordings, although they indicated that they might “feel a little 

embarrassed” in doing so.   

In terms of developing their students’ understanding of the nature of quality, 

with the exception of Alex, the other four EFL teachers explicitly informed the 

students of their criteria for judging the students’ performance. Nevertheless, 

Darlene and Alex did not engage the students in the assessment process, although 

they explained the requirements to them. This limited student involvement was 

based on the fact that Darlene and Alex lacked experience involving Chinese 

students in the assessment process. In addition to analyzing speech videos to 

understand speech principles, Mr. Xue also conducted discussions with his 

students using a workshop approach to move their learning forward. Nevertheless, 

due to his focus on the language aspect, Mr. Xue’s students’ enthusiasm for speech 

evaluation was not high. Ms. Si offered detailed guidance to the student 

grammarian on how to be an accurate assessor. Additionally, she commented on 

many popular speeches using her criteria to provide the students with examples of 

high-quality expression. Ms. Wei used guided case analysis to guide her students 

on how to make compelling refutations in the debate. Carless indicated that the 

most effective means of prompting students to engage with criteria and the nature 

of quality is “the analysis of exemplars of student work” (2015, p. 141). Both Ms. 

Si and Ms. Wei endeavored to arouse their students’ enthusiasm for exemplars and 

to thus discern quality and make sound evaluative judgments by themselves.  

Compared to the two native English instructors, the three Chinese EFL 

teachers attached more importance to the evaluation of language in the final 
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exams. One reason for this difference is that the Chinese EFL teachers generally 

hold higher expectations for their students’ performance. Nevertheless, the 

students’ low language proficiency hindered their development; language was still 

a significant problem. Another reason involved the teachers’ belief that the 

students who take this course expect to improve their English to some extent. 

However, the two native English instructors were more lenient toward their 

students’ language problems, and they believed that Chinese students lacked more 

in terms of confidence and critical thinking abilities. The Chinese EFL teachers 

demonstrated a higher level of responsibility in teaching and tutoring L2 learners 

with regard to the language aspect. 

In terms of their students practicing making judgments, the three Chinese 

EFL teachers made strenuous efforts to engage their students in giving and 

receiving peer feedback, which is commonplace in their classrooms. In learning 

about the assessment process, “students should be briefed about their new role, 

and they should be provided with adequate training and scaffolded input when 

performing reflection” (Lam, 2018, p. 115). Mr. Xue organized a writing 

workshop in which students were informed to bring their photocopied scripts for 

their peers for an evaluation concerning the content and language. Ms. Si assigned 

and trained commentators and questioners among the students. The students were 

required to conduct two self-assessments and complete a questionnaire about their 

self-reflection. In addition to offering comments on their classmates’ debates, the 

students in Ms. Wei’s class also reflected their problems related to debate 

performance in their reflection journals as a practical approach to self-monitoring 

their progress.  

Comparatively, Alex did not clarify issues regarding learning intentions and 

success criteria to his students, and Mr. Xue was not able to engineer effective 

questioning in his class. Nevertheless, Ms. Si and Ms. Wei employed more 

appropriate strategies for assessment as they developed more in-depth student 

understanding and involved their students in practicing making judgments. 

Notably, as Darlene integrated many authentic assessment tasks in her class and 

quickly responded to student feedback, her course evaluation knowledge was also 

found to be adequate to the specific context, although she could benefit from 

involving more peer-review processes in the future.  
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5.1.6 Educational context 

Teachers’ knowledge of their educational context exerts a long-term impact 

on their emotions and attitudes in their classroom instruction. Based on the data 

analysis, all five EFL teachers had negative comments about the educational 

context at the school level. These negative comments mainly cover four aspects: 

teacher workload, teacher autonomy, teacher evaluations, and support at the 

school level. Their generally negative feedback is cause for concern and indicates 

a need for possible solutions. 

The Chinese EFL teachers generally believed that they have a much heavier 

workload than native English teachers. This perception could be attributed to three 

aspects. First, native English teachers possess a much higher level of oral 

proficiency. With an effortless mastery of the medium of instruction, they are 

much more confident in delivering their courses. In contrast, the Chinese EFL 

teachers had primarily cultivated their language competency on the mainland, 

with rare opportunities to go abroad and speak in English. Language learning has 

always been a central task for them. Second, public speaking and English debate 

require an even higher level of thinking and writing competencies, which are 

more challenging for Chinese EFL teachers. Third, as an essential component for 

speech and debate instruction, reading and revising speech and debate scripts 

represented a tremendous workload for the Chinese EFL teachers (Zheng et al., 

2012). The revising of scripts represented the Chinese EFL speaking instructors’ 

emphasis on the language aspect, which was less highlighted by the native 

English-speaking instructors.  

Concerning teacher autonomy in teaching, all five EFL teachers believed that 

they enjoyed a high level of autonomy in their teaching. Darlene claimed she 

designed all lesson plans, and all of her teachings were based on her own ideas. 

Alex found the school to be constraining in allowing the teachers to express their 

political ideas freely; this was the greatest conflict for him. The three Chinese EFL 

teachers shared similar viewpoints about enjoying full instructional freedom. 

Concerning teacher evaluations, all five EFL teachers showed negative 

opinions toward them. Darlene raised this issue at the beginning of the first 

interview, hoping that someone could conduct a reform and change the situation. 

The school evaluation process negatively influenced her way of teaching because 

she had to cater to the students’ wishes to keep her job. Alex signed his contract 
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year-by-year based on his students’ evaluations, which he also regarded as quite 

frustrating. The other three Chinese English teachers were not significantly 

bothered by the teacher evaluations; they had to endure them; however, they felt 

that the evaluations did exert pressure on them. 

Concerning support within the context, all five EFL teachers believed that 

they received some support from within the office from the deans or their 

colleagues but not at the school level. This problem was particularly salient for the 

two native English teachers because there were not even faculty meetings for 

them to attend. This is why Darlene said that “the school took a hands-off 

approach” toward their teaching. Alex more bluntly stated that a foreign teacher 

never appeared in the students’ graduation photos and that there was no 

opportunity for teachers’ development and promotion. The school regarded 

foreign teachers as cheap laborers who were virtually marginalized in the 

universities. Mr. Xue felt that the school context was bureaucratic and stifling. 

The low financial incentive and troublesome negotiation process with the 

administrative staff lowered Mr. Xue’s motivation to teach this course. The 

situation was slightly different at Ms. Si’s school, which had a community of 

practice; EFL teachers could exchange pedagogical opinions in the WeChat group. 

This relatively favorable condition can be attributed to the fact that her university 

was a tier 1 university, and it attached considerable importance to students’ 

academic competence, including public speaking competence.  

5.1.7 Cross-case comparisons 

The following section will make cross-case comparisons based on the above 

analysis of six categories of knowledge, specifically, features of curriculum (FC), 

knowledge of pedagogy (KP), learners’ challenges (LC), language enhancement 

(LE), course evaluation (CE), and educational context (EC). The radar chart was 

used to present the six dimensions with the progressive levels from 1-5 in each 

dimension (1 is the weakest, and 5 is the strongest). The rating is given based on 

the analysis and evaluation of the six knowledge aspects in the previous section. 

The rating criteria, which refer to earlier studies (Zhu, 2003; Wu, 2005), are 

presented in Table 5.1 for reference (see Table 5.1). 

Table 5.1 

Rating criteria for five speaking instructors’ PCK  
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Criteria Description  Scoring Guide 

features of 

curriculum 

(FC) 

(5-0) 

The teacher can establish feasible teaching 

objectives; and can put the objectives into practice; 

and can select appropriate materials to facilitate 

instruction  

5 marks - 

Competently 

achieve the criteria 

4 marks -  

Satisfactorily 

achieve the criteria 

3 marks -  

Moderately 

achieve the criteria 

2 marks -  

Marginally 

achieve the criteria 

1 marks - 

Hardly ever 

achieve the criteria 

0 mark - 

Unable to  

achieve the criteria  

knowledge of 

pedagogy 

(KP) 

(5-0) 

The teacher can use a diversity of instructional 

strategies and representations to facilitate student 

understanding; and can conduct appropriate 

teaching activities to promote students’ 

communicative competence  

learners’ 

challenges 

(LC) 

(5-0) 

The teacher can understand students’ difficulties 

and misconceptions in learning; and can effectively 

communicate with students 

language 

enhancement 

(LE) 

(5-0) 

The teacher can demonstrate language awareness; 

and can combine knowledge of content and 

medium to promote students’ communicative 

competence with language-learning strategies 

course 

evaluation 

(CE)  

(5-0) 

The teacher can design appropriate assessment 

tasks; and can integrate guidance and feedback to 

scaffold student self-regulated learning; and can 

develop student understanding of the nature of 

quality; and engage students for peer feedback 

educational 

context 

(EC) 

(5-0) 

The teacher can understand the educational 

context; and can seek support within the context; 

and can take transformative measures to better the 

university context 

With sufficient curricular knowledge, Darlene employed appropriate 

pedagogical strategies to tackle students’ challenges to help them obtain 

sociolinguistic competence. Aiming at creating a relaxing classroom atmosphere, 

she did not impose too much pressure on students in their evaluation. 

Nevertheless, she held negative attitudes toward the educational context, and she 

did not pay too much attention to the language aspect of the oral communication 

course. Darlene’s pattern of PCK is demonstrated below (see Figure 5.4). 
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Figure 5.4  

Darlene’s pattern of PCK 

 

Alex did not have appropriate curricular knowledge under the Chinese 

context. Although he applied a variety of pedagogical strategies to deal with 

learners’ challenges, to a large extent, he did not achieve his teaching objectives of 

reforming Chinese learners’ mindsets because he did not endeavor to understand 

the students’ characteristics and was very strict with his student evaluations. Alex 

spoke negatively of the educational context; however, he sought to involve a 

specific level of social change by redirecting students’ thinking about stereotypes 

and democracy. Encountering many setbacks, Alex insisted on holding onto his 

personal dreams. Alex’s pattern of PCK is demonstrated below (see Figure 5.5).  

Figure 5.5  

Alex’s pattern of PCK 
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Regarding the speaking course as a skill-oriented course, Mr. Xue set many 

objectives in terms of simple skill training. With an emphasis on students’ 

grammatical competence, he did not cater to his students’ preferences, and his 

instruction could not provide them with spiritual enrichment. Mr. Xue combined 

peer evaluation and teacher evaluation for formative assessment. He also held 

negative opinions toward the bureaucratic and stifling educational context. Mr. 

Xue’s pattern of PCK is demonstrated below (see Figure 5.6). 

Figure 5.6  

Mr. Xue’s pattern of PCK 

 

Ms. Si had a balanced PCK in different respects. Aiming at offering holistic 

education, she employed many pedagogical strategies to address her students’ 

learning difficulties, boost their confidence, and facilitate their future development. 

She incorporated humor to help the students master communication skills. Ms. Si 

integrated teacher evaluation, peer evaluation, and self-evaluation to obtain a 

formative assessment. She managed to win support both at the office and 

university level. From her perspective, there is a community of practice at her 

university. Ms. Si’s pattern of PCK is demonstrated below (see Figure 5.7). 

Figure 5.7  

Ms. Si’s pattern of PCK 
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Ms. Wei also intended to offer a holistic education with the goal of 

cultivating new generations of talent and facilitating further development of 

communication from a humanistic perspective. She added guided case analysis, 

impromptu debating, and training of thinking to her teaching section. Nevertheless, 

she did not highlight the language aspect and focused mainly on inherent logic. To 

better evaluate student performance in her class, she combined oral comments and 

written comments. Ms. Wei sought to promote a specific level of social change by 

hosting debate activities in the local community. However, she felt a lack of 

support, both financially and professionally. Ms. Wei’s pattern of PCK is 

demonstrated below (see Figure 5.8). 

Figure 5.8  

Ms. Wei’s pattern of PCK 
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Based on the above data, a comparison chart was generated containing the 

six knowledge categories of the five speaking instructors (see Figure 5.9 below). 

The chart indicates that the more relaxed and fuller the shape of the hexagon 

sketches, the richer and more balanced PCK the teacher is believed to possess.  

Figure 5.9  

Five speaking instructors’ PCK patterns 
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community of practice in which teachers can exchange opinions and enhance their 

subject knowledge. In addition, universities should provide more support to EFL 

teachers, financially, spiritually, and professionally. 

Notably, although the five EFL instructors drew from different inspirations 

and implemented corresponding pedagogies, their teaching effectiveness also 

differed. Based on the student comments and performance, Darlene achieved her 

goal of imparting life skills. Nevertheless, there is a vast gap between Alex’s 

expectations and his students’ outcomes because Alex did not endeavor to learn 

more about his students and did not particularly care about them. Further, the 

students complained that they could not follow Alex’s instructions in class. Mr. 

Xue merely deemed the speaking course as a skill-oriented course and conducted 

activities based on a variety of skills that were too technical and unrelated to real 

life. In his class, speaking was replaced by mechanical reading or reciting. 

Although those aspects are useful, the students’ feelings and thoughts, as well as 

the humanity of the language, were, to a large extent, ignored. Thus, many of Mr. 

Xue’s students complained that the course was quite dull, did not touch their 

hearts, offered little spiritual enrichment, and distanced them psychologically. As 

Dou and Sang (2013) indicated, if the implicit aspects of language training are 

ignored, the explicit skills are difficult to improve. Students expressed that they 

liked the humor and arts in Ms. Si’s class, although they sometimes complained 

that there were too many required speech tasks. With regard to Ms. Wei’s 

instruction, there was a moderate gap between Ms. Wei’s expectations and student 

learning outcomes. This disparity was mainly due to the specialty aspects of the 

debate course, which is of the highest difficulty level and requires advanced 

critical thinking and analytical skills. Some of Ms. Wei’s students reported that 

they could not accurately pinpoint the problems from the other side of a debate 

and make effective refutations. Wen and Sun (2015) noted that thinking training is 

the most challenging dimension for both university students and teachers in a 

theoretical research. The debate course necessitates intensive cultivation of 

thinking skills, and therefore, it is of the greatest difficulty. 

In addition, the five speaking instructors demonstrated different levels of 

critical literacy, which is crucial for guiding students as well as themselves on a 

path of reflective learning. McLaughlin and DeVoogd (2004) used four principles 

to elaborate on the meaning of critical literacy. Those four principles are as 



 

179 
 

follows: (1) “focusing on issues of power and promoting reflection, 

transformation, and action; (2) focusing on problems and their complexity; (3) 

focusing on techniques that promote critical literacy, which are dynamic and adapt 

to the contexts in which they are used; and (4) examining multiple perspectives” 

(McLaughlin & DeVoogd, 2004, pp. 54–55). Ms. Wei and Alex demonstrated a 

higher level of critical literacy. They endeavored to probe the essence of hotly 

contested and controversial problems by frequently asking their students questions. 

Besides, they engaged their students in reflection and action to transform and 

promote social justice. For instance, they challenged the unquestioned power 

relationship between masks and authorities in fighting COVID-19. Ms. Si 

highlighted sociopolitical issues for further reflection, such as nuclear energy and 

undergraduate student marriage. Darlene interrogated multiple viewpoints to 

understand experiences and topics from diverse perspectives. Mr. Xue exhibited 

the lowest level of critical literacy, which was not the focus of his instruction.  

Among the five EFL speaking instructors, Alex is a revolter, who called for 

“disrupting” or “blowing up” the current practices through deregulation and 

replacing it with a new practice. He initially wanted to change Chinese learners by 

implementing a Western-style education, and although later he lowered his 

expectations, he did not want to change his basic teaching notion of cultivating 

independent thinkers. Following the current practices dominated by college and 

university programs, Mr. Xue worked as a routinist devoted to carrying out a 

routine teaching approach, although he admitted that there were some weaknesses 

in his current programs. Recognizing the problems in their current practices, 

Darlene, Ms. Si, and Ms. Wei functioned as executors who were willing to address 

challenges through their own efforts and perform necessary groundwork.  

Drawing from Kuhn’s theoretical PCK structure model (2016) as mentioned 

in Chapter 2, I seek to provide some tentative evaluations of the five speaking 

instructors’ PCK (see Table 5.2 below). Comparatively, Darlene, Ms. Si, and Ms. 

Wei demonstrated higher levels of alignments with language learning theories, 

and they had well-suited knowledge about their teaching objectives and content as 

well as students’ learning processes. Their PCK characteristics also corresponded 

with the increasing years of teaching experience. They employed either case 

knowledge or strategic knowledge flexibly for their instruction. Thus, their PCK is 

relatively more appropriate for their teaching settings. However, Alex and Mr. 
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Xue demonstrated lower levels of alignments with language learning theories, 

which created a stressful or tedious classroom atmosphere. Alex utilized case 

knowledge of applying diverse methods in specific course contexts, yet lacking 

explicit analysis of students’ errors. Mr. Xue consolidated propositional 

knowledge highlighting the cognitive process of remembering and understanding. 

They also had less knowledge about the teaching content and methods as well as 

their students’ characteristics. Thus, their PCK is relatively less appropriate for 

their teaching contexts.  

Table 5. 2 

Comments on the five speaking instructors’ PCK 

Comments  Darlene Alex Mr. Xue  Ms. Si  Ms. Wei 

Evaluation  brings closer 

teaching 

objectives and 

student 

outcomes 

there is a big gap 

between teaching 

objectives and 

student outcomes 

brings closer 

teaching 

objectives 

and student 

outcomes 

brings closer 

teaching 

objectives 

and student 

outcomes 

there exists a 

moderate gap 

between teaching 

objectives and 

student outcomes 

a higher level of 

alignments with 

language 

learning theories 

a low level of 

alignments with 

language 

learning theories 

a low level 

of 

alignments 

with 

language 

learning 

theories 

a high level 

of alignments 

with 

language 

learning 

theories 

 a moderate level 

of alignments with 

language learning 

theories 

Student 

feedback  

facilitates 

learning; 

relaxing, 

increasing 

confidence in 

speaking, 

learning 

different 

cultures, high 

evaluation 

not effective 

sometimes; 

stressful; no 

understanding of 

students’ 

characteristics 

and Chinese 

culture; unclear 

instruction of the 

activities; low 

evaluation 

not effective 

sometimes; 

boring, no 

spiritual 

enrichment, 

moderate 

student 

evaluation 

facilitates 

learning; 

interesting, 

spiritual 

enrichment, 

personal 

development, 

high 

evaluation 

facilitates 

learning; 

interesting, 

challenging,  

cannot follow the 

content because 

the content is too 

difficult 

Cognitive 

structure  

case/strategic 

knowledge 

case 

knowledge 

propositional 

knowledge 

case/strategic 

knowledge 

case/strategic 

knowledge 

Content 

structure  

more 

appropriate and 

flexible 

less appropriate 

and flexible 

knowledge 

less 

appropriate 

and flexible 

knowledge 

more 

appropriate 

and flexible 

knowledge 

appropriate and 

flexible 

knowledge  
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5.1.8 PCK framework for speaking instruction  

This study developed a comprehensive framework of speaking instructors’ 

PCK after comparing and integrating PCK components and refining the categories 

and subcategories. This framework (see Figure 5.10. below) was reconstructed 

mainly based on the analysis of the collected data from five core EFL speaking 

instructors. It is a further development of the conceptual framework proposed in 

chapter 2. The subcomponents of each knowledge category are also represented as 

follows (①-⑥). This framework is representative of all EFL speaking instructors’ 

PCK. With the increase in teachers’ experience and research, more subcategories 

can be incorporated into the framework. 

Figure 5.10 

PCK framework for speaking instruction  

 

① Summary of features of curriculum 

 

 

features of 
curriculum

course 
content

selection of 
content

speaking 
practices

teaching 
objectives

life 
competency

thinking 
competency

skill-oriented 
course

holistic 
education
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knowledge of pedagogy 

teaching activities

speaking 
skill training

communication 
games

warm-up speech 
presentations

appreciating/analyzing

speeches/debates

impromptu 
speech/debate

psychological 
training

stage 
training

cultivating 
sense of humor

arts 
appreciation

thinking 
training

reasoning 
process

rethinking 
stereotypes

logical 
fallacies

case analysis

socratic 
dialogues

writing reflection 

journals

representations

direct 
representations

hands-on 
demonstrations

mind-mapping 
demonstrations

analogies

tables/(flow)charts

/diagrams

metaphors

examples

meta-
representations

effective 
beginning and 

ending 

using 
quotations

voice-
gestures

using 
rhetoric/analytical 

language

② Summary of knowledge of pedagogy 
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le
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er
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h
al

le
n
g
e
s

subject specific 
difficulties

concepts understanding

fear of speaking

choosing topics

lack critcial thinking

misconceptions about 
the course

purposes of the course

methods of learning

language 
enhancement

underlying 
system of 
language

pronunciation

grammar

language use 
(structure & logic)

language 
learning 

strategies

singing songs/

watching movies

making 
sentences

comprehension 
exercises

recitation/

imitation

writing 
workshop

establishing a student 
grammarian

③ Summary of learners’ challenges ④ Summary of language enhancement 
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course 
evaluation:

formative 
assessment

assessment focus

language 

content

structure

delivery 

assessment tasks
oral presentations/

speech/debate tasks

assessment 
methods

teacher/peer/self 
evaluation

verbal/written

assessment

holistic/analytic

assessment

negative/positive  
assessment

educational 
context

negative

unfair evaluation 
system

work in isolation

constraining in 
political control

bureaucratic and stifling 
administration

no/low financial 
incentive

no support for 
pursuing Ph.D. 

positive

a community of 
practice

suport from the dean 
and colleagues

⑤ Summary of course evaluation ⑥ Summary of the educational context 
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As a specific subject, speaking courses pose special requirements for 

instructors’ PCK in several respects. First, speaking instructors’ curricula are 

unique, including teaching objectives and selection of course content. Teaching 

objectives can be divided into life-competency education, thinking-competency 

education, skill-oriented education, and holistic education. Different levels of 

flexibility were demonstrated in the teachers’ course arrangements. Darlene and 

Alex arranged their classes based on different topics, either life skill topics or 

thinking skill topics. Mr. Xue, Ms. Si, and Ms. Wei arranged their classes based on 

different speech or debate tasks such as appreciating speech, analyzing video clips, 

and utilizing case analysis.  

Second, speaking instructors’ knowledge of pedagogy is distinct and 

comprehensive. The five speaking instructors employed either strategic 

knowledge, case knowledge, or propositional knowledge in implementing diverse 

activities, covering speaking-skills training, psychological training, and thinking 

training. Various activities were designed to achieve different stages in students’ 

mediated learning process, i.e., intentionality and reciprocity, transcendence, and 

meaning. Speaking courses have extensive content knowledge to convey, such as 

language, culture, and abstract concepts related to speech or debates, and they 

involve an in-depth theoretical basis. To help students understand theoretical 

knowledge, teachers must employ various representations, such as charts, 

diagrams, demonstrations, examples, metaphors, and analogies, to transform 

theoretical knowledge into students’ comprehensible knowledge. These 

representations are unique to general language courses. Nevertheless, as the 

natural employment of both verbal and nonverbal representations in teaching core 

course content, meta-representations display the unique characteristics of 

speaking-oriented courses by demonstrating the teachers’ voice or body language.  

Third, speaking instructors’ knowledge of learners’ challenges is a necessary 

component of speaking courses. There are two particular categories of learning 

difficulties: subject-specific difficulties and students’ misconceptions about a 

course. Concerning subject-specific difficulties, Chinese university students face 

many challenges in the following aspects: understanding theoretical concepts, fear 

of communication, topic choice, and a lack of critical thinking. In addition, they 

have some misconceptions about the purposes of the courses and learning 

methods. 
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Fourth, speaking instructors’ knowledge of course evaluation involves 

innovative and integrated features. EFL teachers implemented various assessment 

strategies, including designing productive tasks, innovating feedback process, 

developing students’ understanding of the nature of quality, and involving students 

in practicing making judgments. They generally assessed their students’ oral 

presentations, speech, or debate performance for their final term evaluations 

covering the four aspects of language, content, structure, and delivery. With regard 

to assessment methods, different speech or debate tasks demand different 

assessment criteria. The teachers in the current study generally adopted a 

combination of oral or written assessment for the formative evaluation 

incorporating either holistic or analytic or positive or negative assessment 

approaches.  

In addition to the above-described distinctive PCK, the speaking instructors 

also possess general language teacher knowledge. They must master the 

underlying system of language and learning strategies to help their students 

conquer their difficulties in language learning and enhance their communicative 

competence. Providing sentence starters, conducting comprehension exercises, 

singing songs, watching movies, and engaging in recitation and imitation are the 

usual methods employed in these classes. Like other language teachers, the five 

instructors adopted diverse measures to promote their students’ language learning. 

Finally, the teachers’ knowledge of the educational context exhibited both 

negative and positive aspects. Some conditions are favorable; for example, some 

universities brought a group of EFL teachers together who shared the same 

pursuits and passion for teaching. These teachers endeavored to improve their 

expertise through interactions and mutual-learning. Generally, all of the EFL 

teachers could obtain support from the dean and colleagues within the group. 

Nevertheless, much more criticism was expressed toward the school-level context, 

including an unfair evaluation system, the challenges of working in isolation, low 

financial incentive, feeling constrained under political control as well as the 

control of a bureaucratic administration.  

Based on the proposed framework of speaking instructors’ PCK, this study 

defines speaking instructors’ PCK as teachers’ use of various teaching activities, 

representations, assessments, and language knowledge to help their students 

understand the content within topics as well as to facilitate their students in 
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speaking practices within the specific cultural and situational contexts for the 

purpose of achieving predesignated teaching objectives. Compared with the 

operational definition proposed in chapter 1, this revised definition has two 

additional aspects—curricular knowledge and language knowledge. Speaking 

courses necessitate English language use, and knowledge of the language is a 

fundamental aspect of EFL teachers’ PCK. In addition, this study showed that 

curricular knowledge serves both as the starting point and ending point for course 

arrangements. Therefore, these two aspects were incorporated into the 

above-listed categories of PCK.  

Comprising a variety of categories and subcategories, speaking instructors’ 

PCK displays distinctive disciplinary and contextual characteristics. EFL teachers 

not only must possess the PCK of general language courses, but they must also 

continually develop their own unique PCK for teaching speaking courses. 

 

5.2 The developmental process of PCK 

Speaking instructors’ PCK gradually accumulates in the process of their 

experiences teaching and learning (Fan, 2003). The five teachers gained a new 

understanding of subject knowledge through their years of teaching, and they 

developed more flexible course arrangements with a variety of teaching activities, 

more diverse manifestations, more appropriate modes of evaluation, and better 

means of predicting students’ learning difficulties. This section proposes a 

developmental model based on the five EFL speaking instructors’ PCK 

developmental processes. 

As a native English teacher, Darlene did not have any teaching experience 

before coming to Beijing, and she later obtained a master’s degree in ESL while 

working. Starting from minimal and partial PCK, Darlene developed her PCK 

through the process of adjusting teaching based on students’ needs with constant 

learning and reflection. Her professional study of SLA (second language learning) 

theories facilitated her teaching. Students’ learning difficulties and problems, as 

well as her weighing of the practicalities of various activities, drove her learning. 

She changed in all aspects of her instruction throughout the years, including 

teaching objectives, content, and methods of evaluation. Her teaching objectives 

changed from “simply enabling students to talk” to “cultivating more capable 

citizens” by engaging life-skill topics. Her students’ high evaluations provide 
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evidence of her effective teaching. Darlene’s development of PCK is 

demonstrated below (see Figure 5.11). 

Figure 5.11 

Darlene’s development of PCK 

  Development: 

 ① The practicality of the activities 

Students’ needs 

Modify the teaching objectives 

Effective teaching  

 

 ② 

With no professional ELT training, Alex organized his fragmented PCK in 

various knowledge domains and developed his PCK by holding onto his dream of 

cultivating independent thinkers. With a deepened understanding of Chinese 

students’ characteristics and the Chinese educational context, Alex lowered his 

expectations for his students and the school. He adjusted his teaching activities 

based on his students’ performance, and he developed his PCK through constant 

reflection and independent reading. However, with no intention to cater to his 

students’ desires and considering it to be an enormous loss if he were to do so, 

Alex did not want to change his primary methods of teaching. Presenting himself 

as a self-made public speaker, he regained confidence and persistence after going 

through a period of disillusionment. Alex’s development of PCK is demonstrated 

below (see Figure 5.12). 

Figure 5.12 

Alex’s development of PCK 

② 

 Development: 

 ①  More understanding of learners 

 Develop curriculum   

 School constraints 

 Self-made public speaker  

 Confidence and persistence 

③                         ④ 

Self-learning 

fragmented 

On the 

job 

practice 

Degree 

pursuit 

in China  

Interaction 

with 

colleagues 

Partial  

Professional 

study of SLA 

On the job 

practice 
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Mr. Xue developed his initially rigid PCK through understanding and 

reflection. At the beginning of his teaching, he followed the American model, 

which he learned by attending seminars; however, he did not have an in-depth 

understanding of some content. In addition, over a more extended period, he 

ignored Chinese EFL students’ inadequacy in the language aspect. With increased 

teaching experience, including attending speech seminars and workshops, he 

gradually realized the influence of language on learners’ confidence. With a 

deepened understanding of speech, his teaching changed. His pursuit of a Ph.D. 

degree also awakened him to the idea of conducting research to expedite his PCK 

development. Mr. Xue’s development of PCK is demonstrated below (see Figure 

5.13).  

Figure 5.13  

Mr. Xue’s development of PCK 

Development: 

Taking reference from the American model 

       ②                      Incorporating language learning 

                                    Integrating technology into teaching  

 The consciousness of doing research

   

 

 ⑤   

 ④ 

 

 

Ms. Si’s change in PCK originated from her knowledge acquisition and 

active reflections. She did not rigidly copy content from the textbook, and she 

drew lessons from her own trials. She felt that what she taught must be something 

she knew and understood. Otherwise, teaching would seem robotic. Therefore, her 

development of PCK was formed during a process of reflecting on professional 

books, teaching practices, attending workshops, and communication in the 

community. She attached great importance to the integration of theory and 

practice and would make pedagogical modifications if needed. She used a 

research-oriented process to reflect on teaching and elevate her practical 

knowledge, which led to her rich publications and excellent teaching. In addition, 

rigid 

On the job 

practice  

Attending 

workshop 
Degree pursuit 

in China  
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Ms. Si exerted great effort in tutoring students for contests, and her students’ 

excellent performance in various competitions strengthened her sense of 

satisfaction as both a teacher and a mentor. Ms. Si’s development of PCK is 

demonstrated below (see Figure 5.14).  

Figure 5. 14 

Ms. Si’s development of PCK 

 

② 

 

 ① 

Development: 

 

 ⑤ Excellent teaching 

 Students’ winning in contests 

 Publication  

                                          Made modifications if needed 

③        Combining theories with practice 

 ⑥ 

Ms. Wei did not know what to teach in the first round of teaching. She 

initially echoed what the book said and drew upon her tutoring experiences. Later, 

through constant trials and searching, she accumulated richer PCK from different 

channels, such as reading, student feedback, and self-reflection. Ms. Wei was 

determined to take an innovative approach to facilitate student understanding, 

such as guiding students to reflect on timely and controversial events. Initially, Ms. 

Wei worked in isolation for this course; however, she gradually attended seminars 

to improve her teaching competency. Expert training exerted significant 

influences on her teaching, and she also gained knowledge from her peers. Ms. 

Wei began to write some essays on debate education. Although this was not a 

systematic process, she gradually improved. She was awarded prizes for her 

innovative and versatile teaching. Ms. Wei was not contented to be a mere 

language teacher, and she wanted to be an educator through her efforts to cultivate 

new generations of talent with a global vision and a humanistic perspective in 

communication. Ms. Wei’s development of PCK is demonstrated below (see 

Figure 5.15). 
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Figure 5.15 

Ms. Wei’s development of PCK 

 ①         ② 

  

   Development:   

                                      Reflecting on the social events 

 Self-made educator 

 More versatile 

 Awarded prizes 

 

⑤                       ⑥ 

 

All the teachers in this study shared the belief that formal education from 

universities, self-reflection, on-the-job practical experience, and bridging teacher 

beliefs with the practice were essential for PCK development. In addition, all 

patterns or routes of development were progressive and evolving rather than fixed. 

However, the routes or patterns of development varied from case to case. Darlene 

experienced the stage of “survival” at the beginning of her career in China and 

later grew into a more confident period as an “expert.” Alex still held onto his 

dream after feeling disillusioned with a “disorientation” period under the Chinese 

context. Darlene and Alex went through a “trial-based” model for their PCK 

development because they had rich knowledge in oral communication; however, 

they had to conduct many trials and modifications due to a lack of familiarity with 

the local contexts. Mr. Xue’s route was from university to university without very 

clear-cut stages. His focus on mere skills-training was a “top-down” model 

without sufficient attachment to student preferences. Ms. Si and Ms. Wei were 

more academic, with a good educational background, a strong inclination toward 

personal inquiry, and experience as a visiting scholar. They engaged in more 

self-reflection and transformation. To seek the truth and solutions of the problems, 

they created innovative ways of using “open interviews” or selecting 

thought-provoking topics from newspapers, which followed an “inquiry-based” 

model that prioritized the learning process of investigating, answering, and 

analyzing questions.  

In summary, the five EFL teachers evolved from focusing on their respective 
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original targets, such as language problems, changing students with Western-style 

education, adapting textbook content, copying the American model, and 

complying with the format of debate to gradually discerning many problems and 

adjusting to new focuses in their teaching. The influencing factors include internal 

and external, personal, and contextual dimensions. They progressively formed 

their PCK through constant reflection on reading or attending workshops, trying 

new methods, tutoring students, communicating with colleagues, and pursuing 

degrees in their teaching practices. Their development of PCK is a cyclical and 

continuously expanding and integrating process, as illustrated in the figure below 

(see Figure 5.16). 

Figure 5.16  

A comprehensive model of PCK development 

 

The above model reveals that there are two paths to developing PCK. An 

EFL teacher follows one path or both paths for his or her PCK development. The 

first approach is developing PCK by studying literature and consulting books and 

then transforming the knowledge into students’ comprehensible knowledge based 

on students’ understanding. Teachers are not only knowledge recipients but also 

knowledge generators (Hargreaves, 2000). New PCK may be generated by 

evaluating students’ learning outcomes and through constant self-reflection. 
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influence how subject matter can be transformed into personal PCK and how 

students can understand subject knowledge. NETs primarily followed the first 

approach to develop their PCK, as they were “pretty western in their thinking.” 

The reasons why they seldom resorted to other channels include insufficient 

adaptation to the local environment, language barriers, deliberate action to retain 

their freedom, as well as an unsupportive management system to facilitate their 

development under the Chinese context.  

Darlene read Mind Series, which provided her with inspirations for designing 

life-skill topics. Mr. Xue read about the fundamental concepts of rhetoric. One 

concept is “protasis,” which is related to the course content. He then introduced 

this concept into the class and used analogies to demonstrate the concept. Thus, he 

developed new PCK. Ms. Si read about the importance of humor in the first round 

of course preparation, which echoed her teaching beliefs about making a class 

exciting. Therefore, she added a chapter about the sense of humor. She 

intentionally collected humorous videos to help her students learn about humor, 

and she gave them an assignment to perform a humorous speech. By evaluating 

the students’ performance, she found that humans can train themselves to be more 

humorous and that this could improve her teaching effectiveness. Therefore, she 

routinized this humor aspect and gradually perfected her illustration of humor. Ms. 

Wei read extensively for inspirations concerning propositions and argumentations. 

After reading Liu Xin’s script, she deemed it appropriate for her teaching 

materials, and she then analyzed the script for a practical demonstration of making 

refutations.   

Another approach is to borrow or transfer others’ PCK or PCK in other 

courses to one’s teaching and to develop one’s PCK through evaluation and 

reflection. This approach is more common to Chinese EFL speaking instructors 

because they are more familiar with the local context, have a deep-rooted mindset 

to learn from others, especially experts and authorities, and they have been placed 

under a more stringent teacher management system, even for professional 

development. Ms. Si transferred arts appreciation and humor infusion to the 

speaking course. Mr. Xue and Ms. Wei both transferred recitation and imitation to 

the speaking course, and they all found that students loved these activities. Ms. 

Wei specifically transferred her tutoring experiences into instruction. Interaction 

in the community, attending workshops or seminars, and becoming a contest 
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preparation coach also provide access to this type of PCK transfer or adjustment.  

The developmental model of PCK supports Fernandez’s (2014, p. 82) 

proposed model: “comprehension, transformation, instruction, evaluation, 

reflection, and new comprehension” are essential links in the process of 

developing PCK. This study showed that there is another approach to PCK 

development, which is to transfer or adjust PCK from other courses or other 

people to one’s own instruction. In addition to their newly created PCK, teachers 

can enrich their PCK by innovating teaching materials and attending workshops 

or training courses. The transformation of original PCK to new PCK requires 

constant reflection and evaluation under differing educational contexts. Following 

Habermas’s (1972/1974) knowledge categorization as technical, practical, and 

emancipatory based on primary cognitive interests, Taylor (2004) proposed three 

types of reflections, i.e., technical, practical, and emancipatory reflection. The 

EFL-speaking instructors sought to expedite their teaching procedures with a 

technical reflection by reasoning, and they strove to enhance their understanding 

through practical reflection by interacting with students and colleagues. Then they 

gained power and freed them from the contextual constraints by emancipatory 

reflection. 

It can be seen from the above analysis that both PCK components and PCK 

development involve personal traits rather than canonical knowledge. The five 

EFL teachers demonstrated different understandings of all aspects of teaching 

speaking. Their PCK continues to change along with their accumulation of 

teaching experience and reflection, and the continual modification process denotes 

a dynamic, rather than static, nature. In addition, the five speaking instructors’ 

PCK involved a process of transforming their subject matter knowledge to real 

instruction. There is a mechanism whereby teachers construct, adjust, transfer, or 

modify their knowledge to suit student learning. Therefore, PCK is proven to be 

transformative rather than integrative. Although in the study, the proposed PCK 

framework consists of six aspects, due to its dynamic and transformative nature, it 

could be modified to incorporate more or fewer components or subcomponents.  

 

5.3 The professional development of speaking instructors 

PCK development has exerted long-lasting influences on teachers’ 

professional development as the EFL speaking instructors underwent progress in 
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different respects during the process of transforming from novice teachers to 

experienced teachers (Hwang et al., 2018). By analyzing the data from eight EFL 

teachers, including five core participants and three peripheral participants, this 

research found that EFL teachers develop in terms of three aspects: spiritual 

enrichment, new teacher roles, and philosophical inquiry (see Figure 5.17 below). 

The following section will illuminate each aspect, respectively. 

Figure 5.17  

Professional development of EFL speaking instructors 

5.3.1 Spiritual enrichment  

In education, spiritual enrichment is closely related to the concepts of 

self-worth, self-esteem, self-understanding, and self-realization (Bigger, 1999). 

Teachers’ eagerness or yearning in their career can be self-empowering and 

illuminating. Through teaching, speaking instructors gain a strong sense of 

happiness and professional mission. Speaking necessitates communication, and it 

requires heart-to-heart communication between teachers and students, which 

creates feelings of contentment in the communicators.  

Ms. Liu affirmed that she favored the speech course very much. Her 

contentedness came from her students’ proactiveness in class and their display of 

reasoning thinking. Being open-minded, Ms. Wei enjoyed the clashes between 

minds in her class, and she regarded that as spiritually pleasant as she can grow 

through thinking and communicating. For Mr. Huang, not only did his students 

benefit a great deal from taking his course, but he also learned much from 

teaching the course. The analysis of student debates facilitated his way of thinking 

“like shining assets.”  
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Among the five core participants and three peripheral participants, a majority 

of them expressed their contentedness with regard to such thought-provoking 

teacher-student interactions. Nevertheless, Alex did not enjoy the communication 

with Chinese students at all because those students “did not have ideas,” and they 

“never shocked or “interested” him. The idea of spiritual development did not 

occur to Alex in the context of a Chinese university.  

In addition, the speaking instructors demonstrated different intensities of 

passion in their speaking-oriented courses. Darlene regarded oral communication 

as her favorite course because “they can do a lot of fun things in class.” She 

mentioned that as soon as she entered the classroom, she felt like she was 

“coming alive,” and that “all things began to change.” For her, speaking 

instruction was like a catalyst that motivated and inspired her to make further 

improvements with wholeheartedness. Ms. Si claimed that she enjoyed 

appreciating famous speeches and listening to the speeches repeatedly. She gained 

a strong sense of contentedness when her teaching provided lasting educative 

value to her students. 

Speaking instruction also strengthened the teachers’ sense of calling. Ms. Si 

and Ms. Wei both considered cultivating responsible citizens to be their ultimate 

goal in teaching. Ms. Si believed that EFL teachers should have a sense of 

responsibility in cultivating future leaders. If young generations want to be more 

influential in the international arena, they must receive speech education. Ms. Wei 

held an even broader vision of cultivating new generations of talent and 

facilitating the further development of communication in China from a humanistic 

perspective. Their strong sense of calling facilitates societal development in the 

long term.  

Additionally, some EFL teachers expressed that they enjoyed a more 

harmonious interpersonal relationship with others due to an improved level of 

confidence in speaking. During the process of speaking instruction, the EFL/ESL 

teachers developed their social competence and leadership, which in turn brought 

spiritual contentedness to them and facilitated their professional development.  

In brief, the EFL speaking instructors gained spiritual enrichment from 

teacher-student interactions, igniting their inner passion, strengthening their sense 

of calling, and enhancing their social competency.  

 



 

197 
 

5.3.2 Renewed teacher roles  

“It is claimed that the role of the teacher is of paramount significance in the 

teaching-learning situation” (Rahimi & Pourshahbaz, 2019, p. 31). In addition to 

the traditional roles of transmitters of moral values, knowledge, and skills, the 

EFL speaking instructors took on the new teacher roles as professional agents 

serving the university and societal development with the development of PCK. 

Based on the data analysis, at least four specific teachers’ roles emerge: (a) 

professional learners, (b) course developers, (c) reflective researchers, and (d) 

transformative intellectuals.  

5.3.2.1 Speaking instructors as professional learners 

Teacher development was primarily defined as “a learning problem during 

the period from the early 1980s through the early 2000s” (Cochran-Smith, 2004, p. 

296). In this study, the EFL teachers consistently accumulated subject knowledge 

to better understand and deliver content knowledge. They demonstrated their new 

roles as professional learners in acquiring knowledge and skills in a variety of 

domains.  

Speaking instruction involves many different cultures and entails 

cross-cultural awareness (Luk & Lin, 2010). Without a proper understanding of 

diverse cultures, speaking may appear hollow and superficial (Zhang, 2013). 

Victor enhanced his knowledge of English poems through his instruction of oral 

communication. Previously, he asked the Chinese students to read aloud English 

poems they had found on the internet to practice their pronunciation. Later, he 

found that many students did not have sufficient understanding of those poems, 

which provided them with little help. Therefore, Victor read more English poems 

and intentionally chose some famous and more understandable poems for his 

students to read. By explaining vocabulary, meanings, and styles, he enhanced his 

knowledge of English poems and literature.  

Many speech principles originated from classical rhetorical theories and 

communications research (Lucas, 2011). Therefore, knowledge of rhetoric is an 

essential subject that teachers must possess. The EFL teachers intentionally read 

books on rhetoric to enhance their knowledge. Ms. Liu acknowledged that as a 

necessary knowledge bank for speech research, “rhetoric is a curriculum that 

everyone needs to learn.” Students were amazed when they learned that many 

famous figures used effective rhetoric even two thousand years ago. According to 
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Ms. Liu, EFL teachers should become acquainted with some of the classics from 

ancient Roman or Greek rhetoric. Alex also felt that speaking instructors should 

read books about rhetoric; otherwise, “it would be difficult to advance teaching.” 

Although Mr. Xue drew upon the American model, because he began from zero 

when teaching the speech course, he could not explain the content knowledge 

clearly in the first several rounds. With a deepened understanding of speech, Mr. 

Xue transformed his original rigid subject knowledge to PCK. With the addition 

of more vivid and practical examples in class, Mr. Xue improved his teaching 

effectiveness. 

Equally essential are speech or debate skills, as well as critical thinking skills, 

which are necessary competencies for EFL teachers (Elder, 2005; Jiang & Hu, 

2014). With a deepened understanding and accumulation of teaching experience, 

the EFL speaking instructors elevated their speech or debate skills. Mr. Huang 

claimed that he improved dramatically in terms of his ability to offer comments 

because of his first-hand experiences. Although his experiences of working as a 

commentator or a host exerted enormous pressure on him, he believed that college 

English teachers “should not lose morale” in using English. After instructing the 

debate course for several rounds, Mr. Huang spoke more fluently and was able to 

make more to-the-point comments. Once he was invited to comment on his 

students’ debate performance in English, he did it well and to good effect. Mr. 

Xue also regarded speech instruction as helpful in enabling him to become more 

confident than he had ever been. In the past, he had been introverted and 

sometimes did not speak a word for a whole day. Now, after accumulating 

teaching experiences over several years, Mr. Xue was capable of delivering a 

speech properly in public.  

In addition, in the process of cultivating students’ critical thinking, some of 

the teachers also enhanced their own critical literacy (Sahlane, 2018). Mr. Huang 

attributed his students’ weak thinking to the fact that mainland China did not 

provide sufficient education on critical thinking to youngsters at an early age. 

Nevertheless, EFL teachers could improve their own thinking and teaching 

competency in the process of training students through speech and debate 

education (Wen, 2012). The necessity to think very quickly to follow students’ 

ideas and comment on students’ diverse viewpoints in an organized manner 

prompted the development of his critical thinking. 



 

199 
 

It is worth noting that EFL speaking instructors enhanced their knowledge of 

the use of English as professional learners. Various impromptu speeches or debate 

activities improved the EFL teachers’ oral English. Ms. Liu claimed that without 

adequate communicative competence, EFL teachers would “have trouble being an 

English teacher.” Through years of teaching and tutoring, she did improve her 

spoken English by communicating with foreign teachers when working as a 

commentator and fulfilling the demand of making demonstrations of various 

speeches. Additionally, the speaking instructors work as public speakers or 

debaters in class, emphasizing the elegance and power of language use. For 

example, Alex would consciously use parallel sentences or metaphors in class. Ms. 

Wei used valid warrants and evidence to make refutations. They became more 

proficient language users themselves.  

To summarize, as professional learners, EFL speaking instructors improved 

in a variety of respects, including literature, rhetoric, speech or debate skills, 

critical thinking, and language use.  

5.3.2.2 Speaking instructors as course developers  

Teachers are increasingly being called upon to design the courses they teach 

(Nunan, 1987; Shawer, 2010). In the context of curriculum reform, EFL teachers 

fully employed their expertise and actualized their new roles as course developers. 

With the implementation of new national curriculum requirements since the 

beginning of 2018, many universities have placed more emphasis on speech and 

debate courses. Oral communication, speech, and debate have been incorporated 

into an integrated package in many Chinese universities.  

With no fixed curriculum for speaking instruction, EFL teachers worked as 

designers and innovators of their curricula, and they enhanced their 

professionalism through their involvement in curriculum development (Huizinga, 

et al., 2014). Mr. Xue suggested that a pronunciation course be set up at the 

university level because standard pronunciation could facilitate the mutual 

understanding of interactions. He also acknowledged that there were many 

similarities between speech skills and interpretation skills, including 

pronunciation, manners, articulation, verbalization, overcoming the fear of 

speaking, finding confidence, and the logical construction of a speaker’s 

viewpoint. Therefore, teachers who were good at teaching speech might also 

consider instructing interpretation or translation courses. 
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Ms. Liu pondered over how to teach oral communication, speech, and debate 

courses systematically in an appropriate order within four semesters, as they are 

closely linked. From her perspective, “it is indeed interesting. I am researching 

this aspect.” Formulating a sound curriculum was a challenge to both her 

knowledge and competency.  

Among the eight teacher participants, Ms. Si, Mr. Huang, and Ms. Wei all 

advocated further promotion and exploration of debate education, which provides 

opportunities to train students’ critical thinking. Nevertheless, currently, debate 

instruction is immensely demanding for many EFL teachers. This adversity can be 

attributed to three reasons. First, the English debate is highly theoretical, which 

demands teachers’ critical thinking (Moon, 2008). Nevertheless, before instructing 

this course, local Chinese EFL teachers had never learned or researched debate 

skills. Therefore, they were merely groping the way forward. Second, the English 

debate course is still “at the preliminary stage of its development in mainland 

China” (Li, 2018, p. 81), and there has been a lack of appropriate teaching 

materials and sources. Support from both the office level and the university level 

is still insufficient. Third, Chinese students had many difficulties and perplexities 

in learning English debate, which resulted from their inadequate critical thinking 

and language competency (Sun & Dong, 2013).    

Nevertheless, some teacher participants came up with course innovations. Ms. 

Wei had a strong willingness to set up the course Western History of Thoughts or 

Logic, which she deemed as the essence of effective debates. She hoped that by 

examining their thinking and inherent logic, students could consciously or 

unconsciously improve their thinking. Assuming that students must learn to think 

critically through extensive and in-depth reading, Mr. Huang was planning to offer 

a course titled Reading of Selected Western Classic Work.  

The EFL speaking instructors’ experience facilitated their assumption of new 

roles as course developers, which pose them a considerable challenge as well as 

beneficial opportunities for trials and breakthroughs. They could consider 

expanding their teaching area when planning future professional development. 

Notably, neither of the native English teachers considered themselves to be course 

developers. The absence of this role is partly due to their insufficient involvement 

in the administrative affairs in Chinese universities, which echoed the research 

findings concerning knowledge of the educational context in chapter 4.  
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5.3.2.3 Speaking instructors as reflective researchers 

Teacher research has been found to be an effective approach to improving 

teacher performance. Kincheloe et al. (2018, p. 166) claimed that promoting 

teachers as researchers is “a fundamental way of cleaning up the damage of 

deskilled models of teaching that infantilize teachers by giving them scripts to 

read to their students.” With the development of PCK, EFL speaking instructors 

empowered themselves to develop their critical expertise and experience through 

their involvement in conducting research.  

Among the eight teacher participants, Ms. Si is the most typical example as 

she engaged in research, and her publications cover diverse topics in speech 

education, including the localization of public speaking, curriculum setting, 

conducting pair work, evaluation, humor, and debate. She acknowledged that the 

process of conducting research improved teaching effectiveness. Ms. Wei and Ms. 

Liu also conducted action research while teaching. They conducted a systematic 

and intentional inquiry in their own schools and classrooms, which is conducive 

to their relatively stronger PCK. Teacher research has been proven to empower 

EFL speaking instructors in generating knowledge and theories, boosting 

confidence, and internalizing the necessity for a consistent examination of one’s 

teaching practice over time.  

5.3.2.4 Speaking instructors as transformative intellectuals 

The term “transformative intellectuals” was first used in Education under 

Siege by Aronowitz and Giroux (1985). Those authors later define transformative 

intellectuals as a body of teachers who can “employ the discourse of self-criticism 

to make the foundations for a critical pedagogy explicit while simultaneously 

illuminating the relevance of the latter for both students and the larger society” 

(Aronowitz & Giroux, 1993, pp. 45–46). This definition implies that being 

consistent with preservice and in-service education, speaking instructors must 

conduct critical reflections based on learning experiences, which necessitate either 

individual practices or collective actions in classrooms. The notion of teachers as 

transformative intellectuals poses even higher requirements of EFL teachers in 

calling for reflection on existing problems as well as “actions to change power 

relations in broader domains such as communities and society.” (Li, 2016, p. 79) 

Based on the data analysis, among the eight EFL teacher participants, Alex 

and Ms. Wei demonstrated their new roles as transformative intellectuals. 
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Together with their students, they actively launched trials of the 

counterhegemonic practices of education. Alex discerned problems in society, 

such as freedom of speech and stereotypes, and sought to involve a specific level 

of social change. Ms. Wei cooperated with social workers and organized an 

English debate in the local community concerning the motion “Freedom of the 

press is (not) the strongest impetus for social reforms.” They would like to 

influence their students and legitimated a particular approach to life and truth. 

Their courage and actions endowed them with the new roles of transformative 

intellectuals.  

Unfortunately, this new role of transformative intellectuals could not be 

given full display under the Chinese context. This hindrance is illustrated by 

Alex’s suffering from university criticisms and Ms. Wei’s restraint in topic 

selection. On the one hand, the EFL teachers are often isolated in cellular 

structures and “had very limited room for collective work and political pursuits” 

under the current organizational constraints and ideological conditions (Li, 2016, 

p. 81). Having little say over the decisions of what should be taught or how it 

should be taught in the classrooms, EFL speaking instructors are often brought 

down to the level of submissive technicians or an instrument for imparting 

“technical knowledge.” On the other hand, the teachers’ salaries seem especially 

low if one takes into account the “seriousness of the obligations that teachers are 

asked to fulfill” (Sizer, 1984, p. 185). EFL teachers were occupied with 

overwhelming tasks and projects, and yet they shoulder a heavy and demanding 

workload. Their living conditions were worse than those of the government 

officials or individuals with an average salary. The correlation between 

pedagogical effectiveness and salary schedule, as observed in the participants’ 

practices, is tenuous. These disadvantages discouraged their professional 

development, and redirect our thinking about how teachers redefine their roles 

within the university setting and pose more profound challenges in attaining 

reforms in teacher education.  

In sum, the development of PCK resulted in the demand for the 

transformation of teachers’ roles as professional leaners, course developers, 

reflective researchers, and transformative intellectuals. These new roles have 

become a matter of deep concern for both university administrators and 

teacher-learners with regard to how teachers can grow into professionals.    



 

203 
 

5.3.3 Philosophical inquiry 

In the teacher interviews, I noted an interesting phenomenon whereby some 

participants consciously or unconsciously began to inquire about philosophical 

questions concerning speaking instruction, such as the concept and value of 

education. Peters (1981, p. 32) proposed three criteria that are implicit in central 

cases of education: “its worthwhileness, its initiation into cognitive perspectives, 

and its ruling out of indoctrination.” It could be evidenced that some EFL teachers 

are probing into the values and significance of teaching or that they would like to 

engage students’ cognitive development instead of imparting concepts or ideas 

without the opportunity for reflection. Feeling discontented with mere teaching 

techniques or strategies, they are eager to identify teacher beliefs, principles, or 

personal philosophies that guide or influence their teaching practices. Darlene 

claimed that even teachers with miscellaneous techniques might not teach well if 

they are unable to fulfill the students’ needs. Whether the instruction can touch 

youngsters’ hearts and nourish them spiritually makes the difference in the end. 

EFL teachers probing into the essence of the emerging teaching problems 

indicated that they had taken the route of philosophical pursuit in the process of 

speaking instruction (Dou & Sang, 2013). They asserted that speaking at the 

tertiary level should not be targeted at merely attaining superficial skills, and they 

began to consider something deeper. Facing the instrumentalization and 

marginalization of the English course, some EFL teachers expressed deep concern 

about the separation between teaching and education.  

Having worked in Beijing for five years, Alex noted that many people 

display paranoia under the Chinese context. He found that Chinese people did not 

dare mention something politically sensitive in public or even privately in fear of 

being accused and prosecuted. Even some university teachers, who should have 

enjoyed more freedom in their speech, were reticent because they did not want to 

invite trouble. The most significant conflict for him while living in Beijing 

concerned his freedom of speech. Alex found that the right to speech was 

constrained by external administrative control, which he could not bear. In his 

eyes, this controlling appears everywhere in the documents, syllabuses, or 

teaching plans that influence teachers’ instruction. He claimed that many reforms 

revolve around the bureaucratic way of doing things; teachers and students were 

both controlled by the administrators, leading to the inability to engage in 
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independent thinking. Alex did not give in under the Chinese context, and he 

insisted on holding onto his ideas. Being confused about his teacher identity, Alex 

felt he was trapped in the “ice-fire” dilemma. On the one hand, China poses an 

urgent need for native English speakers to teach in its universities (Zhao, 2012). 

On the other hand, foreign teachers feel that they are marginalized in the Chinese 

context. To get away from this dilemma, Alex decided to seek his Ph.D. in hopes 

of alleviating his inner confusion.  

In the interviews, Ms. Si expressed that speaking instructors must have their 

ideals and theoretical pursuit and focus on the development of human beings. She 

said that if EFL speaking instructors focus only on the training of superficial skills, 

ignoring the cultivation of critical thinking and cultural understanding, they are 

just cultivating robots. Her view was that EFL speaking instructors should not 

focus merely on utilizing students’ ears, mouths, eyes, and hands; what is 

important is to broaden their minds. Students must integrate their thinking and 

understanding of diverse cultures when practicing the four necessary skills in 

English (Gu & Lu, 2002). In addition, Ms. Si stated that she believed that 

educational objectives emerge and develop in the process of education, and they 

continuously evolve with changes in educational activities. This requires teachers’ 

constant adjustment, alternative approaches, and even rebellion against the 

predesignated objectives in the process of education. In her opinion, one eternal 

essence of speaking instruction should be the cultivation of educative values and a 

humanistic spirit.   

Ms. Liu had always pondered the value of speaking instruction. In the long 

term, people equate the value of teaching with the imparting of skills. In college 

English instruction, many EFL teachers judge the success of teaching by whether 

the students passed the CET 4 or CET 6, or whether they can write and speak. 

Examination backwash is a “particularly important constraint on communicative 

language teaching” (Stanley, 2013, p. 20). Besides, the exam-based evaluation 

ignores an important fact: the process of teaching, as the word denotes, is 

meaningful. The teaching activities actualize the teaching value; there is value in 

the teaching process, not merely in the test results. Ms. Liu mentioned that she 

reflected on Dewey’s educational purpose, which is to have the education 

continue and enable students to have continual growth rather than focusing 

entirely on a specific purpose related to career or money (1938/1997). The 
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emphasis on the idea of no-purpose is to highlight the inner function of education, 

which is to facilitate students’ long-term development. This shift echoed Macedo’s 

proposition of critical understanding of various social-cultural factors to “free 

teachers from the methodological constraints” (Macedo, 1994, p. 8). She stated 

that college English education should aim at helping students establish a rational 

world outlook and values, and it should not judge whether the student is 

successful or not based solely on the acquisition of specific skills.  

Mr. Huang believed that teachers not only lead a practical life, but they also 

expect “a more intellectual and philosophical life.” He told the researcher that, in 

Latin, contemplation is equal to theory. A life of contemplation is the most 

worthwhile life, and it is an educative life that is the fundamental characteristic of 

being an educated man and a man of education (Cao, 2006). Without engaging in 

reflection, EFL teachers become the tools of education, passive executors of 

orders, and doomed to be mediocre educators. Establishing a personal teaching 

philosophy helps teachers to see more clearly and deeply into the essence of 

education without copying others’ ideas. Mr. Huang mentioned that for most EFL 

teachers, copying others’ practice and floating with the tide is a safer and 

labor-saving approach. However, theories and notions that are imprudent and 

unreflected can only be derived from superficial assumptions or common sense, 

which may provide momentary psychological consolation. EFL teachers are more 

likely to feel trapped, confused, and disabled. They all have their philosophies for 

teaching, regardless of whether they are aware of it. They must continually reflect 

on their actions. For example, when facing the “dumb English” phenomenon, 

which is quite common in mainland China, they must make wise judgments, 

articulate impartial viewpoints, and make rational choices. They cannot merely 

emphasize listening and speaking skills, ignoring the importance of reading in 

promoting students’ language competence, nor can they emphasize only the 

cultivating of skills, ignoring the value of the humanities. Additionally, EFL 

speaking instructors should not blindly follow advocated theories or pedagogies, 

have blind confidence in their teaching, or deny their teaching value.  

Alex wanted to go beyond the confines of administrative control in terms of 

freedom of speech. Ms. Si sought to go beyond the confines of predesignated 

objectives and placed greater emphasis on humanistic values. Ms. Liu aimed to go 

beyond the focus of skills in teaching speaking and sought to facilitate her 
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students’ long-term development. Mr. Huang advocated going beyond mechanical 

teaching and sought to establish a personal teaching philosophy. In accordance 

with the analysis of Maslow’s hierarchy of needs (1987), these EFL teachers 

began to focus on the higher levels of growth needs: self-esteem and 

self-actualization.  

It is fascinating that through speaking instruction, many of the EFL teachers 

took the path of philosophical pursuit, and they began to ponder many 

philosophical questions related to the ultimate quest for meaning, value, and 

existence. Although some of the teachers are more skill-oriented in their teaching, 

more EFL teachers began to look beyond the instrumental function of instruction 

and language itself, aiming to construct something meaningful for their students 

as well as for themselves. Human beings, in their natural existence in the world, 

need the education to continue to develop. The ultimate purpose of education lies 

in human development and actualization. Similarly, the value of teaching lies in 

the process of teaching, not entirely in the outcome.  

 

5.4 Chapter summary 

This section proposed a synthesized framework for PCK components and 

development based on the conceptual framework proposed in Chapter 2. In this 

framework (see Figure 5.18 below), EFL speaking instructors’ PCK covers six 

aspects: features of the curriculum, pedagogy, learners’ challenges, course 

evaluation, language enhancement, and educational context. The developmental 

routes of PCK and speaking instructors’ professional development are also 

incorporated into the framework. The five EFL teachers had different trajectories 

in their PCK development, such as the “trial-based” model, the “top-down” model, 

and the “inquiry-based” model. 

Figure 5. 18  

A synthesized framework of PCK components and development  
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Compared with the original conceptual framework, this synthesized PCK 

framework adds more PCK components that were discerned through the research. 

PCK development involves a multifaceted process in which the EFL teachers first 

construct their knowledge from their learning and teaching experiences, then 

transform or transfer the knowledge based on their comprehension, and finally, 

modify their knowledge after evaluation and reflection on their classroom 

instruction. Thereafter, the EFL teachers apply their modified knowledge to their 

classroom teaching and form new understandings and experiences. Teacher 

beliefs/orientations and student outcomes/feedback were incorporated into the 

PCK developmental route as filters to highlight the importance of teacher beliefs 

and learning assessments. Additionally, six significant sources (learning 

experiences, on the job practice, interaction with colleagues, degree pursuit, 
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attending conferences, and tutoring students) for EFL teachers’ PCK development 

are listed on the left side of the figure, and the three paths (trial-based, top-down, 

and inquiry-based) of their developmental routes are identified on the right side.  

Specifically, two approaches to PCK development were identified. The first 

approach involves developing PCK by studying the literature and then 

transforming the knowledge into students’ comprehensive knowledge. The second 

approach is to borrow or transfer others’ PCK or PCK in other courses to one’s 

teaching and develop PCK through evaluation and reflection. The two approaches 

originated from learning and reflecting on one’s own or others’ teaching practices. 

Either approach must pass through the filters of teacher beliefs and student beliefs, 

which strongly influence the effectiveness of teachers’ enactment of PCK. In 

addition, the EFL teachers’ PCK is proven to be personal, dynamic, and 

transformative rather than canonical, static, and integrative.  

Further, the eight EFL speaking instructors developed in different respects, 

which included spiritual enrichment, renewed teacher roles, and philosophical 

inquiry. Compared with the five Chinese EFL teacher participants, who claimed 

that they improved overall, the three native English teachers insisted that they 

developed in fewer respects. Darlene referred to spiritual enrichment, and Victor 

admitted assuming the role of a professional learner. In addition to taking on the 

role of a transformative intellectual, Alex conducted philosophical inquiry during 

the process of speaking instruction. The data analysis underscores the necessity 

for native English teachers’ involvement in university administrative affairs 

concerning course development. Serving in the roles of reflective researchers and 

transformative intellectuals pose even higher requirements for the EFL teachers 

and the university context. The analysis also highlights the importance of the 

teachers’ philosophical pursuit, which did not confine itself to pure reflection 

about specific teaching-related problems, or to certain teaching methodologies, 

but rather to the development of teaching beliefs and principles, and thereby to the 

formulation of personal teaching philosophy. Only with a philosophical and 

nonutilitarian vision can EFL speaking instructors improve their critical 

competency and transform their internal knowledge into stable wisdom. 
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                       Chapter 6 Conclusion 

 

This final chapter summarizes the components, characteristics, and 

development of the English-speaking instructors’ PCK. It then reveals the 

influences of the development of the speaking instructors’ PCK on their 

professional development. The chapter ends with a discussion on the theoretical 

contributions, practical significance, and pedagogical implications of the research. 

Finally, it covers the study’s limitations and directions for future research.  

6.1 The components of speaking instructors’ PCK 

This study defines the speaking instructors’ PCK as the teachers’ use of 

various teaching activities, manifestations, assessments, and language knowledge 

to help students understand the content within topics and facilitate students in 

speaking practices within specific cultural and situational contexts for the purpose 

of attaining desired instructional objectives. Speaking instructors’ PCK consists of 

features of curriculum, knowledge of pedagogy, learners’ challenges, language 

enhancement, course evaluation, and educational context. These elements answer 

the first research question: What are the components and characteristics of EFL 

teachers’ PCK for teaching speaking in Chinese universities?  

Features of the curriculum involve the teachers’ knowledge of curricular 

objectives and specific content selection. Due to the constraints of the teachers’ 

personal beliefs and teaching contexts, the five EFL teachers established different 

curricular aims: life-competency development, skill-oriented education, holistic 

education, and critical thinking training. Curricular knowledge determines the 

teaching materials, content selection for instruction as well as differentiation in 

focuses of speaking practices. Darlene and Alex conducted topic-based instruction 

with either life-skill topics or thinking-skill topics. The other three Chinese EFL 

teachers taught based on speech or debate tasks. Mr. Xue applied three phases to 

guide his students to appreciate and analyze speech: enchantment, understanding, 

and practice. Ms. Si used video clips to elaborate on specific topics and provided 

plentiful teaching activities in the classroom. Ms. Wei utilized case analysis to 

elaborate on the content and logic in the English debate. She also employed a 

flexible method of teaching English debate, such as one-on-one, two-on-two, and 

four-on-four debate. 
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As the core content of the speaking instructors’ PCK, knowledge of 

pedagogy comprises teaching activities and teaching representations. The five 

speaking instructors employed either strategic knowledge, case knowledge, or 

propositional knowledge in their implementation of diverse activities, covering 

speaking-skills training, psychological training, and thinking training. Specific 

activities include communication games, delivering a speech, appreciating and 

analyzing speech videos, cultivating a sense of humor, and identifying logical 

fallacies. Each teaching activity reflects the teachers’ specific beliefs (Xu, 2012), 

including “speaking should be fun,” “there is no comfortable speaking,” 

“speaking is a skill,” “speaking should provide spiritual enrichment,” and 

“speaking entails thinking.” To transform theoretical knowledge into students’ 

comprehensible knowledge, the teachers must employ direct manifestations, 

including charts, demonstrations, examples, and analogies (Park & Oliver, 2008). 

In the process of speaking instruction, the teachers themselves acted as 

communicators, speechmakers, and debaters. They applied meta-representations, 

consciously or unconsciously, to demonstrate speech or debate principles such as 

providing an absorbing class opening, citing famous quotations, using rhetoric in 

expressions, demonstrating proper pronunciation, and instructing with analytical 

or argumentative language. 

Knowledge of learners’ challenges refers to the teachers’ understanding of 

students’ difficulties and misconceptions in learning. Subject-specific difficulties 

related to learning in speaking-oriented courses include students’ understanding of 

specific concepts, fear of communication, confusion in choosing topics, and lack 

of critical thinking. In this study, in order to obtain knowledge of learners’ 

challenges and seek corresponding effective instructional strategies, the five EFL 

teachers adopted four primary measures: classroom interaction, revising students’ 

scripts, individual tutoring, and attending workshops. 

Knowledge of language enhancement refers to teachers’ knowledge of the 

language’s underlying systems and language learning strategies. Because 

language is both the content and a medium of instruction for speaking courses, 

speaking instructors must possess rich knowledge of the language, including 

phonetics, grammar, and pragmatics, to ensure the delivery of specialized 

knowledge and core theoretical concepts. EFL speaking instructors must also 

master effective language learning strategies to facilitate students’ communicative 
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competence. This research showed that singing English songs or watching English 

movies, imitation or recitation, giving sentence starters, comprehension exercises, 

and establishing a student grammarian are useful strategies for improving students’ 

language competency and delivery skills. 

Knowledge of course evaluation refers to teachers’ knowledge of students’ 

learning performance. In this study, all five speaking instructors adopted different 

assessment strategies for a formative assessment to facilitate the development of 

students’ communicative competence. The primary assessment tasks include oral 

presentations and speech or debate tasks, and the evaluations cover the four 

aspects of language, content, structure, and delivery. Course evaluation can be 

analyzed from different perspectives, i.e., entities (teacher/peer/self-assessment), 

means (oral/written assessment), dimensions (holistic/analytic evaluation), and 

tendencies (positive/negative evaluation).  

Knowledge of educational context refers to teachers’ understanding of 

university context or office context. Except for Ms. Si, who noted that there was a 

community of practice in the university, the other four EFL teachers offered 

negative comments about the educational context at the school level. Darlene 

stated that the school took a hands-off approach. Alex thought the school was very 

constraining in terms of political issues. Mr. Xue considered the school 

bureaucratic and stifling, and Ms. Wei described having to work in isolation with 

low financial incentives. 

The above categories of knowledge are mutually integrated and influencing. 

Each classroom activity presents the outcome of the integration of various types 

of knowledge in the classroom. Knowledge of learners’ challenges and language 

is the starting point of teachers’ curricular knowledge, course arrangement, and 

design of teaching activities and manifestations. Course evaluation is also closely 

related to teaching, facilitating teachers’ moment-to-moment decisions in the 

classroom. Owing to varying personal and contextual factors, the five speaking 

instructors exhibited dissimilar PCK patterns. Comparatively, Darleen, Ms. Si, 

and Ms. Wei demonstrated a richer and more balanced pattern of PCK. 

 

6.2 The development of PCK 

The second research question is as follows: How do EFL teachers develop 

their PCK for teaching speaking? The current research finds that there are three 
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primary channels for the development of the five EFL speaking instructors’ PCK: 

on-the-job practice, professional learning and reading, and attending workshops or 

conferences. Language learning experiences and professional reading were 

essential for the formation of the five EFL teachers’ PCK, and their tutoring 

experiences provided them with the first-hand experience for their speaking 

instruction. As both a learning habit and a learning medium, reading plays a vital 

role in the development of the teachers’ PCK. The five EFL teachers broadened 

their PCK through reading and integrating their individual experiences into the 

explanation of concepts and theories. Degree pursuit and doing research also 

facilitated the development of their PCK. They seldom had guidance from experts 

or a community of practice; they constantly adjusted their teaching through 

reflection on individual teaching practices and ultimately formed their own unique 

theories and styles of teaching.  

Teacher reflection is an essential factor in facilitating the transformation or 

transfer of PCK, which involves methodological reflection, practical reflection, 

and emancipatory reflection (Taylor, 2004). The approaches that facilitated the 

participating teachers’ reflection included classroom observation, communication 

with others, and individual study. Attending the workshop organized by the 

FLTRP was the only formal training they received in mainland China. 

Communication with experts and colleagues, although minimal, was helpful in 

refreshing their ideas about teaching and enriching their classroom activities. 

Notably, the five EFL speaking instructors all grew on different levels in their 

teaching practices. They found problems in their teaching practices, such as their 

following the textbook without adaptation, imitating the American model, or 

ignoring students’ needs. They acquired new understandings of the teaching 

curriculum and tried new methods in teaching, gradually forming richer PCK. 

They developed more practicable course arrangements and richer teaching 

activities with a much wider variety of manifestations and more reasonable modes 

of course evaluation. There are two approaches to the development of PCK. The 

first approach originates from studying relevant literature. The teachers obtained 

subject knowledge from learning and reading, transformed that knowledge into 

students’ comprehensible knowledge, and formed their own PCK through course 

evaluation or reflection. NETs primarily followed the first approach. The second 

approach refers to directly borrowing PCK from other courses or other teachers 
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and using it in their teaching through direct transferring or adjustment. This 

approach is more common to Chinese EFL teachers.  

Teacher beliefs and orientations, as well as student beliefs and outcomes, are 

filters that influence how subject matter can be transformed into personal PCK. In 

addition, the five speaking instructors demonstrated three models in developing 

their PCK. Darlene and Alex employed the “trial-based” model in the new local 

context. Mr. Xue went through the “top-down” model without sufficient attention 

to student characteristics. Ms. Si and Ms. Wei employed the “inquiry-based” 

model as they were more academic and had a strong inclination to conduct 

pedagogical inquiries.  

 

6.3 The professional development of speaking instructors 

The third research question is as follows: What influences are exerted by EFL 

teachers’ PCK for teaching speaking on their professional development? This 

study showed that the development of speaking instructors’ PCK promotes 

teachers’ development in three respects: spiritual enrichment, renewed teacher 

roles, and philosophical inquiry.  

At the spiritual level, speaking instruction brought professional gratification 

and a sense of calling to the EFL speaking instructors. The appreciation of famous 

speeches and the interaction with students in class enhanced their spiritual 

contentedness as teachers. At the same time, an in-depth understanding of 

speaking instruction deepened their sense of calling of cultivating responsible 

citizens for the country. In addition, after overcoming stage fright or fear of 

speaking, the EFL speaking instructors are better able to enjoy a more harmonious 

interpersonal relationship or demonstrate a higher level of leadership, which in 

turn, further facilitates their professional development. Speaking instructors 

should not merely aim to impart speaking skills; they should also be educators 

who enhance students’ overall quality as human beings.  

From the perspective of assuming renewed teacher roles, the EFL speaking 

instructors began to take on different roles as professional learners, course 

developers, reflective researchers, and transformative intellectuals. During this 

role-shifting process, they developed and enriched their PCK of speaking-oriented 

courses and promoted their speaking competence and critical thinking competency. 

At the same time, they gradually became innovators in course development, 
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attempting to combine rhetoric, persuasion, logic, and critical thinking with 

different focuses. Notably, not many of the EFL teachers took on the role of 

reflective researchers, and even fewer of them became transformative intellectuals, 

which redirects our thinking about how teachers redefine their roles within the 

university setting and poses more profound challenges with regard to teacher 

education reform.  

Most importantly, many of the EFL teachers demonstrated philosophical 

inquiries through their reflection on speaking instruction. They generally did not 

want to copy the mechanical teaching of the past and sought to engage in 

innovation for their teaching. They intentionally elevated their ordinary teaching 

to a more philosophical level, and they reflected on many ultimate questions in 

education, which in turn promoted their professional development.  

 

6.4 Theoretical contribution 

This study systematically explored university speaking instructors’ PCK 

components and development in mainland China. The theoretical contributions of 

this study could extend beyond the boundaries of English-speaking courses. 

First, it tentatively proposed a theoretical framework for speaking instructors’ 

PCK. The creativity and characteristics of this framework lie in narrowing the 

knowledge in each category and subcategory. The most crucial characteristic of 

PCK is the close relationship between the subject and subject topics (Hashweh, 

2005). Previous research has indicated different PCK components in diverse areas. 

Nevertheless, these frameworks have not extended beyond Shulman’s knowledge 

base, and they do not embody the specific knowledge of different subjects. This 

study synthesized the previous research results and constructed a framework 

representing the categories, subcategories, and characteristics of PCK for 

speaking instruction based on classroom observation and the interview data of 

five EFL teachers with a multiple case study approach. The framework highlights 

the importance of the language aspect and educational context, which denotes the 

specialty of language and the influences of external forces on EFL speaking 

instructors’ PCK. The proposition of comprehensive PCK components and 

developmental routes also provides insights for tertiary-level speaking instructors.  

Second, this study resolves some long-standing controversies concerning the 

nature of PCK, such as whether it is personal or canonical, dynamic or static, 
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transformative or integrative. Through the outcomes of the study, PCK for 

tertiary-level speaking instruction is personal, dynamic, and transformative. The 

personal trait denotes that it is the result of what teachers know from their 

professional expertise (Baxter & Lederman, 1999). PCK has more specific 

characteristics of practical knowledge than the canonical. The dynamic trait 

signifies that PCK is always changing and evolving based on EFL teachers’ 

accumulated experiences and active reflections. The transformative trait indicates 

that there are close relationships between SMK and PCK and that there is a 

mechanism for the transformation from SMK to PCK (Kind, 2009b). Concerning 

another critical PCK characteristic—topic-specificity, this study finds that PCK 

has the closest relationship with pedagogy and learner challenges in the teaching 

of a specific concept or the explanation of a specific topic. Nevertheless, other 

knowledge categories cannot be ignored, as they also exert essential influences on 

teachers’ classroom instruction, either explicitly or implicitly.  

Third, this study underscores the concept of meta-representation. This 

concept is similar to the traditional Chinese concept of “earnestly practicing what 

one advocates.” Meta-representation facilitates instructors’ teaching with and 

learners’ understanding of the use of language by the natural employment of both 

verbal and nonverbal expressions. “As an important component of deeper 

understanding of any representation, meta-representational perspectives may be 

precisely what make learning representations feel sensible to students” (diSessa, 

2004, pp. 299–300). It reflects the distinct characteristics of speaking-oriented 

courses and promotes the understanding of EFL speaking instructors’ PCK. The 

concept of meta-representation may also provide insights for exploring PCK in 

other subjects in terms of analyzing and assessing the medium of instruction.  

Fourth, this study suggested paths for the developmental process of PCK. 

EFL speaking instructors transform their comprehension of subject matter or 

transfer and adjust others’ PCK to formulate their own personal PCK. Teacher 

beliefs and student beliefs are “filters that influence the effectiveness of both 

teachers’ instruction and students’ learning” (Gess-Newsome et al., 2019, p. 961). 

The primary sources for PCK development are learning experiences, on the job 

practice, and attending workshops or conferences. EFL teachers may undergo 

diverse paths for PCK development, such as trial-based, top-down, and 
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inquiry-based approaches. The whole process is cyclical and continuous, coupling 

with teacher reflections within the school and classroom context.  

Last, this study explored native English teachers’ PCK for the first time and 

made comparisons between NETs’ and Chinese EFL teachers’ PCK. The NETs 

demonstrated distinctive PCK characteristics, which bring salient their strengths 

as well as drawbacks concerning speaking instruction. The NETs’ pursuits in 

implementing a critical pedagogy may benefit frontline teachers in setting more 

appropriate instructional objectives. The similarities and differences between 

NETs and Chinese EFL teachers’ PCK provide insights into how to take a more 

rational and balanced stance in PCK construction and evaluation.  

This proposed framework of speaking instructors’ PCK also has essential 

practicalities. It can provide enlightenments regarding EFL teachers’ speaking 

instruction and guide teachers toward a better understanding of teaching 

objectives, activity design, and course arrangements. Undoubtedly, the study 

proved that speaking instruction promotes students’ multiple competencies; thus, 

more EFL teachers might be drawn to the field of teaching speaking. 

Noteworthily, PCK research has been adapted, adopted, and taken up in a 

diversity of ways in the education field since the concept was introduced in the 

mid-1980s. This study proposes a developmental model for PCK, which 

underscores the significance of the PCK construct and provides leverage points 

for growth in teacher knowledge and skills. It offers guidance and direction for 

speaking instructors as well as teacher educators in pursuing the impact of PCK 

on teaching and learning in language education. Additionally, I would like to 

challenge Hu’s (2013) proposition that EFL teachers’ PCK is not subject-specific. 

From this study, although unlike courses such as science or mathematics that 

focus on concrete problem-solving, PCK for speaking instruction is still proved to 

be subject-specific, which contains the knowledge of the language, cultures, and 

theoretical concepts related to speech and debate education under the Chinese 

educational context.  

 

6.5 Pedagogical implications 

    This study sheds light on the following five aspects: speaking instructors’ 

pedagogical strategies, teacher beliefs, professional development, teacher training, 

and the transformation of teacher roles.  
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First, when employing pedagogical strategies, speaking instructors need to 

take the curriculum, educational context, and student characteristics into 

consideration. These contextual factors include school or office support, level of 

teacher autonomy, workload, class size, students’ proficiency level, and the 

number of instruction hours. The teachers in this study perceived a generally 

negative educational context, which posed intense pressure on them in their 

instructional practices and necessitated their agency and autonomy in dealing with 

those challenges. Speaking courses should not be merely skill-oriented; teachers 

should consider utilizing available resources as well as the students’ 

characteristics, gradually reaching a higher level of objectives in speaking 

instruction. Teachers should always be sensitive to learners’ challenges and 

misconceptions and try every means to seek practical solutions. To do this, 

teachers must be “mindful of their motives, intentions, and goals when designing, 

sequencing, and enacting pedagogy” (Johnson & Golombek, 2016, p. 164). Only 

in this manner can teachers transfer new concepts into students’ comprehensible 

knowledge with the use of various manifestations. When designing meaningful 

and feasible activities to cater for differing characteristics of different types of 

speaking courses, teachers need to carefully ponder the beliefs underlying these 

activities and inform students of the objectives and procedures of the activities.  

Teachers should also realize that they are all public speakers or debaters to 

some extent, and they might consider using meta-representations to demonstrate 

the allure and power of speech or debate. This study found that although the EFL 

teachers could fully understand the critical function of language competency in 

teaching, most of the teacher participants, especially NETs, did not devote 

sufficient effort to promoting students’ language proficiency. They focused more 

on the completion of speech or debate tasks in class. This problem further 

indicates that speaking instruction should balance the development of content and 

language. Additionally, EFL speaking instructors should have a higher level of 

language awareness, be cautious about students’ language challenges, and develop 

professional sensitivity in designing language tasks to help students. Speaking 

instructors also need to have a balanced focus on the students with different levels 

of language proficiency and enable the students to improve their language skills 

through experience, practice, and inquiry. 
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Second, the exploration of teachers’ PCK also highlighted the construction of 

teacher beliefs and personal teaching philosophy. Many of the EFL speaking 

instructors gradually became enlightened that no single teaching pedagogy is 

omnipotent or universal, and all methods have limitations (Huo, 2013). 

EFL-speaking instructors progressively took the path of philosophical inquiry, 

reflecting on problems of ultimate significance, such as the values of speaking 

instruction, teachers’ status and identity, and how to guide their students to 

develop as human beings. In addition to language training, they focused more on 

their students’ critical thinking competency and multicultural awareness. The 

teacher participants’ beliefs reflected the notion of generative teaching, in which 

teachers must “teach students that learning with understanding is a generative 

process” (Wittrock, 1991, p. 180). The learning process, teacher-student 

relationship, and innovation are emphasized rather than mere learning outcomes. 

With the notion of generative teaching, it is more likely that college English 

teachers will step out of the confines of mere skill-oriented instruction and thus 

endow the course with new values and significance. Chinese university students 

today need wisdom and spiritual nourishment more than mere techniques (Huo, 

2013). EFL teachers thus need to guide learners on a self-initiated developmental 

path. There is a saying by Socrates that “Education is the kindling of a flame, not 

the filling of a vessel.” When learners can genuinely understand the meaning of 

knowledge, they will generate their own unique methods of learning, thus 

actualizing the teaching objectives.  

Third, this study found that the developmental process of PCK provided 

suggestions for teachers’ professional development. Professional learning and 

reading facilitated novice speaking instructors in obtaining subject knowledge and 

enriching their PCK. EFL teachers moved from an initial “take-it-for-granted” 

approach to gradually noticing more problems and refining their strategies, 

thereby deepening their understanding of speaking courses and forming their 

unique teaching style. Speaking competency entails knowledge accumulation 

from diverse perspectives, such as phonetics, grammar, pragmatics, and broad 

general knowledge. A lack of knowledge reserves among the five EFL teachers 

suggests that teachers need to read widely and be prepared to “move from the 

realm of necessity to the realm of freedom” (Dou & Sang, 2013, p. 270). Reading 

literature should also be further related to their extensive instructional practices.  
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Teachers’ PCK development is a dynamic, context-dependent, and long-term 

process that undergoes various transformations. The five EFL teachers in this 

study all possessed a strong sense of autonomous learning. Their knowledge 

transformation provided insights regarding EFL teachers’ methods of surviving 

and developing their teaching within curricular reforms. Reforms pose particular 

“technical demands—demands on the knowledge, skill, judgment, and 

imagination of individuals” (Little, 1993, p. 129). Under an unfavorable 

educational context, the change from a skill-oriented course to a content-oriented 

course in the curricular reform poses considerable challenges to university EFL 

teachers, and it is more demanding of their knowledge construction. Wu (2008) 

noted that teachers’ impetus for individual development originates from their 

inner passion for career and the persistent pursuit of professional development. In 

this study, the five teachers took the initiative in accepting challenges, reflecting 

deeply on teaching, and actively broadening their PCK. Their employment of 

diverse pedagogical strategies fully embodied their initiatives in learning to teach 

and risk-taking. The progressive changes enhanced their professional expertise 

and in-depth reflections. Teachers’ non-cognitive aspects also need to be taken 

into consideration, such as their motivation, emotion, and reflective dispositions 

(Stanley, 1999). In the context of curricular reform, EFL teachers should reflect 

deeply on their internal demands, face challenges with courage, change their 

knowledge patterns, and make long-term plans for their career development. 

Further, EFL teachers should enhance their critical thinking competency to cater 

to the demands posed by speaking courses. Conducting research could be one 

approach. Combining teaching with research is a crucial impetus for enhancing 

critical thinking and promoting teaching effectiveness (Zhu, 2011; Han, 2011; Xu, 

2012). Teachers may either take up research related to a specific academic area or 

engage in action research related to their everyday teaching activities.  

Fourth, this study found that attending lectures by experts in the training 

program was another critical approach for novice Chinese EFL teachers to obtain 

PCK. Teachers who receive training in workshops or seminars can continue on the 

path of teaching speech or debate. However, they should have the opportunity to 

attend more systematic and extended professional training to sustain long-term 

professional development. Chinese universities do not have specific education 

programs for cultivating speech or debate teachers (Liu, 2013). Therefore, 
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compared with the teachers of other subjects, these teachers lacked preservice 

teacher education. Teacher training programs should include two higher-level 

speaking courses, i.e., speech and debate, to further enhance speaking instructors’ 

PCK. We recognize that developing EFL teacher expertise takes prolonged and 

sustained participation in the social practices of both becoming and being an EFL 

teacher. Nevertheless, in line with our Vygotskian sociocultural stance, we 

consider teacher education programs to be the ideal venue for systematic learning 

through intentional, well-organized instruction. Besides, communities of practice 

need to be established among EFL speaking instructors to facilitate their learning 

and professional development in the long term.  

Finally, the speaking instructors’ professional development provided insights 

into the transformation of teacher roles for school administrators and teacher 

educators. Within the PCK development process, in addition to the traditional 

roles of knowledge transmitters, EFL speaking instructors may assume a variety 

of renewed teacher roles to promote teacher professionalism, which calls for 

teacher education reforms. At the microlevel, university course administrators 

should provide all-around support for teachers to develop a series of new courses. 

With the establishment of a more systematic course setting, the construction of 

speaking-oriented courses may provide an even broader space for teachers’ 

professional development. At the macrolevel, more support, both financially and 

at the policy level, should be given to EFL speaking instructors to facilitate their 

transformation of teacher roles. The EFL teachers in the current study faced and 

met enormous challenges in the transition of being reflective researchers and 

transformative intellectuals under the current organizational constraints and 

ideological conditions as well as a highly demanding workload.  

Specifically, a more conducive educational context needs to be established to 

facilitate EFL teachers’ professional development. More backing should be 

granted to aid teacher involvement at the administrative level, especially to NETs, 

to accelerate their professionalization within the Chinese context, including 

establishing a fairer teacher evaluation system, granting them more liberty and 

autonomy, and enhancing their sense of belonging. Otherwise, NETs will feel 

ignored and marginalized in the university setting and thus only regard their 

teaching in China as a temporary measure of making a living rather than as a 

highly devoted career. 
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6.6 Limitations of the study and expectations for future research 

Like any other studies, this study has some limitations owing to the restricted 

timeframe, limited resources, and individual experiences and knowledge. First, 

PCK is a complicated concept that is challenging for teachers to express and 

difficult for researchers to capture (Liao, 2012). It is difficult to discern the 

characteristics of PCK and its development within several periods of classes; a 

more extended study period is required. Because of the need to travel back to 

Beijing for data collection within four months, I did not examine the teachers’ 

PCK longitudinally. I believe that with more classroom observations, I could 

capture a richer and more comprehensive picture of the teachers’ PCK. 

Second, I recognize that there never exists a completely “neutral” or 

“objective” lens in the qualitative study. Some conclusive remarks are still 

influenced by my perspective given my multiple roles as a student, teacher, and 

researcher. Also, despite that PCK research has been in progress over the past 

three decades, I was not familiar with PCK at the beginning of my Ph.D. study. As 

the sole researcher of the study, my limited insights into the data analysis means 

that there still is much to be investigated concerning the construct of PCK in 

language education. 

Third, the research site is restricted to Beijing. The eight teacher participants 

came from different tiers of universities in Beijing, and the presented data are 

representative. Notwithstanding, teachers from other areas of China may provide 

more diverse and conclusive data concerning PCK components and development.   

Fourth, in this study, the interviews prompted the EFL teachers to articulate 

their tacit PCK. Teachers’ articulation process influences teachers’ PCK (Park, 

2015). Tsui (2003) proposed that research questions may prompt teachers to 

reflect on previously unpondered questions and thus contaminate the data. 

Nevertheless, she believed that this interference would not radically change the 

trustworthiness of the data. I also hope that the process of enabling EFL teachers 

to reflect on their PCK development could be beneficial for themselves.  

Future research may be directed into three aspects. First, more EFL speaking 

instructors from different locations could be involved in the exploration of PCK in 

a more extended period with a more detailed and representative description with 

regard to the teaching of three types of speaking courses, i.e., oral communication, 

public speaking, and English debate. Within a longer timeframe, researchers can 
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thoroughly observe teachers’ classrooms and propose detailed questions for course 

planning and enactment. Thus, more changes can be discerned between teacher 

beliefs and actual classroom practice, which is an appropriate approach to identify 

teachers’ PCK development. In addition, teachers may undergo considerable 

changes when teaching the same topic in different years, and comparisons may 

present more minute and profound changes in teachers’ PCK. Timely 

conversations with participating teachers may improve the reliability of the data.  

Second, the evidence-based model (measuring teachers’ PCK or examining 

students’ learning outcomes) for English teachers’ PCK can be developed and 

validated. On the one hand, some validity frameworks (Messick, 1998; Thorndike 

& Thorndike-Christ, 2010) suggest the merits of a few types of specific analyses 

of PCK measures, and they shed light on the study of English-speaking instructors’ 

PCK measurement validity and assessments. On the other hand, student learning 

outcomes can be examined to verify the effectiveness of teachers’ PCK since there 

has always been a gap between teacher knowledge and student learning outcomes 

(Hill et al., 2008).     

Third, there are native English teachers instructing speech or debate courses 

in some Chinese universities, and future research could include an inter-case and 

intra-case study between Chinese EFL speaking instructors’ PCK and foreign EFL 

teachers’ PCK in teaching speech or debate courses. 

According to Drucker, an American educator and author, “knowledge has to 

be improved, challenged, and increased constantly, or it vanishes.” With its 

personal, dynamic, and transformative nature, PCK has been adopted and adapted 

in a diversity of ways. It is an essential component for the fields of teacher 

education and teacher cognition, which are worthy of more scholarly attention in 

the years to come (Kind, 2009b; Chan & Hume, 2019). The research and 

knowledge about the construct of PCK need to be more relatable and applicable to 

the work of language teachers, and it should be well embedded within the 

language teaching and learning field. Moreover, shouldering essential missions, 

and displaying significant roles, EFL speaking instructors in China are a group of 

pioneers and innovators who are well deserving of attention and study focus. 

Their PCK growth will spark their inspiration and empower them to go further on 

the path of professional development under the context of English curriculum 

reform. 
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APPENDICES 

Appendix 1 Interview guidelines 

 

Background information about the EFL teachers 

1. Please briefly talk about your English learning and teaching 

experiences as well as life stories that relate to teaching speaking. Are 

they positive or negative influences? 

2. What courses did you once teach? Why did you choose to be a 

speaking instructor at the university? 

 

General information about the course 

1. Do you like teaching a speaking course? Are there any differences 

between teaching speaking and other courses? 

2. What are the objectives of this speaking course? Is it important for 

students’ future development? If yes, how does this speaking course 

help them? 

3. What do you think are the core contents for a speaking course? Why? 

4. Do you usually reflect on your teaching? In what ways? If you do not 

tend to reflect, what are the possible reasons?  

 

Knowledge of students 

1. Are you satisfied with the students’ oral proficiency? Why? 

2. Can you predict students’ difficulties and errors in speaking? Are those 

errors always beyond your expectation? Why? 

3. What do you think are the typical difficulties for students? How did 

you deal with those difficulties? 

 

Knowledge of instructional strategies  

1. Are there any normal procedures for this speaking course? If yes, what 

are those procedures? 

2. What is the focus of speaking instruction? (context-dependent) 

3. Why do you select these materials and conduct these activities? 

(context-dependent) 
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4. How do you evaluate your own teaching? Does it reach your 

expectations? Why? 

5. Do you consider your adopted instructional strategies useful or not? 

Why? 

6. Do you know any language learning strategies? Did you teach those 

strategies to students in practices? 

 

About the development of PCK 

1. Concerning this speaking course, are there any key events or people 

that influence your teaching? 

2. How did you organize this speaking course at the beginning? Are 

there any differences compared with now? Why did these changes 

occur?  

3. Do you meet any difficulties or conflicts in teaching speaking? What 

are the challenges? 

4. Do the school context and colleagues exert any influences on your 

teaching? If so, what influences are they? 

5. If invited to offer some suggestions to novice speaking instructors, 

what would you say to them? 

 

About the relations between PCK and teacher development 

1. Does speaking instruction help you grow as a teacher? In what ways? 

2. What roles should speaking instructors play in the class?  

3. What qualities should speaking instructors possess? 
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Appendix 2 Informed consent statement 

 

Research Project 

Exploring EFL Teachers’ Pedagogical Content Knowledge for Teaching Speaking 

in Chinese Universities —A Multiple Case Study 

 

    You are cordially invited to participate in a research study. The purpose of 

this study is to explore EFL teachers’ pedagogical content knowledge for tertiary 

level speaking instruction.  

    During the research process, the following aspects may be covered: 

• Six periods of class observation 

• Interviews of 3-4 times 

• Reflection journals 

• Course syllabus/teaching materials 

    Your participation in this study is voluntary; you may decline to participate. 

If you decide to participate, you may withdraw from the study at any time without 

penalty and without loss of benefits to which you are otherwise entitled. If you 

withdraw from the study before data collection is completed your data will be 

returned to you or destroyed. All data will be only be used for research and it 

should be kept confidential. 

    Sincere thanks for your willingness to participate in the busy teaching season, 

which is deeply appreciated and respected. 

 

Background Information 

    Teachers’ pedagogical content knowledge (PCK) is a type of knowledge that 

is unique to teachers. (Shulman, 1986; Berry et al., 2008). PCK represents the 

blending of content and pedagogy into an understanding of how particular aspects 

of subject matter are organized, adapted, and represented for instruction. PCK has 

been examined in different fields including mathematics, social studies, and 

history. Yet, it has not been sufficiently explored in the English language teaching 

(ELT) field, and most existing literature focuses on EFL/ESL reading and writing. 

PCK pertaining to speaking instruction remains underrepresented.  

    Speaking instruction is, in fact, associated with many problems in the 

universities in Mainland China, such as teachers’ oral proficiency levels, 
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pedagogical approaches, and curriculum design. Teaching speaking effectively is 

deemed to be the most challenging task by many Chinese EFL teachers. Hence, it 

places high requirements on EFL teachers and their PCK, which could be a 

propellant for teaching effectiveness. Therefore, this qualitative multiple case 

study examines teachers’ PCK from the perspective of teaching speaking at the 

tertiary level. 

 

If you have questions at any time about the study or the procedures, (or you 

experience adverse effects as a result of participating in this study), you may 

contact the researcher Wang Lan at 17481562@life.hkbu.edu.hk.  

    I have read and understood the above information. I have received a copy of 

this form. I agree to participate in this study.       

 

Signature of the participant _____________________ 

Date____________________  
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Appendix 3 Interview excerpts 

Date: 23 May 2019 

Location: The office of the English department of a tier 2 university, Beijing 

(Nancy is the researcher. Darlene is an American teacher and one of the teacher 

participants in the study) 

Nancy: Darlene, sincere thanks for your participation. First of all, would you 

briefly talk about your learning or English teaching experiences? 

Darlene: Okay. Um, my name is Darlene. I graduated with a bachelor’s degree in 

nineteen eighty-two. And then, it was a degree in agriculture. In two thousand and 

sixteen, I graduated, I went back to school, I did an online course with a university 

in America, and I and I received a master’s degree in ESL. Oh, yeah, English as a 

second language. In between those different periods of educational pursuit, I 

obtained six units in TESOL. Yes, these were units, individual units that were 

offered by a cross-cultural training school, and I receive that training prior to 

coming to China. 

Nancy: How many years have you been in China? 

Darlene: Oh, I’ve been in China for twelve years. I’ve been right here. 

Nancy: Why did you want to teach here? 

Darlene: Well, I really appreciate the mindset of Chinese learners. Ah, they are 

dedicated and serious about their studies. Many of them, even though they may 

not have chosen personally English as their preference, they still take this 

challenge of language study. They take it very seriously, and it’s easy to teach 

people who want to learn. 

Nancy: Some teachers say Chinese students are quite lazy. What do you think of 

them? 

Darlene: Well, because I teach language, maybe if I taught math or something, I 

could see that they were lazy. I would not use that term for language students. I 

would say they are timid because as language learners, they don’t always express 

themselves even when they have thought there, they are a little bit intimidated to 

show their ideas. That’s why my class often begins with a game or begins with 
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something fun. And over the two-year span that I have English majors here in this 

school, I try to create a very fun atmosphere that way. They are not so intimidated 

to say their thoughts when I call on them. I think that’s kind of my theory behind 

how I run my class. 

Nancy: You care a lot for the students. 

Darlene: I do, I really do. 

Nancy: Thanks. So, what kind of courses have you ever taught? Uh, because we 

know that there’s a variety of different courses. 

Darlene: Over the years, I’ve taught a variety of different classes. Um, the main 

one is definitely oral English, but I’ve also taught one semester of American 

culture. I have taught, um, pronunciation for several years. It’s a one-semester 

class. I’ve taught reading for several years, one semester only. Um, I also teach a 

class for Ph.D.-level students, which is a speaking and writing class. They learn 

how to give presentations and how to write academically for publishing. 

Nancy: So, do you like to teach speaking like this? You know, you mentioned one 

major part is teaching oral English. 

Darlene: I love that part because that’s when we get to do fun things like this. This 

is, you know, cooking. Ah, yes. So, this week, I had two make-up classes, and we 

cooked in the class, and I taught them the American measurement system for 

recipes. Ah, and so, we made candy in the class. A very simple recipe. So, they 

enjoyed that. Yeah, so we learned a little bit about what a measuring cup is and a 

measuring spoon, different vocabulary with cooking. And there are many 

differences between Chinese and American measurement, definitely. Well, of 

course, they use the metric system, and we don’t. We have our own measuring 

system for recipes and for cooking. So, I introduce that to them. And, also, most 

Chinese dishes are Cha Bu Duo or that’s the theory. You just add Cha Bu Duo 

every day. But in America, usually for baking, it’s very precise. Oh, and it must 

be exactly accurate. It must be that cup the must be level, and you use an 

instrument to level it. So, this means each time that you make this recipe, and it 

will taste the same every time. With Chinese dishes, maybe you’re cooking 
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slightly differently each time, and they taste differently. And with each cook, the 

taste will vary depending on how much they put in. And they can’t tell you how 

much they put in. They just know by the feel of it. But I am specifically talking 

about sweets. Oh, like, baking and cooking something, like cookies, candy. Those 

things have to be very precise, especially with baking, because it needs to rise. 

There needs to be a chemical reaction with the powder fun and the other 

ingredients so that it rises properly. 

Nancy: Oh, that’s interesting. So, you always organize some such kind of activity 

in the class. 

Darlene: I do it every week, but it’s a lot of extra work, carrying these things back 

and forth. But, you know, we do have a good time, and it does expose them to 

something new. 

Nancy: Besides introducing cooking into the class, are there any other practices 

that you have implemented once in the class, like trying to engage students in 

doing something for learning? 

Darlene: Yes. There’s a fun activity that we do. There is a map of a kind of 

blow-up view of the center of a city. And it’s really just a one-page map with 

streets and building names. The task in the class is to guide someone from one 

point to another point. And most students, especially girls, are directionally 

challenged. They have a hard time speaking in terms like “walk north,” “walk 

south,” or “it’s across the street from?” So, these are phrases that we discuss in the 

class. Um, we teach them about an intersection and what a block of buildings is 

and different terminology that they maybe aren’t familiar with. And then it’s very 

practical because we all have a hard time giving directions. The map is a map of 

the city or the country, different world maps. This is just this, in this particular 

event. It is just a city, and it’s actually just an A4 size, as the center of the city. 

But there are several cross streets. This is a group with four people involved, and 

each map has some of the buildings labeled, and each person has different 

building labels. On your map, there are no McDonald’s. But on my map, there’s a 

McDonald’s labeled. You have that building but no name. So, I have to tell you 

how to get to McDonald’s because I’m the only one who knows because it’s on 
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my map. And so, then, I direct you, and when you find it, you fill in the name of 

that building, you write McDonald’s on that building. So, the goal is that 

everybody in the group, all four of you have your map totally filled out with every 

name of every business. 

Nancy: Do they have any difficulties in doing this? 

Darlene: It is hard, and they often revert back to Chinese, but I try to, you know, 

encourage them not [to do] that. Um, you’re speaking in Chinese, it will not 

benefit your ability. You know, the inner motivation to learn how to tell or share 

directions. Hopefully, that’s it. But I cannot be with every group all the time. So, I 

just leave it up to them. 

Nancy: Have you noticed any progress? 

Darlene: Sure. And they all agree that it’s difficult. But, you know, each time they 

share, everyone’s taking turns because they all have a different business located 

on their map. Everyone’s taking turns. So, there is not a dominant figure or a 

dominant speaker in a group, which often happens when there are four. There’s 

one who sort of takes control, and others can be silent. In this activity, they can’t 

do that because no one knows your locations except you. Actually, I think I 

believe it’s only natural that as you continue to say, you know, walk north, turn 

right, turn left. And yeah, I think you can see some progress in it. And I don’t 

think it’s as important for me to notice the progress as it is for them to see 

progress within themselves because that’s the motivator in learning a language. 

Sometimes, they need to evaluate themselves as well. 

Nancy: Thank you. And do you think there are any differences between teaching 

oral English and teaching some other courses, like, with the teaching objectives?. 

Darlene: Um, definitely, although like teaching reading or pronunciation, there are 

some skills that need to be acquired in all of them. But with pronunciation, there’s 

a lot of reciting, like, repeating after me or reciting personally. I find it a little bit 

boring. An activity-based curriculum is just fun. It’s fun for the teacher. It’s fun 

for the students. So, yeah, that’s probably the biggest element that makes the class 

like a meeting. Pronunciation courses are always different because they’re not 
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activity-based. They’re usually textbook-based. Yeah. And that lends itself to 

being a little bit boring. 

Nancy: So, some teachers, uh, even in the oral English class, they try to guide 

students [to] do some repetition exercises. Usually, you don’t do that? 

Darlene: I don’t. But I think that would be very helpful in their early language 

learning. But these students have a proficiency level such that I can forgo that 

type of activity. And I’m very hesitant to use that method, because if, um, if they 

lose interest in my class, it’s almost impossible to get it back. So, I’m afraid to do 

that because once a student feels your class is boring or the class is not helpful, or 

it’s beneath their ability, they shut me off mentally, and that’s, you know, they 

start looking at their phone, they started looking down. So, I don’t do that. 

Nancy: Then, what are the teaching objectives for the speaking course? 

Darlene: I think, basically, one of the objectives for teaching oral English is 

confidence-building, helping them feel more comfortable with their ability. Or 

just one of my objectives is to try to get them to express themselves, even if it’s 

not correct. Let the words come out of their mouths. That is a strong objective in 

my class. So, it’s that if you don’t know the words to start, I can help you fill in 

the blanks. And many times, when I’m roaming around and they are struggling 

because I am a visual learner, I tend to give them a little handout. I give it them 

[to] turn it over and write the sentence; then, that’s maybe where there’s some 

repetition. So, I may write out a sentence word for word and ask them, now you 

say this sentence, and I may ask them to change a little bit some part of the 

sentence but to say the same pattern. Um, that’s why I also, many times I give a 

little handout that will have sentence starters on it. If I can get them to feel a little 

bit more comfortable to let the words come out of their mouth, that growth in 

confidence will help them be a better language learner to build their confidence 

and have the courage to express themselves. Because as a language learner, for 

me myself in trying to learn mandarin, my biggest obstacle is the shame that I feel 

in saying something to you in Chinese. So, I understand the same feeling with 

them. But the difference is, I mean, I live here, and I can communicate on a 

certain level to survive. But this is their major, their language is their major, and 
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they will use that major in whatever way to support the rest of their career. So, for 

them, it’s really not an option. So, I work very hard at the freshman level to really 

get them to feel comfortable enough to speak. It’s one of my objectives almost for 

the entire year here. 

Nancy: So how many years will you be with the same group of students? A year? 

Darlene: Two years, four semesters. The freshman-sophomore years, yeah, 

because when they come from their high schools, they come from a class where 

they spoke nothing or very little. They were, you know, it was this kind of 

listening or recitation type of system. So, they’re not used to speaking, and they 

don’t feel comfortable. And you know, I spend a lot of time getting them to feel a 

certain comfort level such that even their mistakes are okay because our 

classroom is a safe place. 

Nancy: Do you pay attention to the pronunciation aspect? 

Darlene: Sometimes, they do it privately. But sometimes, I do it publicly if I 

notice everyone is suffering [from] the same thing. For instance, that “th,” the 

voiceless “th,” because they often say, I think this. And so, I might just say, do 

you “think” or do you “think,” and they know because they practice pronunciation 

with me. Now, I would never correct their pronunciation before they had 

pronunciation class because my goal is only to get them to speak. 

Nancy: So, pronunciation is not a priority in the oral class. 

Darlene: Well, it is after the first semester, freshman year. So, starting their 

second semester with me because their first semester, they have pronunciation 

class. So, during that first semester, when they are with me, I don’t correct their 

pronunciation. And after having pronunciation class, yes, because then they 

reinforce. It’s not a lack of ability, and it’s only a habit. And that’s how I present 

it to them so that they don’t feel like it’s a personal attack. Um, we talk about 

deep[ly] grounded habits in our life because all of the students have the ability to 

say “thank you” and “think.” They can do it perfectly when they imitate me 

perfectly but without thinking about it. The habit replaces proper pronunciation. 

So, that’s why I will often bring that up in class. And if someone has a wrong 
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pronunciation, I may quickly list five words on the board that begin with “th” and 

just ask everybody to say it with me. In that way, it’s just sort of reinforcement for 

the whole class because they’re all struggling with their habits. 

Nancy: So, pronunciation is quite important for English majors. Does teaching 

oral English help the future development of the students? 

Darlene: Yes, I think it does. Not every class has multiple functions in class. You 

know, we want to build their confidence, and we want to expand their vocabulary. 

Um, and because my personal philosophy is I really want to do something that’s 

going to help them for life. So, it might be a cooking class or reading a map. Or 

like the class you attended, how to meet a foreigner? Yeah, how to interact with 

them or just your behavior. When you see a foreigner or you meet them at a party? 

I think these are life skills. And I’m really not so focused on nonessential things. I 

think if we’re going to have a teaching period, why can’t we hit many objectives 

at the same time? Why not give them a life skill? While at the same time, you’re 

building confidence? At the same time, you’re teaching vocabulary? Why not do 

all these things together? So, just picking a random topic, like in a grocery store, I 

think for me it’s a little bit of a waste of time. Okay, those language books just 

give you a setting. And then they give you the vocabulary, which is fine, but not 

that useful. And I’m not saying that every class I will present a life skill. But I 

think that’s my focus more often than not. It’s really my focus to link the teaching 

content with the future. Yes, it’s great. 

Nancy: Thank you. Generally speaking, are you satisfied with the students’ 

performance? 

Darlene: I would have to say not really, especially in the area of pronunciation, 

because I have a sophomore, they still cannot pronounce the “th.” And I talked to 

my students, and they’re now juniors and seniors. And, um, you know, my heart 

sinks when they’re still saying, I “think,” you know, “thank you.” You know, it’s 

really a very simple correction. And when we have the classes, I really talk to 

them about how to overcome a habit, how to replace a bad habit with good habits. 

They have the skills to know how to fix that, but they don’t put in the effort to do 

it. Um, but I do feel that the education system here requires or demands too many 
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courses. Oh, so they don’t have the time to work on, like, small details. They are 

so involved in producing the requirements for that next week. They don’t have the 

time to really enhance their skills. It’s always about homework or more books to 

read or more classes to attend. That’s one of the differences between Western 

education and Chinese education. We have a lot fewer classes. So, for example, 

like U.S. students, university students, they do not take so many credits. Four 

classes, that’s full-time. I know many of them here; instead of twelve hours, they 

may take sixteen or eighteen hours. They may take a few more, but here, the kids 

do not have sixteen hours. They have fifteen different courses. That’s like [the] 

early hours. So, it’s [the] expectation for them, is that the reason? Because they’re 

not able to process the information that they’re getting from each class. We need 

to digest practice, think about it, use it. Find out how you can take that 

information and transform it into what you know within yourself as an English 

major. 

Nancy: Actually, I know some English majors, they will take some time to read 

aloud and to memorize something in the early morning. 

Darlene: That is called [a] reading session. It is the same practice here. I’m not 

sure. Actually, I think it used to be, but I think they’ve stopped there if I am not 

mistaken. They used to have that at seven a.m. Oh, I think it’s absolutely a waste 

of time. I’m going to be very blunt. If you force me to wake up at six a.m. and I’m 

sleepy, I think there’s no output there. It doesn’t produce any genuine learning. 

That’s what I think if you want to have a good learner. I let students eat in my 

class and drink in my class because if you’re happy now, we don’t want to disturb 

anybody else, but you keep it to yourself and you eat away because your stomach 

is growling. I mean, a learner has to be physically comfortable in the right 

conditions, the optimum setting in conditions. Their rooms are sometimes too cold, 

[and] sometimes too hot. The chairs are not comfortable. The desks are wild. 

There are just many things that can disrupt that type of learning environment. 

Well, some of those we can’t change, but I can let my students eat in my class. I 

can change that. I have that power. So, I do. Some students will make use of the 

morning reading time to read some English. If they do that, they can. 
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Nancy: Just now, you mentioned that, uh, you are not that satisfied with the 

students’ performance. And then, do you think, what are the students’ difficulties? 

Why do they work so hard but still cannot make much improvement? 

Darlene: Well, there’s one difficulty the students are having. Well, I’m only 

guessing, or I’m evaluating what I’ve seen. I think a lot of it has to do with the 

education system from early on from [a] very young age. I think it’s difficult at 

the high school or college level to change the way a person processes information 

or how they regurgitate it. I think they need to be taught at a very young age about 

critical thinking, analyzing things, using creativity, or innovation too. You know, 

bring something in. How can you change it for the better and then share it, you 

know, when they’re not taught to? Okay, here’s something. Here’s the situation. 

How can we analyze it? How can we create something? Here, it’s all about 

listening, memorizing, and then repeating. So, I think that type of system 

handicaps a learner because they’re not used to thinking on their own. But I don’t 

think that can be done here at this level; I think it has to be done at an early stage. 

Nancy: Do you think the students lack creativity? 

Darlene: Absolutely. Oh, and I know this, but again, I think it’s not their fault. 

When I think about my growing up, I had two brothers and two sisters, so we 

didn’t have money, five children. We didn’t have money, so we had to create our 

games. And we did that with cans, you know, in things for food, that was finished 

out of the can. We played with that kind of thing. We didn’t have LEGO, and we 

didn’t have things like that. So, we played a lot. We created a lot. Um, through my 

education, you could see teachers saying, okay, you know, I’m going to put you in 

a group, and you have to solve this problem. I’m not giving you anything other 

than a piece of paper and solve it. So, there were a lot of forced, like, analytical 

thinking challenges in that way. 

Nancy: Some teachers told me that, uh, the students coming from some European 

countries, they said that in terms of thinking, they are doing a better job. 

Darlene: How do you evaluate it? Well, when I was doing my master’s degree, we 

did look at the education systems from around the world. And I actually just asked 

my students this, like, last week, I told them that in those studies, China was, like, 
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the top consistently for many years, very high in math, math and science. America 

was at the bottom, always has been very low in test scores for math and science, 

and the level of math is very low. Um, but I asked them, if this is true, it is pretty 

consistent year after year that American scores have not been very high. But why 

is it that many of the technological advances are still coming from there? So, how 

do you explain this? Can you explain that? You know, they’re not coming from 

Finland. Why are they producing more innovative forms of technology in industry 

that you know, that can help not only China’s economy but also the world? And 

you know what? Of course, we can talk about it. And I did. I mentioned what 

America ranks number one in. They rank number one consistently in confidence. 

Nancy: Where did you find the data? 

Darlene: I guess that’s the PISA. I’m not quite sure. It’s a kind of evaluation 

worldwide. Yeah, I’m not sure what it was called. I have to go back to my lecture 

on this or whatever. But, I said, I think you could maybe translate that word to 

mean not only confidence but also arrogance, huh? But, you know, how does that 

figure into these new developments, technological advances? And many of them 

said, well, maybe they aren’t afraid. They just put it out there and try it. And that 

might explain it, right? You may say, they can still have advances but have such, 

you know, low scores. 

Nancy: Just now, you mentioned that confidence actually belongs to a character or 

personality. So, which subject, uh, usually do American students do very well in? 

List number one. 

Darlene: Which subject? I don’t think they rank number one in anything academic. 

So, that’s about personality. Yes, that can account for some differences. I think 

it’s quite revealing. 

Nancy: Yeah, that’s about how to cultivate students? 

Darlene: Exactly. Chinese students lack critical thinking skills. 

Nancy: Usually, how do teachers deal with this kind of difficulty? Or how do they 

solve or take some strategies to deal with those difficulties? 
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Darlene: Um, there are a few activities in my class that require some creativity but 

are not boring because I noticed, for instance, in one of my classes at the freshman 

level, they are given a story. And then, we analyze it. And this story has a moral 

to it. So, I asked them to translate that moral into today’s world through a poster. 

So, this is a message that every high school student needs to know. So, I want you 

to illustrate that message in a poster, and the moral is something like, you know, 

don’t let other people… like, let their evaluation of you affect you, something like 

this. But there are several angles to look at it. And I asked them to illustrate. Of 

course, they’re working in groups. So, it usually ends up that one person will do 

the work. Maybe all will kind of contribute some ideas, but because our classes 

are not long enough, it’s really hard. And I noticed, you know, they say they take 

an art class, so I asked them a little bit about their art or asked them to see whether 

their art follows a very solid structure. It’s not what I want to draw. It has to be 

that it’s the same as [the] Chinese style. You know, sometimes even their art 

classes are very structured and confining, not that imaginative. You know, if 

you’re going to make bamboo, their bamboo will just look the same one way. This 

is a class where we’re going to make rain that will be able to only look one way, 

ha. So, you divide the students into different groups, and different groups produce 

similar posters with a little bit difference. But not everyone in the group gets to 

express their creativity. It’s usually kind of one who really has the pencil and kind 

of does some drawing. Others might color it in or something. We don’t have time. 

So, this is about trying to help with their creativity. 

Nancy: And in what ways have you tried to help with their critical thinking? 

Darlene: Yes, I try to do this regularly, like presenting situations with a twist, for 

instance. I have this great handout. We have had activities in [the] class where I 

asked them to analyze their behavior when they, like, how they respond to, like, 

conflict management. So, I present four conflict management styles. And then, I 

asked them to read the profiles and then which one do they think they fit into? 

Then, they get into groups, and they’re with their conflict style members. And 

then, in their groups, they look at what are the pros and the, like, the advantages 

and disadvantages of that conflict style. So, then I ask them to analyze, you know, 

what are the good, what are the bad if I always act like this? I want them to see 
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that their actions have consequences and that, then, their actions affect other 

people even more. So, these kinds of critical thinking… In what areas of life do I 

need to change what my actions are doing to other people, especially those that 

are really strong [and] dominant, how their actions make other people feel. Yeah, 

so I try to get them to see or understand. We are not an island. Either influence in 

[a] positive way or influence negatively. How should we, you know, how should 

we change or what areas [need] change, and they are pretty honest. I need to let 

other people make the choice. I’m usually the one that gets my way. Yeah. And 

then I think what has been most beneficial is the talk within, like, all the groups. 

For the dominant, you know, it’s hard to look at yourself, like, what are my 

actions? So, those are some of the questions on the paper. So, I try to spend time 

with each group to see. Each group will present. Yeah, I’m not, well, not really 

present because this is a group and their behavior. Yeah, [it] is so different from 

this one. I just want each personality type for the conflict management type to 

understand their own, like, benefits and their own failures. And therefore, what 

areas do you need to change, for those who are really timid? I try to get them to 

see that, you know, the world’s missing out on your voice. Oh, the world needs 

your voice every time. Don’t submit to a dominant leader. Your voice is not 

silence. And I said, you can do that for a while, but pretty soon, you’re going to 

explode. So, you know, it’s bad, not healthy. So, it’s difficult. I’m trying to get 

them to see. You know, so in this process, we’re talking. So, if it’s a heartfelt 

thing, they will talk about it. If they see themselves and they feel this, you know, 

this subject on a personal level, they really want to kind of communicate it. So, we 

can give interesting topics if there are life skills or if they’re somehow 

emotionally relevant to them, they will talk. And that’s my goal, to get them to 

talk. 

Nancy: What do you think are the core contents for the speaking course? 

Darlene: Yes. So, that’s how I look at it, each individual class as a unit. Each class 

is building on something else. You know, the subject of each class is not building. 

Maybe the ability is building but not the subject. One class is reading a map; one 

class is cooking, and one is conflict management. One is this dilemma of this trip. 

Maybe that’s about training. Practical skills, life skills, maybe some others about 
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critical thinking skills. Maybe some related to curriculum teaching objectives, 

sympathy. But, you know, maybe life skills aren’t something that we have every 

week. So, in the class I just finished, we were talking about pet peeves. You know, 

those things that bother people. They have no idea. They don’t know what the 

common phrases and American slang are. So, they only know the one they always 

hear, which is “drives me crazy,” but they all know the common phrases. So, I 

introduced different settings, I asked them to express their own pet peeves. 

Nancy: So that’s more of a life skill. Cultural awareness. Can you be a little bit 

more specific about what kind of conflict management we see? There are different 

types of conflict. 

Darlene: Sure. In conflict management, um, in the book that I’m using, a 

leadership book, there are maybe, I don’t know the exact names, but you have the 

avoider, you have the accommodator, you have the dominator. And each one has a 

little bit of a profile. So, you know, the avoider is the one that always agrees to 

avoid conflict. And then the accommodator is the one who just always agrees to 

make peace and is like a peacemaker. And then you have the dominator, and that 

person usually loves to make all the decisions. So, when four girls are together 

and are, like, where do we go? This person says, well, let’s go for a wander. And 

everybody says, okay, and they go for a wander, that person always makes 

decisions, and that person loves it. So, if someone comes up with a different idea, 

that person can often say, you know, let’s don’t go there, and everyone will 

change with them. And so, if you’re an accommodator, you’ll say, okay, let’s just 

do what you want. So, it’s just a personality type. But there are disadvantages and 

problems involved with all of them. So, acknowledging what your personality 

type is, what problems it can cause or be caused? Because through your 

personality type and how you manage, like, different ideas, what are the outcomes? 

That’s how we teach life skills. That’s how they identify which one they are. 

Nancy: Thank you. Darlene. This is almost one hour. Yeah, maybe we stop here 

for today because I did not want to make you feel too exhausted. Thank you so 

much. See you next time. 

Darlene: You’re welcome. See you next time.   
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Appendix 4 Reflection journals 

One reflection journal from Mr. Xue 

25 May 2019 

This week’s speech course was not satisfactory. The speech structure was not well 

arranged. Although Raymond did not read the script, he did not show many facial 

expressions. Initially, I did not pay much attention to the language aspect, but I 

noticed that when some students tried to comment on their peers’ speech, their 

language proficiency level hindered them. In addition, they showed little interest 

in the explanation of speech structure, deeming it too boring. 

Comments: Problems in students’ poor writing, speech skills, language level, and 

motivation in learning. 

I have been reflecting on my speech course for a long time. How do you motivate 

students? Multidisciplinary knowledge is needed, including art, music, economics, 

politics, science, etc. It is not easy for an EFL teacher to be so knowledgeable. 

Comments: A must and challenges in teacher reflection and knowledge. 

The reasons why a more influential public speaker can attract more listeners lie in 

the following aspects: mastery of voice, acting effect, having a full understanding 

of issues that are currently important, and showing familiarity with cutting-edge 

research. Speech makers need to respect listeners, and the topics should be 

absorbing. Comments: Mr. Xue pinpointed some essential aspects of making a 

good speech. An impartial attitude facilitates communication. 

Total classroom-based teaching is limited and boring, and I am thinking of trying 

an outdoor speech for once. We should work as guides and facilitators in the class, 

and we should impart language skills to students. If students can master enough 

presentation skills, it would be much better. At the same time, we should give 

sufficient time and room for their practice. Students could form a community of 

learning among themselves. 

Comments: Mr. Xue considered pedagogical innovations in his class, and he also 

reflected on teacher roles and student roles. 
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One reflection journal from Ms. Wei 

3 June 2019 

Today, we practiced a debate motion, “This house will ban human cloning,” in 

class. The majority of the students talked only about the harms of human cloning. 

Actually, we can probe this topic. Why is human cloning deemed unacceptable? 

Why is natural birth deemed the ideal birth process? Why are unnatural processes 

often regarded as unethical? The students demonstrated a simple and partial 

understanding, and they lacked an in-depth analysis. 

Comments: Reflecting on students’ problems presented in class. 

I think one reason is they lack general knowledge. They were also severely 

lacking in critical thinking, which is also related to the decreasing quality of the 

students enrolled at our school. Many students told me that they did not read 

anything other than textbooks. When students cultivated under this exam-oriented 

model enter university, their learning and thinking habits pose a great challenge in 

terms of the education we provide. 

Comments: Reflecting on the possible reasons for students’ lack of in-depth 

analysis. 

Although teaching English debate is demanding, it did bring a lot of pleasure to 

our work, and challenges mean opportunities. I think that as one way to help solve 

this problem, we can launch different courses, such as Western History of Thought, 

Readings in Selected Western Classics, or Logic. Additionally, we can choose 

more appropriate materials. Another approach is to provide teacher training on 

debate education. Teachers should improve their own knowledge of the 

humanities. 

Comments: Reflecting on possible solutions to this problem from the teacher 

perspective. 

Students should improve themselves not merely in the language aspect. They 

should also be immersed in and influenced by the humanities. Students should 

improve in the following four aspects: 

Being always to the point 

Broadening their general knowledge 

Critical thinking 

Demonstrating logic 

Comments: Reflecting on possible solutions to this problem from the student perspective.  
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Appendix 5 Classroom observation notes 

Classroom Observation Notes on Oral Communication 

May 2019 

Location: A university in Beijing 

Teacher: Alex (two periods of class, each lasting 45 minutes) 

Teaching procedures Time  Comments 

Student oral presentation 10 

minutes  

Three students presented on the topic, “Do you 

think college students should receive lucky 

money?” 

They lacked speaking skills, mostly reading 

the PPT without making eye contact with 

classmates, and speaking in low voices.  

Student discussion  5 

minutes 

The whole class discussed whether they agreed 

or disagreed with receiving lucky money. 

Some students spoke in Chinese and did not 

participate in the discussion.  

Talking about 

“charisma” 

15 

minutes 

Alex demonstrated “charisma” with examples, 

using voice, gestures, and movements to 

illustrate the concept.  

This proved to be quite useful and created a 

positive classroom atmosphere.  

What is an ideal 

presentation? 

10 

minutes 

Alex gave examples to illustrate a successful 

presentation.  

Toulmin model  20 

minutes 

The Toulmin model was the focus of the class. 

Alex used mind mapping to illustrate the 

interrelations among the six elements of the 

model.  

Students gave their own 

examples following the 

Toulmin model of 

persuasion  

20 

minutes 

Students gave their examples with a claim, 

reasons and warrant. Alex mainly criticized the 

weak links in students’ propositions. Students 

complained that they could not follow his 

instructions and felt frustrated.  

Summary 5 

minutes 

Alex summarised the main points of the day’s 

instructions and required students to think 

more carefully about the link between their 

claims and warrants.  

Arrangements for the 

final-term exam  

5 

minutes  

Alex assigned a persuasive conversation for 

the final-term exam, stressing the importance 

of the Toulmin model. However, many 

students still felt confused. More teacher 

explanation and student training is needed.  
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Classroom Observation Notes on Public Speaking 

May 2019 

Location: A university in Beijing 

Teacher: Mr. Xue (two periods of class, each lasting 45 minutes) 

Teaching procedures Time  Comments 

Warm-up activity  10 minutes One sentence quotation and student 

recitations. Students did very well in 

recitation.  

Speech principles: Find 

one’s favourite topic and 

present it  

5 minutes In addition to using his voice, body, and 

expressions to demonstrate basic speech 

standards, Mr. Xue showed videos to 

present appropriate and inappropriate 

uses of voice, gestures, and facial 

expressions.   

Students were drawn to the class and 

demonstrated a good understanding of 

the content.  

How to use one’s voice 

naturally and effectively 

5 minutes 

How to use gestures in a 

speech 

5 minutes  

How to use facial 

expressions in a speech 

5 minutes 

The use of visual aids  15 minutes  Mr. Xue discussed types of visual aids 

with the help of video demonstrations.  

Student practice  30 minutes Students gave presentations using visual 

aids.  

Teacher comments  15 minutes  Mr. Xue commented on students’ 

voices, gestures, facial expressions, and 

use of visual aids. Generally speaking, 

students did not present natural facial 

expressions due to nervousness. Mr. Xue 

praised the students’ use of visual aids.   
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Classroom Observation Notes on English Debate 

May 2019 Location: A university in Beijing 

Teacher: Ms. Wei (two periods of class, each lasting 45 minutes) 

Teaching procedures Time Comments 

Commenting on student 

assignments on the 

motion, “Should human 

cloning be banned?” 

10 

minutes  

Ms. Wei was dissatisfied with the students’ 

assignments and commented that they were 

muddling through them without in-depth 

thinking.  

Three types of debate 

motions 

10 

minutes 

Ms. Wei used diagrams to teach three types of 

motions (close/literal motions; semi-close 

motions; open-metaphorical motions). Students 

quickly grasped the concepts.  

How to choose motions 10 

minutes  

Ms. Wei explained the criteria (knowledge 

resource of team members; debating positions of 

the team; knowledge of the opposing team’s 

status) by providing illustrative examples.  

Steps to break down a 

policy proposition  

35 

minutes 

Ms. Wei used the “writing a case structure” 

method, which included definition, context, the 

hierarchy of values, criteria, and proof. She used 

examples to do a motion breakdown. 

Nevertheless, many students were still confused 

due to difficult content. More explanations and 

exercises are needed. 

Case development for 

value motions  

20 

minutes  

Resolution analysis; contentions of proof. 

Examples were provided.  

Summary  5 

minutes  

Ms. Wei summarised what was taught that day 

and told students with a grade below B- to 

rewrite the assignment.  

She was very strict.  
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Appendix 6 Sample effective instructional strategy 

Performing guided case analysis in the Debate course 

—Syllabus from Ms. Wei  

Step 1: Summarize the main ideas, and extract major topics 

Trish Regan’s Questions to Liu Xin1  
Questions Topic areas Nature of questions Level of 

difficulty 

1 What is your current assessment of 

the trade talk? Do you believe a deal 

is possible? 

Trade talk  Question of 

evaluation/neutral  

5 

2 How do American businesses operate 

in China even as they risk having their 

property, their ideas, their hard work 

stolen? 

Trade talk  Question of 

refutation/ 

biased/similar to 

Q3  

1 (the 

most 

difficult 

level) 

3 What if we say, “Hi, sure, Huawei, 

come on in! But here is the deal. You 

must share all those incredible 

technological advances that you have 

been working on with us, “will that be 

ok?” 

Trade talk  Question of 

refutation/ 

biased/similar to 

Q2 

2 

4 At what point will China abandon its 

developing nation status and stop 

borrowing from the World Bank? 

Status of 

development  

Question of 

refutation/ biased 

4 

5 What do you think about this: “Let’s 

get rid of the tariffs altogether!” 

Would that work? 

Trade talk  Question of 

evaluation/neutral  

6 

6 How do you define “state capitalism”?  Social system Question of 

refutation/biased  

3 

 

Step 2: Read the scripts carefully, and sort out the two sides’ stances 

I think, in some way, this is part of what everything 

comes back to. It is a sense of trust, and I hear you on 

the forced technology transfer, and I think some of 

the American companies perhaps may make some 

mistakes in terms of being willing to overlook what 

they might have to give up in your term. But this is an 

issue I think where the country as a whole needs to 

step in, and we are seeing the United states do that 

perhaps in a way that hasn’t happened. I mean it’s 

been in the background. Don’t get me wrong—I think 

the previous administrations have identified the 

challenge but have really been a little unwilling to take 

it on… (Trish’s speech scripts) 

Guided analysis of the Text 

(sample discussion questions) 

Is there any key definition or 

concept mentioned in the text? 

Is there any problem/harm 

mentioned in the text? 

Is there any solution proposed in 

the text? 

Is there any other background 

information introduced in the text? 

What is the central idea of the text?  

                                                             
1 Trish Regan is a host from Fox News in America, and Ms. Wei is a host from 

Global China Television Network. 
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Step 3: Challenge the motion from three aspects: harms, efficacy, and inherent values 

 

Step 4: Delve into the background of the case, and explore more relevant topics to 

train students’ higher-order skills 

  

Other sample topics for discussion 

 Developing and developed nations 

 State capitalism 

 Trade protectionism 

 Why is there a trade war? 

Step 1: What is the direct reason for the trade war? 

Forced technology transfer (FTT) 

Step 2: What is the underlying reason for the U.S. to launch the trade war? 

Out of concern for trade fairness;  

The U.S. does not want to see any country challenging its technological leadership 

  

Regan’s 

motion of 

policy 

This house supports the 

trade war with China. 

(restatement of Regan’s 

argument) 

Guided analysis of the 

debate motion 

(sample discussion 

questions) 

Liu Xin’s counter-arguments  

(explicating disagreements 

and providing support for 

refutation) 

Necessity 

of debate  

(attacking 

harms) 

Forced technology 

transfer harms American 

companies’ IP rights; 

U.S. government needs 

to step in to protect 

American companies’ 

rights. 

Is the harm exaggerated? 

Are the facts or evidence 

twisted? 

Does the speaker provide a full 

picture of the status quo? 

 

American companies have 

gained huge profits in China. 

They are willing to continue 

investing in China. 

I do not deny there are cases of 

IP infringements; however, 

you cannot say that China is 

cheating. 

There is consensus in Chinese 

society to protect IP rights. 

Efficacy NA Would the policy solve the 

problem? 

Is there any alternative plan to 

solve the problem? 

Would the policy create more 

problems or harm? 

The launch of a trade war 

would cause more problems.  

Inherent 

values 

American first, 

unilateralism, fairness 

and rule-based trade 

Is there any counter-value 

against the policy? 

Why is the counter-value more 

important? 

If it is through cooperation, 

mutual learning, if it is paid, it 

is OK. We prosper from 

mutual learning.  

Changes must be made by 

mutual consensus and 

multilateral talks. 
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