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Abstract
This essay discusses the changing landscape of English Language Teaching (ELT) textbooks for young learners in
China over  the  past  decade,  depicting  the move  from traditional  skills-based  instruction  towards  the  balanced
literacy approach. Through the lens of textbooks, it identifies three subsequent development stages characterized by
instructional focus: (1) learning to read, (2) reading to learn, and (3) reading to think. It also introduces three groups
of ELT textbook users at various points along these three stages. The essay thus aims to share insights into evolving
language and literacy practices in EFL settings concerning textbooks and suggest implications for teaching English in
China and other EFL contexts. It also calls for ELT material developers to adapt to or initiate changes that could
better accommodate the needs of English language learners in these contexts.

Background
I am writing this article at a time of dramatic education reform in China. About a month ago, in
June  2021,  the  national  government  issued  new regulations,  including  reducing  after-school
tutoring courses for students in compulsory education and restricting the use of foreign textbooks.
The textbook publishing industry,  where I  have worked for almost  a  decade,  has suffered a
massive blow as mainstream English Language Teaching (ELT) businesses have been hit hard by
these new policies.

With the way forward now less clear (for the time being, at least), I have decided to pause
and reflect on the evolution of ELT in China through the lens of textbook development. What
follows are some personal observations as someone working in publishing language and literacy
instruction materials. My discussion is also limited to the young learners’ age group (kindergarten
to  primary),  which  has  proven to  be  China’s  most  robust  ELT segment.  (The  emphasis  on
preparing for success early in life is reflected in an old Chinese saying, “Cannot afford to lose at
the starting line.”) The aim of this article is twofold: to draw on experiences from wider language
and literacy  communities  elsewhere  for  best-practice  sharing and cross-cultural  collaboration
going forward, and thus perhaps shine a bit of light towards possible future directions for ELT in
China. 
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Three Stages in the Evolution of ELT Textbooks
For a long time, the China market was happy with the four-skills approaches exemplified in most
ELT textbooks (listening,  speaking,  reading,  and writing).  However,  rising interest  in literacy
instruction over the past ten years has led to calls for a more sophisticated approach and different
textbook  presentations.  I  will  divide  China’s  shift  towards  literacy  education  into  three
chronological stages from the perspective of ELT textbook development. 

Stage 1: Learning to Read 
Realizing the importance of reading, educators in China began trying to have students emulate
how young native English speakers learn to read in the early 2010s. This practice involved a
strong focus on phonics instruction, instead of phonetic symbols, which had been proudly taught
for  several  years  previously.  With  the  discovery  of  this  “magic  key”  to  learning  English,  a
significant number of institutions began to offer phonics courses, starting with students around
age three and lasting for about three years until  children were in lower elementary levels.  A
demand for phonics readers soon emerged as students needed texts to practice decoding skills.
Most decodable readers were supplied by local publishers who hired foreign writers to create
these readers. “Midi Phonics,” published by an Asian-based company called  Town4Kids, was
one of the most popular phonics readers. It has seven levels (see  Figure 1) with a progressive
instructional focus at each level (see Figure 2). 

Figure 1
The Seven-Level Midi Phonics Program (reproduced from Midi English’s Midi   Phonic  s   Program  )

Though the China market may be less interested in theoretical underpinnings, there is
research supporting phonics instruction as an integral component of literacy instruction. The
U.S. National Reading Panel Report (2000) summarized several decades of scientific research
that  clearly  shows  that  effective  reading  instruction  addresses  five  critical  areas:  phonemic
awareness, phonics, fluency, vocabulary, and comprehension. According to the Learning Point
Association (2004), the role phonics plays, among others, is “a means to an end,” in other words,
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only when students can recognize letter-sound relationships can they use those relationships to
read  a  connected  text  and  read  more  proficiently.  August  and  Shanahan  (2006)  draw
implications from the National Reading Panel Report concerning language learners in the U.S.:
The five skills are necessary to become successful lifelong readers, and therefore effective reading
instruction should incorporate these skills. 

Figure 2
Instructional Focus for Each Level (reproduced from Midi English’s Midi Phonic  s Program  )

 

While  English  language  learners  in  the  U.S.  differ  in  several  respects  from  English
language learners in China, they are still the closest group available for cross-referencing. With
regard to English as a Foreign Language (EFL), Shin (2000) argues that developing literacy skills
can begin as  early  as  foreign language instruction begins,  and explicit  phonics  instruction is
recommended for young EFL learners, especially those whose L1 writing system and literacy
practices are vastly different from those in English. 

Stage 2: Reading to Learn 
Phonics instruction paved the way for a new approach to learning English as a solid foundation
in decoding skills necessitated and facilitated subsequent reading instruction. It did not take long
to reap the fruits of phonics instruction. Before long, parents in China were excited to learn that
children could read books with unfamiliar words. The proven effectiveness of phonics confirmed
that they were on the right path, so what would come next? Observations from U.S. classrooms
would suggest reading comprehension as the next rung up on the ladder. The rope model from
Scarborough  (2001)  shows  that  among  the  many  strands  woven  into  skilled  reading,  word
recognition  and  language  comprehension  are  two  major  factors  in  reading  development.
Similarly,  “while  fluent  decoding  is  an  essential  component  of  skilled  reading,  it  should  be
considered a prerequisite to strong comprehension rather than an end in itself” (Learning Point
Association,  2004).  The National  Reading Panel  Report (2000)  also identified commonalities
among proficient readers in using comprehension strategies to understand different types of text. 

Previous textbooks on the China market either lacked authentic reading content or just
created texts to teach vocabulary and sentence structures. Decodable readers, on the other hand,
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aimed  solely  at  phonics  instruction  at  this  stage.  Some  global  ELT  publishers,  therefore,
responded by quickly adjusting their materials designs for the China market. For instance, the
syllabus of Reading Explorer (see Figure 3 for level 4 scope and sequence), an elementary textbook
published by National Geographic Learning, is arranged around reading skills which are then
presented in real-world contexts in thematic units composed of authentic reading materials. 

Figure 3
Reading Explorer Level 4 Scope and Sequence 
(reproduced from National Geographic Learning’s Sample Unit Level 4) 

There were also calls from the China market for a balance between fiction and non-
fiction content as the latter, though more demanding for comprehension, had generally been
overlooked in teaching. In many American primary classrooms, it had been observed that fiction
comprised the majority of books read aloud in classrooms, but teachers were increasingly aware
of  the  necessity  for  assigning  informational  texts  as  recommended  by  the  Common  Core
Standards (Kuhn et al., 2017). 
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In China, leveled reading programs were seen to be good candidates in this regard, with,
for example, 30 readers per level guaranteeing a good variety of genres and text types. Moreover,
the benefit of these materials being leveled meant that students would only read books that fit
their current reading abilities. Graded reader series such as Oxford Reading Tree (Oxford University
Press) and Big Cat (Harper Collins) soon became well known among English language learners in
China during this period.

Stage 3: Reading to Think 
Explicit reading instruction was soon found to be serving more extensive purposes in China as
students realized they were also learning about the wider world by engaging with texts. 

For example, Wonders, a U.S. literacy program, began attracting attention while educators
in China were seeking more ambitious materials. It also has a companion program for catering to
learners of English as a second language in the U.S. The Wonders program employs the balanced
literacy  approach  that  integrates  all  four  language  skills  and  provides  a  language-rich
environment with numerous opportunities for reading and writing meaningfully in English. It
also includes explicit instruction in reading and writing skills and strategies. 

Figure 4
Wonders Level 5 Literature Anthology Unit 2 (reproduced from McGraw Hill’s Wonders Program Samples)

Shin (2018) advocates EFL teachers using the balanced literacy approach to help learners
with challenges from the differences between L1 and L2 writing systems,  text  structure,  and
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culture. Moreover,  Wonders  encourages students to be active learners, thinking beyond the text
and drawing relevance to the world beyond the classroom (see Figure 4 for a sample page from
Wonders level 5). Not many other textbooks or readers can take students up to this cognitive level,
which  makes  Wonders  a  delight  and  a  challenge  to  implement  in  an  ELT  setting.  Despite
perceivable challenges in using such a textbook, it has become a most sought-after textbook on
the China market in the forefront of increasing demand for more U.S. literacy programs. 

ELT Textbook Users
There  are  three  types  of  customers  in  China  who  would  adopt  foreign  textbooks:  private
language  schools  (PLS)  or  after-school  tutoring  centers,  EduTech  companies,  and  private
international schools (full-time day schools). See Table 1 for an overview of the textbook users at
each of the three stages. 

Type 1: Private Language Schools (PLS) 
PLSs offer classes on weekday evenings and during the weekends. They were the first ones to
experiment  with  phonics  instruction  and  thus  the  first  adopters  of  phonics  readers.  As  they
moved  to  Stage  2,  they  gradually  replaced  four-skills  ELT  textbooks  with  reading-focused
programs. Well-known brands such as New Oriental Education and EF Education First have led
the way in this movement. 

Very  few PLSs  moved  to  the  third  stage,  except  for  one  PLS  chain,  Best  Learning
English, which offers only courses aligned with the U.S. common core state standards (CCSS).
They were the first PLS in Asia to adopt the Wonders program. Two factors contributed to their
success: hiring only certified English teachers from the U.S. and localizing the teaching plan. 

Type 2: EduTech Companies 
EduTech companies deliver classes online. They followed a similar path in choosing textbooks,
although they were later players in the market. However, there are differences in how EduTech
companies  use  a  textbook.  They  need  to  turn  a  static  book  into  interactive  courseware,  so
textbook presentations look vastly different on the screen, although content stays the same. 

Similar  to  PLS,  very  few  EduTech  companies  arrived  at  stage  3.  VIPKIDS is  an
exception.  Founded  in  2013  with  the  vision  to  enable  Chinese  students  to  experience  the
American  elementary  classrooms  through  one-to-one  online  tutoring,  VIPKIDS  recruits
elementary-school teachers in the U.S. to teach Chinese students the same content as what they
teach in their classrooms, thanks to the internet. 

Type 3: Private International Schools 
Private international schools were established as a response to the demand for studying abroad,
so  their  goal  is  to  prepare  students  academically  for  studying  in  a  foreign  country.  Schools
following U.S. elementary curricula generally adopt textbooks, such as  Wonders,  as the primary
materials for their English courses. However, it did not take them long to acknowledge challenges
with implementation, especially at lower levels. One response has been to integrate a phonics
program in the first year or use other English Language Learning (ELL) textbooks for  the first
few years before switching over to literacy programs. 
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Table 1
Overview of the Three Stages and the Textbook Users

Key features Textbooks Textbook Users

Stage 1
Learning to read

Phonics instruction Decodable readers
(local publishers)

PLS and EduTech 
(stand-alone course or 
integrated with other 
courses),
private international 
schools (integrate with 
main programs)

Stage 2
Reading to learn

Explicitly teaching 
reading skills and 
strategies, balance in 
fiction and non-fiction
content

Reading Explorer
(National Geographic
Learning), 
Oxford Reading Tree
(Oxford University 
Press)

Main programs in 
PLS, EduTech, and 
private international 
schools

Stage 3
Reading to think

Balanced literacy 
approaches, thinking 
beyond the text

U.S. literacy 
programs:
Wonders (McGraw 
Hill),
Journeys (Houghton 
Mifflin Harcourt)

Mainly private 
international schools, 
few PLS and EduTech

Final Thoughts
Although this article has depicted a three-stage development progression for ELT textbooks in
China, this does not mean that all users have followed the same path. Traditional four-skill ELT
textbooks are still popular among teachers and students, especially in smaller cities. However,
more attention is being paid to literacy in addition to the language. Textbooks provide windows
into the changing ELT landscape but can only contribute to desired outcomes when combined
with well-designed curricula and sound pedagogies. There is currently no consensus about the
“right” approach to literacy instruction in China, and much of what is happening needs to be
constantly tested for effectiveness. 

I  would suggest  that  although it  would be  wise  to  learn from literacy  practices  from
English-speaking countries as a starting point, we will eventually have to carve out a way that
applies to our own local contexts and needs. Similar movements are also happening in other
countries where English is taught as a foreign language, so more international dialogues and
practice-sharing would benefit everyone. As textbooks continue to play pivotal roles in English
classrooms, material developers at publishing companies also need to keep up with such changes
and help lead the way in advancing English teaching and learning into the future.
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