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Abstract: CBI is a content-centered EFL teaching approach. It has proven to be appropriate to the needs of specific learners.
The CBI programs around the world are successful and meaningful. The learners’ needs for EFL in China can be described as a
pyramid with four categories: test purpose, professional purpose, communicative purpose and mastering purpose. Applying CBI
to college English courses in China can improve the status of language learners’ needs for testing towards for professional and
communicative purposes.
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1. Introduction
As an approach to foreign language education,
content-based instruction (CBI) refers to the integration of
language learning as well as content learning. CBI is a totally
different method of teaching from traditional foreign language
teaching methods in so far as “language proficiency is
achieved by shifting the focus of instruction from the learning
of language per se to the learning of language through the
study of subject matter” [1]. The CBI approach has the
potential to enhance students’ motivation, to accelerate
students’ acquisition of language proficiency, to broaden
cross-cultural knowledge, and to make the language learning
experience more enjoyable and fulfilling. [2] A typical CBI
curriculum should be subject-matter based, using authentic
language and texts and meeting the needs of particular units of
students. In an era of language teaching centering on the
concept of developing students’ Communicative Competence,
CBI is truly suitable for enhancing the development of
students’ four language skills (listening, speaking, writing and
reading) emphasizing the functional use of language in real
settings. [3].
There are numerous CBI programs throughout the world. In
Canada as early as 1960s, CBI was introduced to second
language “immersion” programs for K-12 students as a
methodological milestone. Since then, meaningful and
noticeable language programs in universities emerged in

succession such as business courses in French at Drury
College, a scientific-technical program in French at Napier
College in Scotland, political studies courses at George
Washington University in Russia, a course in anthropology in
Japanese at Brown University and many others. [4] The
general success of those programs indicates it is possible to
implement CBI in a variety of ways reaching a positive
outcome as long as the administrative support is adequate and
teachers’ commitment to CBI philosophy is consistent.

2. Characteristics of CBI Projects
Around World
Considering all the pros and cons, CBI presents a
challenging while rewarding alternative to traditional foreign
language approaches. In the long run, CBI is a language
teaching method worth the previous commitment to it. From
the related projects already implemented, some valuable
characteristics of CBI can be noticed.
2.1. Content (Subject)-Centered
All the programs related to CBI were organized around the
study of content (subject) rather than the study of grammar or
language itself. Nevertheless, the choice of content and the
way in which it was presented varied widely depending on the
aims of each individual program and the needs of particular a
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group of students.
With regard to teaching materials, a viable approach is to
replace textbooks with a series of authentic materials taken
from a broad variety of sources such as newspapers,
magazines, TV shows, radio programs, films, and the like. [5]
Meanwhile, it is significant to allow some time developing a
library of “authentic materials”, planning the scope of topics,
preparing activities to absorb them. For example, when
choosing internet materials, teachers should consider the
needs and interests of students carefully. Additionally,
students should have access to electronic devices in order to
increase their motivation to learn. [6] Furthermore, genuine
classroom activities in which students are actively engaged
should be strongly encouraged. [7]

purposes and mastering purposes.

2.2. Challenge-Based Teaching
In order for CBI projects to function well and achieve their
ultimate teaching goals, instructors should be more than
skillful language teachers. They must be knowledgeable of the
subject area taught and should be well qualified to deliver the
knowledge to their students. [8] Under such circumstances, a
team-teaching approach is often essential commonly with one
language instructor and one subject instructor in the team. But
this approach is not the only solution to face the challenge. [9]
Single teacher approach can also be efficient and successful as
long as the language instructor is knowledgeable about the
related subject or has received proper training in the related
subject. Apart from that, Berger (2014) also found that
game-based method in EFL classrooms can develop learners’
motivation and make the learning process more
student-oriented, which demands teachers to have higher
activity organizing skills. [10]
2.3. Appropriate to the Needs of Specific Students
The subjects, topics, content, materials, and teaching
activities should meet the linguistic, cognitive, and
communicative needs of the students and should be
appropriate to their professional needs and personal interests.
[11] Another aspect to be noted is about the course syllabus.
Brown (2007), for instance, argued that within the profession
of language teaching for specific purposes, language course
syllabuses can be more motivating for students when they are
closely connected to students' specialty courses. [12]

3. Meets the Needs of EFL Students
According to some scholars like Liuoliene, A. and
Metiuniene, R. (2006), learners' needs or motivation is an
essential “driving force” in learning a foreign language. The
more intense the needs, the more autonomous learning the
students can have in the acquisition process. [13] After
engaging in EFL teaching in College in China for 15 years, I
found it significant to take learners’ needs into consideration
while teaching English as a foreign language. I have tried to
categorize the needs of Chinese EFL learners into 4 levels: for
a test purpose; for a professional purpose; for communication

Figure 1. EFL four levels of needs in China.

Form figure 1 we can see that the 4 levels of needs of
different EFL learners pile up as a pyramid. Each learner’s
need can be regarded as a pinpoint inside this pyramid. The
learners with different needs learn English for a different
purpose with a different relevant point of the pyramid. A
considerable number of learners may have multiple purposes
as it is shown in the dotted line area. And a learner’s need may
develop form the bottom toward the top of the pyramid.
Learners for testing purposes constitute the majority of the
Chinese EFL learners. This massive group of people begin to
learn English from primary school to high school (age 6-18).
They learn English just to pass all the examinations they may
have during their 12 school years and they might not have a
chance to use English to communicate in their life span.
Some of learners for testing purposes eventually enter a
university or institute with a major. The needs of this category
of learners tend to shift from testing to professional purposes
if they want to understand articles in English within their
major, use English to communicate with their foreign
colleagues or deliver a speech in English in an international
conference. At the same time, some learners may have the
possibility to visit or study in an English speaking country in
the future, to know more about foreign countries, to enjoy
original English movies and literature or make foreign friends.
This group of learners develop the needs of learning English
for communication purposes. The professional and
communication purposes may co-exist for learners of an
intermediate level (mostly undergraduate students). These two
type of needs differ but are closely related to the same
important position as shown in figure 1.
Only an insignificant number of EFL learners ultimately
develop the needs for mastering purposes. These learners are
seeking the fluency of English as their native language.
Mastering purpose always matches those learners who are
language teachers, researchers, translators, diplomats and the
like. Because of the small quantity of this group of learners, it
will not be discussed in this article.
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4. The Effects of CBI on Chinese EFL
Learners
According to the characteristics of CBI mentioned earlier,
the elements of CBI should meet the needs of a specific group
of learners. So it is of great necessity to analyze the needs of
EFL of undergraduate students in Chinese universities.
As language teachers in higher education, we hope that
most of the learners have the required needs to learn English
for professional or communication purposes, as it is indicated
in figure 2.
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A key reason for this result lies in the fact that the content of
the college English course instigated no interest in those
learners who found the content neither related to their
profession development nor practical to enhance their English
communicating skills. In summary, to improve the status quo
of EFL learners in Chinese colleges, a content- based
instruction reforming the college English courses is worth
trying.
As language instructors, it is our job to change learners’
needs from the status quo in figure 3 towards the ideal status in
figure 2. Given the characteristics of CBI mentioned earlier,
applying CBI to coaching EFL learners in Chinese colleges
are more likely to have positive effects on EFL learners’ needs
for language learning.

5. Conclusion

Figure 2. The needs of undergraduate students in Chinese universities: ideal
status.

As for the status quo of EFL learners in China, in a survey I
conducted among non-English majors, 981 undergraduates in
my university took part in it and 468 students (48%) declared
that they learn English in order to pass the examinations
required to graduate; only 223 (23%) students claimed they
need English to reinforce their profession or academic
improvements and 290 (30%) students learn English to
expand their horizon and communicate with people from
different culture. Therefore, the status quo in Figure 3 presents
a different situation from Figure 2.

CBI has several advantages in as much as it is a
content-centered language teaching method suited to specific
learners' needs increases teaching efficiency, integrates CBI
in college English courses to improve students’ learning
needs. By implementing CBI, students may gain a new
interest in English learning for professional or
communicating purposes rather than to fulfill a course
requirement or pass a course test. Meanwhile, we shouldn’t
neglect the complexity of setting a thorough CBI college
English course system in one particular college with lots of
major choices for undergraduates, since for different majors
the content of the English course should differ accordingly.
To adopt CBI, English teachers in China will also face a
challenge that never happened before, because the new
content may be a totally different subject to most of them.
Positively seeking help from teachers of target subject is a
good way to solve this problem. All in all, no matter how
difficult it is, as English teachers, it is our job to build a new
teaching system with interaction, reflection and creativity to
reinforce the development of autonomy or students’ needs
for language learning, as Bedoya (2014) puts it. [14]
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