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Abstract
[bookmark: OLE_LINK3][bookmark: OLE_LINK1][bookmark: OLE_LINK2][bookmark: OLE_LINK4]English language teaching has had a chequered history in China, reflecting an increasing desire to modernise and participate on the world stage combined with a watchful caution against importing unwanted cultural elements. Change, however, has proceeded rapidly in the last 35 years, and China now provides around 700,000 postgraduate students annually to Western universities. Given this importance to western universities and the concerns surrounding the nature and perceived purposes of English-medium instruction, we believe a better understanding of Chinese ELT is crucial.  This article tracks the changing role and importance of English in China through its language policy for university non-English majors. We do this using a corpus approach to analyse the keywords in the 1986, 1999, 2007 and 2020 iterations of the national curriculum documents. Our results show a focus on language skills has been replaced by employer-friendly communicative requirements, followed by greater student awareness of learning strategies, and most recently, a more culturally sensitive and critical orientation. We offer a study of an EFL curriculum development outside a more familiar Western context, suggesting the value of discourse analyses to understanding key changes in curricula, and revealing that choices regarding language instruction are rarely ‘neutral’ pedagogical decisions.
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1. Introduction 
[bookmark: _Hlk169719605]Due to its role as the lingua franca of international business, science, technology, and diplomacy, proficiency in English is essential for effective global communication. For China, having 36.6 million students enrolled in post-secondary institutions in 2022 (Statistica, 2023), virtually all these students study general English courses as part of their undergraduate education. For non-English majors, this requirement presents considerable challenges as well as opportunities, opening the possibility of successful academic and career trajectories and the chance to further their studies overseas. China, in fact, is the source of the largest group of international students in the world, with 703,000 students leaving for overseas universities in 2019 before Covid and over 3 million taking up overseas postgraduate studies between 1990 and 2016 (EOL, 2017). As a result, English language teaching (ELT) in China has attracted the attention of education scholars (e.g. Lei & Qin, 2022; Li & Baldauf, 2011; You & Dörnyei, 2016) who recognise the considerable challenges involved in such a massive ELT undertaking.

[bookmark: _Hlk170175832]Debates surrounding what to teach and how to teach it have accompanied English teaching for non-English majors at university since the outset of English teaching in the university curriculum (e.g. Cheng, 2016; Cheng & Li, 2021; Yu & Liu, 2018). A crucial factor in these debates concerns the centrally mandated curriculum document issued by the college higher education division of the Ministry of Education (MoE) and which provides the structure for English instruction to non-English majors in almost all Chinese universities. An analysis of these centrally administered documents can therefore help reveal the changing priorities of English instruction in China and indicate how the central government wishes to frame the language, and learning, for students. 

[bookmark: _Hlk170218057]Studies have therefore sought to investigate the implementation of this central curriculum through approved English textbooks and assessment practices (Gu, 2022), reactions to and perspectives on the design of the curriculum (Du & Guan, 2016), the effect of the curriculum (Peng, 2014) and the agency of those implementing it (Cheng & Li, 2021). Relatively underexplored, however, is how the English curriculum has evolved over the years and how the principles behind it have changed. 

In this paper we address this gap to better understand these changes by examining the most recent iteration of the curriculum document, released in 2020, by situating it in the context of the three which preceded it in 1986, 1999 and 2007. To do so, we focus on the language used in these documents using corpus techniques and extracting the salient concepts we find in them. Our research questions are:
1.	What is the main focus addressed in each document with regard to English skills and pedagogy?
2.	How has the focus changed through the four documents?

This discourse analytic perspective allows us to identify the main shifts in policy and track the changes in prescribed ELT objectives over the years without preconceived assumptions. It also allows us to gain insights into changing priorities and approaches which indicate broader shifts in educational and language policy which reflect sociopolitical, economic and technological changes. In other words, we see these documents as tools for cultural and political expression, embodying the MoE’s position on English as a foreign language. By offering a detailed case study of curriculum evolution in a major non-English speaking country, we hope to enrich our understanding more generally of how language policies are formulated, implemented, and transformed in response to changing national and global contexts.

[bookmark: _Hlk170223474]2.	English in Chinese higher education
The issue of whether English should be taught at all polarised opinion in the past. For those leaders supporting the policy of strengthening the country through Western-style “renewal”, the study of English was regarded as essential for acquiring technological expertise and cultivating international trade. For leaders more concerned with the integrity of Chinese culture and structures, English was associated with capitalist expansion and the imperialism of the past, strengthening since the replacement of Russian by English as the dominant L2 following the disruptions of the Cultural Revolution. This sensitivity is reflected in the changing national curriculum for English, in both universities and the schools (e.g. Botha, 2014). Macro-level political shifts have not been solely responsible for educational reforms, however, with several observers noting the “evolutionary compromise” achieved between central bureaucratic objectives and practical exigencies of local classrooms (Lei & Qin, 2022; Wen, 2014). Changes in the English curriculum, however, are clearly located in the socio-political and economic needs of the country at different stages of its development (Amorati & Hajek, 2023; Han & Yin, 2016).

Following the upheavals of the Cultural Revolution, education became a priority to foster new talent in modernizing China, with English becoming firmly established in the education system by 1985 (Goldman, Kumar & Liu, 2008). The advent of compulsory education and the accompanying curriculum restructuring heralded the revamping of English in higher education and this has undergone several changes since then (Li, 2012; Xu & Fan, 2017). “College English”, or the general English course tailored to non-English majors in China, is taught by instructors in the Department of College English who often have lower professional status than their colleagues who teach English majors (Borg & Liu, 2013).

The centralised model of education in China means that CET courses at universities need to align with the MoE administered college English curriculum. Universities typically combine separate English skills courses into one four-semester course called Comprehensive English or Integrated English (综合英语) (Cheng & Wang, 2012; Li, 2012). This is based on a standardised syllabus and sets of similar textbooks, with a corresponding exam called the College English Test (全国大学英语四六级考试) which is administered twice annually to some 10 million students (Gu, 2018). The test has gone through several revisions since its introduction in 1987 to emphasise the speaking and listening components and strengthen the practical application of English in learning and professional environments. The test is widely recognised among Chinese institutions and employers so that passing College English Test Band-4, the first of two levels, has historically been a requirement for graduation. This has, however, often led to a teach-to-the-test orientation in many classes (e.g. Xu & Liu, 2009). 

From the mid-1980s, CET courses have predominantly involved general English tasks with an emphasis on “common core” knowledge, embodying a widespread belief that a knowledge of general English, irrespective of discipline or goals, would provide a solid foundation for students’ future communication needs (Feng, 2009). This principle has meant that students often repeat the same grammar and vocabulary items they encountered in high school (Cai, 2012; Lu, 2013), and found in the mainstream textbooks adopted nationwide (Li, 2012). This centrally imposed orientation has emerged alongside a transformation in Chinese higher education since the 1990s from an elite higher education system to a stage of ‘massification’, with students of very different backgrounds and proficiencies entering a university system of enormously varying quality and levels of English proficiency.  

Despite the scale of the programme and the challenges involved in reform, the Ministry of Education has increasingly stressed the need for CET to develop students’ speaking, listening, reading, writing, and translation skills. Moreover, since 2001 when China joined the World Trade Organization, the increased international engagement of the country sparks the call for more communicative, English for Specific Purposes (ESP) type courses which focus on developing the language skills required for specific contexts such as academic and business communication (Author 1, 2019; Cai, 2012). CET, then, has been characterised over the years by change and an increasing emphasis on the ability of students to communicate effectively, although defined in a restricted way. Change has also come from the ground up, with the MoE allowing a certain latitude in how individual universities interpret the CET curriculum, with some introducing more ESP focused courses within the boundaries provided (e.g., Hu, Li & Lei, 2014; Wen, 2014). 

[bookmark: _Hlk170460430]More extensive reforms have come in a succession of documents from the MoE setting out nationwide curriculum policies, which have appeared in 1986, 1999, 2007 and 2020. However, previous studies have primarily focused on the first three documents. Xu and Fan (2017), for example, hypothesised trends in social development and perceived students’ needs to help explain the changes in the college English curricula. Similarly, Yu and Liu (2018) examined the ESP-oriented changes in college English curricula and commented on whether CET should be completely replaced by ESP. The 2020 curriculum, however, marks a new era as China continues its engagement in the international economy as a global superpower (Sun, 2023; Xu & Knijnik, 2024). This new educational context is coupled with the increasing integration of technology in teaching, reflecting contemporary pedagogical practices and the growing need for digital literacy.
3. Curriculum inquiry
Curriculum inquiry is a critical field of study that explores the processes, structures, and outcomes associated with curriculum design and implementation. Researchers have examined various dimensions of curricula, including their content, pedagogical approaches, and the sociopolitical contexts in which they are developed and enacted. Notable contributions to this field come from scholars such as Tyler (2013), who discussed the principles of curriculum and instruction, and Doll (1996), who argued for a holistic view of curriculum development integrating elements such as objectives, content, learning experiences, and evaluation. The theoretical underpinnings of curriculum inquiry have evolved over time, incorporating perspectives from critical theory, feminist theory, and poststructuralism (c.f. Glatthorn et al., 2019).

One prominent area of curriculum inquiry focuses on the social, economic, and technological dimensions of curriculum development. For instance, researchers have highlighted the significance of culturally responsive teaching and the incorporation of global citizenship to prepare students for an interconnected world (Banks, 2021; Xu & Knijnik, 2024). These studies suggest that curricula should not only focus on academic content but also foster critical thinking, empathy, and active participation in society. Economically, the alignment of curricula with the demands of the labour market has become a pressing concern, so the rapid evolution of industries and the emergence of new job roles require curricula that are adaptive and forward-looking (Jefferson & Anderson, 2021). Other studies have shown that the integration of digital tools and resources can enhance student engagement and facilitate personalised learning experiences (Amorati & Hajek, 2023; Tai, 2023), prompting a re-evaluation of traditional teaching methods.

Studies focusing on the ELT curriculum in China, however, have been primarily concerned with its classroom implementation. For instance, Gu (2022) and Zhou and Zhan (2016) investigated the ways in which curriculum design influences the selection and use of English textbooks, while Cai (2012) and Peng (2014) examined how the curriculum’s assessment practices affected student learning outcomes. Researchers have also investigated the reactions and perspectives of teachers and students in the implementation process. For example, Cheng and Li (2021) explored the ways in which teachers’ professional identities and experiences shape their perceptions of the curriculum’s design and implementation, while Du and Guan (2016) and Li and Zhan (2017) examined students’ attitudes towards the use of English in academic settings. These studies, then, demonstrate an interest in understanding how the ELT curriculum shapes teaching practices, student learning, and teacher experiences.

Despite these extensive investigations, there lacks a systematic description of curriculum documents, especially what the curriculum documents actually say and how they have evolved over time. Such an analysis is crucial for understanding the historical trajectories of curriculum development and the shifting discourses that reflect broader educational and societal changes. It can also offer insights into the continuity and transformation of educational ideologies, policies, and practices across time to provide a richer, more nuanced understanding of curriculum as a dynamic and historically situated phenomenon. 

To do this, we adopt a corpus approach, examining the salient keywords in the 1986, 1999, 2007 and 2020 iterations of the national CET curriculum, as well as why these documents take different positions towards issues of English language teaching. This overcomes the influence of predetermined ideas about the curriculum and its direction, allowing us to characterise the ELT curriculum in terms of the language it uses to describe itself. In the next section we describe the data and explain our approach.

4. Data and methods
Our data consists of the four curriculum documents issued by the Ministry of Education between 1986 and 2020, setting out the orientations and directions of English language teaching for the whole of Chinese higher education. They are the College English Syllabus in 1986 and 1999, College English Curriculum Requirement in 2007, and College English Teaching Guide in 2020. While freely available, the curriculum documents are published only in Chinese. Together these documents comprise 31,513 words (in Chinese), with the number of tokens (or instance of a particular wordform in a text), as shown in Table 1. We can see that the latest version is over 3-times longer than the previous.

Table 1 CET curriculum documents
	Date issued
	No. of words
	No. of tokens

	1986
	3164
	492

	1999
	6267
	740

	2007
	5536
	654

	2020
	16546
	1256

	Total
	31513
	3142



To explore what the curricular documents actually say and how they have evolved over time, we employ a corpus analysis of the texts. This allows us to focus on whatever items that occur most frequent in the data, thus recurrent patterns of keywords and collocates are typically processed “to identify common categories of representation as well as directing analysts to representative texts in order to carry out qualitative analysis” (Baker et al., 2008, p. 275). It should be noted, however, that this is a small collection of texts yielding a limited number of examples (Author 1 & Author 2, 2022), but it does enable us to account for all the instances of the linguistic phenomena under investigation.

We first segmented the Chinese characters in the four original documents using CorpusWordParser, a freeware programme which divides strings of written Chinese into their component ‘words’ (Xiao, 2014). We then confirmed the correctness of the results manually. In order to identify the prominent topics foregrounded in each edition of the CET documents, we then used LancsBox (Brezina, Weill-Tessier, & McEnery, 2021) on the segmented texts to search for those words key to each document. Keywords are those word forms or clusters of words which occur statistically more frequently than expected in each document (Scott & Tribble, 2006), revealing “what a text is ‘about’ or what it boils down to” (Authors, 2022, p.7). They are identified by comparing a target text to a more general ‘monitor’ collection of texts, which reveals the ‘aboutness’ of the text, or the words which distinguish it from other texts (Author 2 & Author 1, 2020). Therefore, keywords help to discern both commonalities and differences across the curricula.

In this case we compared each document against the other three as we were trying to identify the changes in each curriculum, something which would not be possible with a more general collection of texts. We calculated the keyness (or the significance of the difference in each text compared to the other three) using a log-likelihood method. This statistical comparison gives a better characterisation of the differences between collections of texts than simple frequency counts as it identifies items which are most prominent and not just common in each edition of the curriculum.

To investigate emerging issues, we extracted the same frequent topics in each edition and then explored their collocations, or closely associated words, to determine the different discursive positioning of the recurrent themes (Author 1 & Author 2, 2022). Using AntConc, we examined the collocations through the words they most commonly co-occurred with in a bid to identify more specific pedagogical topics. Both authors worked independently to ensure that the features we included in our lists were directly relevant to discussion of the language, teaching and learning-related aspects of ELT at tertiary level, achieving a high inter-rater agreement of 98% on keywords and 97% on collocations before resolving disagreements.

5. Distinguishing the four curricula: keywords
Comparing each edition of the curriculum with the other three, we found 385 keywords which differed across each document and indicated the changing focus, which is our second research question. While we conducted the analyses on the original Chinese texts, as mentioned above, we present the results and examples in English through translation by the first author of this paper. These translations were independently checked by a second native Chinese speaker with advanced English language competency. A final combined review confirmed that the wordings accurately capture the meaning of the original Chinese text. Table 2 shows the 15 keywords with the highest keyness in each edition. 
Table 2  The 15 keywords with the highest keyness value in each document
	1986
	1999
	2007
	2020

	grammar
	advanced
	expected to
	needs

	extensive reading
	inference
	assessment
	assessment

	general service
	disciplinary
	reference
	academic

	learn
	hard sciences
	variety
	platform

	vocabulary
	no less than
	popular
	specific

	usage
	grasp
	monitoring
	relevant

	spelling
	news reports
	higher
	purposes

	acceptable
	measures
	records
	university

	intensive reading
	judgement
	recommendation
	profession

	written translation
	word formation
	tutoring
	field

	idiom
	outline
	instruction
	management

	common core
	textbooks
	self-assessment
	general

	sentence
	pedagogy
	various
	diversity

	English-Chinese
	higher level
	teaching and research
	values

	translation
	with the aid of
	publications
	awareness


[bookmark: _Hlk61395996]
5.1 The 1986 Curriculum
The keywords in the 1986 edition manifest a primary concern with basic language skills, such as grammar, vocabulary, spelling and translation; a focus on familiarising students with lexical and grammatical resources (1), particularly with the goal of enabling students to translate between English and Chinese (2)[footnoteRef:1]:   [1:  Examples are numbered for convenience and are direct quotations from the curriculum documents] 

(1)	Able to use the learned vocabulary and grammatical structures to make phrases and sentences (1986)
(2)	Able to achieve English-Chinese translation with correct spelling of general service words (1986)

The fact that grammar, vocabulary, idiom and sentence are keywords point to the pedagogical attention the curriculum designers wanted teachers to pay to language.  This follows a traditional understanding of language proficiency as control of linguistic units as a way of producing acceptable usage (Feng, 2009). This objective dominates a great deal of school teaching in China today and was specified explicitly in the 1986 CET curriculum (3) and (4). This was to be achieved by urging teachers to employ extensive and intensive reading.
(3)	Able to master 5000-5300 vocabulary items as well as a certain number of idioms (1986)
(4)	Further to enlarge and deepen students’ grammatical knowledge, and emphasise their use of grammatical structures in communication (1986)
(5) Able to master 600-650 vocabulary (20% of them can be learned by extensive reading and other activities)   (1986)

5.2 The 1999 curriculum
Nearly 15 years later the expanding economy had increased economic and social demands on students with surveys showing dissatisfaction among companies with graduates’ speaking and writing ability in English (c.f., Cai, 2012; Wen, 2014). The curriculum revision promoted translation as an essential language skill and the notion of language competence was extended from the basic skills to communicative requirements with keywords now including the ability to make inferences and judgements (6) as well as a greater recognition of disciplinary and scientific requirements (7).  
(6) Able to read articles of general purposes, grasp main ideas and the supporting details, and make certain analysis, inference and judgement (1999)
(7) Courses aiming to improve students’ practical ability should incorporate disciplinary and higher-level English courses (1999)

Textbooks also make an appearance in the 1999 edition, signifying the pivotal role in teaching assigned to them by the curriculum developers. Textbooks offer an obvious and structured way of bringing the curriculum to the classroom and the curriculum was clear on how these should be used:
(8) Textbooks should provide the best language samples for classroom teaching and materials for systematic and targeted language practice activities (1999)
(9) Teachers should make full use of the language materials provided by textbooks to organize effective classroom teaching and guide students in their self-study outside of class (1999)

5.3 The 2007 Curriculum
The CET curriculum was further revised in 2007 to meet the changing needs of society for graduates able to communicate internationally in English. For the first time, a system guided by theories of foreign language teaching was introduced, stressing learning strategies and intercultural communication (Cai, 2012). The objective was to develop students’ ability to use English, especially in listening and speaking, ‘so that in their future study, work, and social interactions, they will be able to exchange information effectively’ (Wang, 2010, p.5). The keywords also reveal that this is the point where more pedagogical issues enter the lists, with topics concerning materials, practice and management of teaching beginning to register an increased keyness. Words like assessment, monitoring of learning and self-assessment appear (10) as well as the encouragement to read advanced disciplinary texts (11):
(10) Formative assessment facilities the effective monitoring of students’ autonomous learning, and is particularly important in implementing the computer- and classroom-based teaching model (2007)
(11) Able to read publications in the discipline and grasp main ideas precisely (2007)

5.4 The 2020 Curriculum
2020 is the latest revision of the CET curriculum. While the document mentions the need to develop students’ cross-cultural awareness, ‘cultural literacy’ and the ability to think critically, the keywords show there is also a shift towards more specific varieties of English informed by academic, university and professional needs as seen in (12) and (13). This move responds to repeated calls from academics over the past decade for the CET to break with the general English, ‘discipline-neutral’ model and initiate a more English for Academic Purposes approach (e.g. Cai, 2012, Cheng, 2016).
(12) ELT courses aim to equip students with English language skills for academic or professional purposes and enable students to communicate internationally in academic and professional fields (2020)
(13) To help students improve their ability in disciplinary studies and research work by use of English, especially the ability in English communication in disciplinary fields (2020)

Another change introduced by the 2020 document is a new emphasis on technology and course platforms in teaching (14), perhaps partly influenced by online teaching during the pandemic, but responding to the growing use of IT in higher education in China.
(14) Course platforms provide technical support to evaluation of online teaching, ensuring that the platform evaluation is well integrated with teaching while effectively promoting online teaching (2020)

Another keyword worth mentioning here is the stress on values and awareness of cultural issues. This is a clear acknowledgement of those resisting a move to EAP and who wish to strengthen CET’s goals of cultivating students’ humanistic qualities and an international perspective (15). 
(15) To broaden students’ international horizons, escalate their cultural understandings and shape right values on world and life (2020)

In sum, these keywords give us an additional insight to curriculum developers’ goals while revealing the shifts of pedagogical and knowledge foci in ELT in China. They also demonstrate the extent of the shift from basic language skills for general purposes to more real-world practical use of English in specific contexts. A deeper understanding of these issues can be seen in the way these documents take different positionings towards common issues of English language teaching.

[bookmark: _Hlk170914975]6. Further distinctions: collocations to common issues across the curricular 
A frequency count of all words in the curriculum documents shows that English, competence, teaching and students are among the 10 most common words shared in the four editions. Given that these items are essential to any English curriculum, this is probably not surprising, but what is more interesting is how their emphasis changes over the 35 years in these documents. Focusing on the immediate collocates of these four words, we are able to explore “the associations and connotations they have, and therefore the assumptions which they embody” (Stubbs, 1996, p. 172). 

In the following sections we present the most frequently occurring collocates together with the strength of the association between them. The Mutual Information (MI) score is calculated on the basis of the number of times a pair is found together versus the number of times it occurs separately and is therefore a measure of collocational strength (Hunston, 2022). The higher the MI score, the stronger the link between two items and the lower the possibility it occurs by chance. 

6.1 Collocates of ‘English’
[bookmark: _Hlk76241747]English is, of course, the core of CET, referring to its use as a foreign language and proficiency goal. It collocates most often and most strongly with teaching across all four documents, but is increasingly presented in a wide framing, with more collocates across the years as the requirements and number of words expand in the documents (Table 3). 
Table 3 Strongest collocates of English in each document
	1986
	1999
	2007
	2020

	collocates
	freq
	MI
	collocates
	freq
	MI
	collocates
	freq
	MI
	collocates
	freq
	MI

	teaching
	44
	8.23
	teaching
	63
	9.03
	teaching
	104
	9.45
	teaching
	297
	13.44

	to undertake
	21
	8.15
	to be translated into
	8
	8.92
	disciplinary
	8
	9.30
	competence
	91
	10.78

	vocabulary
	27
	7.49
	vocabulary
	20
	8.53
	able to use
	4
	8.19
	teachers
	56
	9.72

	improve
	10
	7.38
	language use
	24
	8.34
	classroom
	4
	8.19
	students
	128
	9.00

	able to use
	6
	7.16
	articles
	8
	8.08
	vocabulary
	9
	7.38
	academic
	16
	8.88

	
	
	
	pronunciation
	8
	8.08
	broadcast
	3
	7.30
	able to use
	5
	8.16

	
	
	
	to undertake
	14
	7.77
	seminars
	3
	7.30
	high school
	6
	7.53

	
	
	
	
	
	
	publications
	4
	6.60
	language use
	14
	7.41

	
	
	
	
	
	
	competence
	36
	5.92
	to use
	18
	6.53

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	lectures
	4
	6.48

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	to undertake
	36
	6.31

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	publications
	4
	6.26

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	disciplinary
	24
	6.11

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	textbooks
	13
	6.09



In 1986 English collocated with a limited number of items, largely referring to vocabulary building and improving grammar so students were able to use English effectively (16). Vocabulary and language use remain strongly associated with English in 1999, but pronunciation (17) and translation (18) are added. 
(16) To master 3800-4000 English vocabulary and a certain number of idioms and identify new words by basic lexical formation (1986)
(17) Correct English pronunciation, strong grammatical use, a large vocabulary and proficient lexical use contribute to the efficiency of foreign language learning and the development of language competence (1999)
(18) Able to translate Chinese articles into English with the aid of dictionary, and ensure the translation is grammatically correct and expresses the idea, completed by 350 Chinese characters per hour (1999)

We also see the mastery of English features and skills assumed in language learning and proficiency acquisition as increasingly situated in the use of different genres, such as lectures, seminars and research articles (19 & 20)
(19) Able to understand English-medium lectures and seminars (2007)
(20) Able to successfully read articles on English newspapers and discipline-related publications such as English research articles, editorials etc. (2020)

Identifying target genres in this way reveals how the curriculum designers are pushing programmes towards academic and professional uses as well as encouraging students to orient to and interpret particular communicative situations. English proficiency is now becoming situated literacy and encouraging teachers to move beyond narrowly conceived and imagined contexts for language use (Author 2, 2018). 

This awareness of situated language study is also apparent in the association of English with disciplinary and academic rather than the more general able to use and to undertake. We see in (21) and (22) how the earlier curricula expressed objectives relating to students’ use of English to participate in daily communication. In the more recent iterations, however, we can see the designers recognising that students need English to succeed in their academic studies and professional careers (Cheng, 2016; Ruan & Leung, 2012) (23 & 24).
(21) Able to understand basic classroom and daily expressions, and use English to answer the questions teachers raise about textbooks in English (1986) 
(22) Able to respond to and repeat the teaching content in textbooks and listening materials, and use English to conduct daily communication (1999)
(23) Able to have a good command of general academic English and occupational English (2020)
(24) Able to understand disciplinary English lectures and oral briefings related to job positions and tasks at future workplace (2020)

Vocabulary continues to loom large in the 2007 curriculum but, like translation, does not appear in 2020. Instead, communicative competence is a recurrent theme in both documents, stressing the context in which English will be used:  
(25) Teaching activities seek to address students’ language problems in disciplinary learning and cultivate their English competence related to disciplinary learning (2020)
(26) The objective of college English teaching is to cultivate students’ English competence of language use, strengthen their cross-cultural awareness and communicative competence and foster the spirit of liberal arts and critical thinking (2020)

6.2 Collocates of ‘competence’
This changing view of English is also expressed in how competence is positioned in college English teaching. As shown in Table 4, there seems to have been a shift from understanding competence as some control over the four main language skills in 1986 (27 & 28) to take on a wider significance in later editions as China opens to the world and seeks to play a greater role on the international stage (29 & 30):
[bookmark: _Hlk76241866][bookmark: _Hlk76241843](27) Cultivate students’ reading competence, the competence of listening and translation and the competence of basic writing and speaking (1986)
(28) In the cultivation of reading, listening, writing and speaking competence, the focus is on accuracy and fluency (1986)
(29) To strengthen students’ spirits of innovation, entrepreneurship and patriotism and the competence of international exchange (2020)
(30) From the perspective of national strategy, college English courses seek to cultivate and reserve talents who possess an international vision, are capable of cross-cultural exchange and have the competence of global governance (2020)








Table 4 Strongest immediate collocates of competence in each document
	1986
	1999
	2007
	2020

	collocates
	freq
	MI
	collocates
	freq
	MI
	collocates
	freq
	MI
	collocates
	freq
	MI

	speaking
	9
	8.40
	language use
	24
	10.62
	comprehension
	11
	10.16
	language use
	14
	13.75

	lexical
	12
	8.36
	translation
	6
	9.76
	language use
	9
	9.59
	self-assessment
	43
	10.44

	language
	26
	7.31
	speaking
	6
	9.76
	self-assessment
	3
	9.39
	comprehension
	27
	9.38

	reading
	35
	6.17
	lexical
	11
	8.33
	cultivation
	20
	8.37
	operation
	4
	9.18

	
	
	
	writing
	8
	8.03
	writing and translation
	10
	7.68
	reaching
	6
	8.72

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	communication
	6
	8.25

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	interpretive
	59
	8.16

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	cultivation
	5
	7.47

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	critical thinking
	4
	5.92

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	international exchange
	4
	5.91

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	global governance
	4
	5.91

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	productive
	4
	5.91



Another trend in the collocates of competence shown in Table 4 is a move from the basic language skills in the first two editions of the curriculum to specific skills of learning (31) and language use (32)
(31) Students play a leading role in the assessment of college English courses and should actively participate in the assessment, so students’ competence of self-assessment and peer assessment (2020)
(32) College English courses can cultivate students’ understanding and interpretive competence of Chinese cultures (2020)

Competence is increasingly socially contextualised in the particular career and social needs of students and society. As seen in (33) and (34), there is greater awareness of using English for practical outcomes and in specific environments:
(33) English practical competence refers to the use of English in the communication in study, life and career (2020)
(34) To focus on the use of English for particular purposes and strengthen students’ competence of professional and academic communication and workplace operation (2020)

This attempt to pin down notions of competence in language education rather than taking its implication for granted is particularly apparent in the 2020 version of the CET with collocates such as communication, critical thinking and productive encouraging an emphasis on language use and motivating classroom practices which set goals for student development.
(35) In order to effectively cultivate students’ communication competence, especially their productive competence, universities are supposed to control class sizes of college English courses (2020)
(36) Universities should enhance formative assessment in the course of teaching, emphasising the assessment of spoken communication, cross-cultural communication and critical thinking competence (2020)

6.3 Collocates of ‘teaching’
The way that English should be taught is a controversial issue in China (Li & Baldauf, 2011; Wen, 2018) as traditional, grammar-translation traditionalists fight it out with those influenced by Western EAP and learner-centred approaches (Cai, 2012). This is reflected in the ways that teaching is collocated in the curricular across years (Table 5). 
[bookmark: _Hlk76241888]Table 5 The strongest collocates of teaching in each document
	1986
	1999
	2007
	2020

	collocates
	freq
	MI
	collocates
	freq
	MI
	collocates
	freq
	MI
	collocates
	freq
	MI

	various
	4
	9.35
	guideline
	14
	9.37
	management
	9
	12.59
	management
	46
	14.53

	guideline
	7
	8.55
	improve
	3
	8.59
	assessment
	27
	10.76
	internet
	30
	14.00

	language
	26
	6.10
	effective
	3
	6.41
	teachers’
	7
	9.42
	guideline
	8
	13.34

	
	
	
	content
	19
	5.72
	teachers in
	3
	9.19
	content
	40
	12.63

	
	
	
	
	
	
	guideline
	4
	8.40
	foreign language
	17
	12.56

	
	
	
	
	
	
	content
	8
	7.11
	resources
	42
	11.29

	
	
	
	
	
	
	improve
	9
	6.61
	reform
	9
	10.94

	
	
	
	
	
	
	reform
	2
	5.20
	system
	13
	10.41

	
	
	
	
	
	
	online
	3
	4.18
	effective
	6
	9.88

	
	
	
	
	
	
	resources
	5
	3.07
	online
	7
	9.69

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	improve
	6
	8.59

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	task
	8
	8.25

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	notion
	9
	7.75

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	students in
	12
	6.63

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	literacy
	15
	5.78

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	guideline
	15
	5.78

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	ideology
	21
	5.53

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	needs
	24
	5.13

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	theory
	6
	4.78

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	implicit
	6
	4.78

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	integration
	14
	4.28


Perhaps the most striking result in Table 4 is the increasing attention given to the roles of teachers and students in teaching, encouraging their participation in the process of learning and acknowledging the crucial involvement of human agency rather than merely anonymous materials and practices (35) and (36). 
(35) To create and meet local conditions to undertake various teaching and research activities, and encourage the active role of teachers in teaching and research (2007)
(36) Teaching methods seek to reflect the practicality, informativeness and entertainment of English teaching, contributing to the central importance of students in teaching and the leading role of teachers in teaching (2020)

The emphasis in teaching is also increasingly placed on the practicalities of effective classroom instruction, through the content that should be taught and the importance of assessment in teaching. This concern is also explicit in the curricula in the strong collocation of teaching with the management of teaching and the importance of the resources used in the classroom (37 & 38). 
(37) Teaching management involves management on teaching objective, process and quality as well as building and management of teachers (2020)
(38) Universities are supposed to build teaching resources in terms of hardware, software and course resources (2020)

There is, however, an emphasis on pedagogy and how English might be taught rather than only what is taught. In particular, we see the emergence of an appreciation of the role of technology and the importance of teaching through the resources available online:  
(39) Online teaching as a new teaching mode needs to encompass a whole process of teaching, learning, feedback and management (2007)
(40) College English teaching needs to emphasise the role of modern technology in English teaching and promote the integration of teaching with modern technology (2020)


6.4 Collocation of ‘students’
The final high frequency item across all CET documents is ‘students’, who represent the target and rationale of the English curriculum. Collocations of the term in these texts shape how teaching activities are understood (Liu, 2016) and the relationship of teaching, learning and classroom practices to those studying. Table 6 shows not only that there are now more references to students in the documents, but they are seen in an active way, to be motivated, encouraged, engaged, improved and enabled, rather than simply as passive receivers of the curriculum.  
[bookmark: _Hlk76242041]Table 6 The strongest collocates of students in each document
	1986
	1999
	2007
	2020

	collocates
	freq
	MI
	collocates
	freq
	MI
	collocates
	freq
	MI
	collocates
	freq
	MI

	cultivate
	8
	9.34
	efficient
	11
	9.42
	motivate
	5
	12.28
	cultivate
	32
	11.28

	use
	19
	8.38
	entering the university
	11
	8.97
	personalised
	6
	11.70
	learning
	24
	10.44

	
	
	
	improve
	26
	7.27
	autonomy
	6
	11.70
	personalised
	13
	10.03

	
	
	
	
	
	
	assessment
	8
	10.37
	motivate
	5
	9.47

	
	
	
	
	
	
	cultivate
	10
	9.39
	encourage
	14
	9.31

	
	
	
	
	
	
	of different levels
	2
	6.86
	of higher level
	5
	8.72

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	engage
	8
	8.50

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	extend
	8
	8.50

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	self-access
	15
	7.88

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	improve
	41
	6.06

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	needs
	24
	5.75

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	enable
	11
	5.13



In the earlier editions, collocates like cultivate, use and improve (41) suggest a passive target for curriculum initiatives or, with the high frequency of entering the university, as administrative units (42).
(41) The ultimate objective is to cultivate students’ competence of written or spoken communication (1986)
(42) Students, entering the university, need to take placement tests and are assigned to different English classes according to the test scores (1999) 

Later editions lay greater stress on the importance of motivation, encouragement and engagement, recognising that students are not empty vessels but require classes that generate excitement and a willingness to learn: 
(43) To observe, evaluate and monitor students’ learning process and motivate students to learn effectively (2007)
(44) To foster a sustainable pedagogical approach which integrates teacher-led guidance with proactive student engagement (2020)

The reference to students taking ‘responsibility’ and to ‘individual learning habits and strategies’ in example 44 is reinforced in the collocates list in Table 6. Here we see explicit suggestions of what these exhortations to more student-centredness might mean in practical terms in references to self-access and collaborative activities (45-46): 
(45) To adapt teaching methods to different courses and needs and motivate students to develop their self-access ability and personal learning strategies (2020)
(46) To encourage students to engage in collaborative activities and to take responsibility for their own studies which fit individual learning habits and strategies (2020)

Overall, however, the 2020 curriculum is the culmination of a process moving English courses increasingly away from generalised conceptions of language and learning towards a more specific focus on student needs and personal development (47-48):
(47) A balanced development of students’ language skills is advocated, and college English teaching practiced in different universities, faculties and disciplines is also encouraged to place certain emphasis on particular language skills which can meet students’ needs (2020)
(48) College English courses are set up properly and serves the educational objective of universities and the needs of talent cultivation and students’ personalised development (2020)

In sum, the changing collocations we have identified in the ELT common issues offer a more nuanced picture of these documents, suggesting a shift in focus from mastering a substantial vocabulary and grammatical structures to emphasising cross-cultural awareness, critical thinking, and the integration of modern technology in teaching. This progression also reflects a change from an emphasis on the control of linguistic units and accurate usage, to a more learner-centered and context-specific concerns which highlight ESP, EAP and even global engagement in response to changing educational and professional demands. 

7. Discussion
The evolution of the CET curricula in China from 1986 to 2020 can be understood through Doll’s (1996) perspective of curriculum development which advocates for curricula that are flexible, responsive to sociocultural change and centred on the development of the whole person. He integrates objectives, content selection, learning experiences, and evaluation to ensure that the curriculum remains relevant and effective. Here objectives and goals are situated in the socio-cultural context and are responsive to changes in society and knowledge (Glatthorn et al., 2019), and serve as a guide for selecting content, methods, and assessment strategies (Doll, 1996).

As we have seen, the 1986 curriculum aimed to develop foundational language skills such as grammar, vocabulary, and translation with the goals expanding in 1999 to include communicative competence, inference and practical language use with the expanded use of authorised textbooks. In the 2007 iteration, the perspective of developers had advanced to incorporate higher-order thinking skills and intercultural communication. In 2020 the curriculum focused on specialized varieties of English for academic, professional, and cross-cultural communication, integrating modern technology and online learning platforms to enhance educational outcomes. The content and outcomes of these different curricular were accompanied by evolving changes in the organization of learning experiences and evaluation methods. In 1986 the curriculum relied on methods such as extensive reading and grammar exercises, incorporating more practical activities in 1999 and more diverse learning experiences in 2007, including formative assessments and strategies for autonomous learning. The 2020 curriculum went further by integrating technology, online platforms, and collaborative activities, making learning more interactive. Evaluation methods also evolved, from basic proficiency tests to comprehensive formative assessments, peer assessments, and continuous feedback mechanisms, ensuring the curriculum remained responsive to students’ needs and global educational trends.

Like all curricular, the university English curriculum in China has been responsive to changing social and political needs. The CET is evolving to meet the increasing demand for English at both national and individual levels, driven by China’s expanding internationalization and participation in the global economy. 

The 1986 curriculum emerged in the early stages of China’s reform and opening-up policy and was designed to equip students with basic English skills necessary to assist the country’s initial steps towards modernization. By 1999, China had experienced substantial economic growth and increased international engagement, particularly after joining the World Trade Organization in 2001. The 1999 curriculum responded to these changes by emphasising practical language skills that would be useful for a workforce capable of participating in global commerce, aligning with political goals of fostering a globally competitive economy. The 2007 curriculum was introduced during a period of significant global expansion and increasing international influence for China. By this time, China had established itself as a major global economic power, and there was a growing emphasis on intercultural competence and global communication. The 2020 curriculum was developed in the context of China’s continued rise as a global superpower and international influence. In this latest stage, China has sought to build a programme of global governance (Sun, 2023; Xu & Knijnik, 2024). As a consequence, the curriculum underscores the importance of cross-cultural communication, preparing students to navigate the complexities of global professional environments, social roles and cultural exchanges. Additionally, the integration of technology and online teaching platforms are means towards China’s efforts to update and upgrade the effectiveness of its education.

Examining these documents therefore reveals a complex weave of globalization, national identity, and the pressures of economic modernization. Our study takes a rather novel approach, starting with texts rather than social change, and enables a systematic account to emerge. We provide discursive “emic” categories which enrich and overcome the limitations of earlier studies. We believe this approach avoids cherry-picking content to support preconceived assumptions (e.g., Xu & Fan, 2017) and evades sweepingly descriptive narratives based on speculative readings of the texts (e.g., Yu & Liu, 2018). 

Our focus on the discoursal representation of these changes, we believe, more accurately reflect the considerable social and economic changes experienced by China in its recent history. Globalization has positioned English as a key asset for economic advancement and international collaboration, driving the curriculum towards practical language use. However, China’s steps into the international economy have always been tentative and measured, touched by concerns about cultural hegemony and the potential threat to its culture and political well-being. This tension between global integration and cultural independence underlies these curriculum reforms, reflecting broader debates about national identity in the face of globalization.  As China continues to refine its approach to English education, it faces the challenge of balancing these competing priorities.

8. Conclusion
This study examines the evolution of China’s CET curriculum over the four editions of its lifespan from 1986 to 2020, employing keyword and collocation analyses to identify shifts in focus and pedagogical approaches. The findings reveal a significant transformation in the curriculum’s orientation, moving from an emphasis on basic language skills and general English proficiency to a more nuanced, contextualised approach addressing academic and professional needs. Key changes include: a shift from grammar-translation methods to communicative and learner-centred approaches; increased attention to disciplinary and scientific English; greater recognition of technology’s role in language teaching; and a growing emphasis on critical thinking, cross-cultural awareness, and global engagement.

We have highlighted how curriculum designers have sought to juggle conflicting demands: for general or specific purposes English, for form-focused or communicative uses, and whether English is principally a tool for economic development or vehicle for instilling humanistic values. Our keyword and collocation analyses offer a unique insight into a centralised EFL curriculum developed outside a western country and help show something of the changing foci of those curricula. These changes recognise both the evolving role of English in China and acknowledge that choices regarding language curriculum in higher education are not isolated from events in the wider world but are responsive to wider political and educational factors. At the same time, the ways students are taught and learn English at university has an impact on the English proficiency of the thousands of international students who appear in many postgraduate courses in Western universities. An understanding of this background can therefore illuminate teachers’ understanding of the students they find in their classes and help inform their expectations of and interactions with these students. 

Moving forward, further studies may explore whether the curriculum changes can be seen in other items than the most frequent. It would also be interesting to see how the 2020 syllabus is being rolled out and implemented. China is a vast country with huge discrepancies in educational provision due to differences in regional development and the urban/rural disparity. Universities differ massively in status and resources, teachers have varied levels of training and expertise, and students enter university with huge differences in English proficiency (Cheng & Li, 2021). The uptake of a curriculum with a focus on communication and performance in English rather than on knowledge of the language will be a considerable challenge for many undergraduates. Nevertheless, the change of the national ELT curriculum and its underpinning language ideology can help English instructors in the western world better understand the language backgrounds of the large population of Chinese students they enrol annually.  
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