
 

Chapter 6 – Ying Wang transcript (part 1) 

Chinese English speakers’ language attitude in the context of global Englishes 
 
Hello from China Three Gorges University. I’m Ying Wang, lecturer in applied linguistics and 
sociolinguistics. In the following 15 minutes, I’ll briefly talk about the changing context of 
Chinese speakers’ contact with English, major research perspectives on Chinese speakers’ 
English, and my own research on Chinese English users’ language attitude. 
 
The changing context of Chinese speakers’ contact with English 
 
Chinese speakers’ contact with English language started in 1637 when the first British 
mercantile ships arrived in Canton and Macau. The English were known as ‘red-haired 
barbarians’ at that time. The Chinese government controlled the communication between 
the native Chinese and English merchants. The government also banned the teaching of 
Chinese to the English. While the English find it is extremely difficult to learn Chinese 
language, Chinese people learning English became the best and only solution in order to 
conduct communication for the purpose of the trade. A missionary, William, perceived this 
phenomenon as strange and he noted: 
 

Everywhere else it is expected that time will be devoted to the acquisition of the 
language of the country by strangers; and no-one thinks of going to France, Germany, 
or India to reside, and intending to speak a foreign dialect while there. But here, the 
case is exactly the reverse. Foreigners have for ages come to China from different 
lands for trade, and still all communication is carried on in a foreign tongue. 

 
By the end of nineteenth century, English speakers, including businessmen, missionaries, 
and the colonizers, came to China and, subsequently, the use of English exceeded domain of 
business communication. Missionaries built up missionary schools and colleges successively 
with the attempt to ‘convert the Chinese’. This consequently brought English education into 
classrooms in China.  
 
Till then, the English was mainly from Britain and America. They were people who taught 
Chinese people English language and with whom Chinese speakers contacted. English was 
used by a small number of Chinese people who were doing business with the English or 
working for them or serving them. 
 
Later, English went through ups and downs due to different political, economic, and cultural 
reasons. Because of the foreign policy of New China in its early years, Russian was once a 
foreign language widely learned and taught in China. English regained its popularity since 
1970s, when the Chinese government recovered its relationship with the United States after 
the Cold War and realized the importance of English in its national development, especially 
in four modernizations. English was used by people who constituted some Chinese people 
who had a good command of English in China, and worked in the domain of science and 
technology, media, foreign trade and tourism, and translation. 
 



 

With the start of twenty-first century, English in China moved further into a new era. The 
use of English is expanding. The number of Chinese speakers is growing. English is used by 
people from all walks of life, covering a cline of Chinese bilinguals. While previously Chinese 
speakers mainly used English to communicate with Britons or Americans, Chinese speakers 
are using English to communicate with people from all over the world. This change is 
particularly motivated by China’s entry into the World Trade Organization and is particularly 
evident in the 2008 Olympic Games, 2010 World Expo, and all other sorts of international 
events. 
 
English has become a widely used language accessible to many users in China. The Internet 
offers an easy access to English and English-medium information. The media also provides 
Chinese people with more exposure to English. In short, while English was considered as 
alien for most Chinese people in the past, many Chinese freely code-switch between English 
and Chinese today.  
 
While the context of Chinese speakers’ contact with English has gone through all these 
changes, native English monolingualism has always been central to English education in 
China. British English and American English have been the models of English to be followed 
in English education. Non-conformity to native English norms in the Chinese speakers’ 
linguistic performance has often been criticized as ‘learner English’. In a word, a gap 
emerges between sociolinguistic reality, in which various forms of English are used for 
communication, and assumption in English pedagogy that Chinese learners should strive to 
approximate native or near-native English competence.  
 
[Part 1 finishes here.] 


