
Citation: Chen, S.; Zhang, Y.; Li, R.

A Study on Undergraduate English

Program Modes in China. Educ. Sci.

2023, 13, 1241. https://doi.org/

10.3390/educsci13121241

Academic Editor: Lawrence

Jun Zhang

Received: 15 September 2023

Revised: 3 November 2023

Accepted: 17 November 2023

Published: 15 December 2023

Copyright: © 2023 by the authors.

Licensee MDPI, Basel, Switzerland.

This article is an open access article

distributed under the terms and

conditions of the Creative Commons

Attribution (CC BY) license (https://

creativecommons.org/licenses/by/

4.0/).

education 
sciences

Article

A Study on Undergraduate English Program Modes in China
Siyu Chen 1 , Yining Zhang 2,* and Runfeng Li 3

1 Tsinghua-Berkeley Shenzhen Institute, Tsinghua University, Shenzhen 518055, China;
chen-sy23@mails.tsinghua.edu.cn

2 Department of Foreign Languages and Literatures, Tsinghua University, Beijing 100084, China
3 Department of International Relations, Tsinghua University, Beijing 100084, China; lrf19@tsinghua.org.cn
* Correspondence: yiningzhang@tsinghua.edu.cn

Abstract: While English major education is of significant importance in China, there is a lack of
comprehensive research that provides a broader perspective, encompassing a thorough exploration
and comparison of the diverse program modes employed across different undergraduate English
programs in China. The focus of this study is to (1) discern the overarching characteristics of under-
graduate English programs in China; (2) identify undergraduate English program modes in China;
and (3) delve into the relationship between the identified modes and university discipline evaluation
rankings. The dataset includes undergraduate English program handbooks from 50 universities in
China and information on 2942 courses extracted from these handbooks. The findings suggest that
English programs in universities and colleges in China exhibit a predominantly application-oriented
approach. In addition, three modes were identified: Literature and Linguistics, Balanced, and High
English Skills. The High English Skill mode was found to be linked with a lower ranking compared
to the High Literature and Linguistics mode. The study concludes by offering implications for the
design of a future English program based on the insights gained from the analysis.

Keywords: English program development; English major education in China; quantitative analysis

1. Introduction

The development of English programs plays a crucial role in China’s future inter-
national cooperation, given the global prevalence of English as the most widely used
language [1]. At present, approximately 82.4% of colleges and universities in China offer
foreign language learning programs at the undergraduate level, of which 944 are English
programs [2]. However, despite the substantial enrolment in these programs, concerns and
criticisms surround the current state of English programs. Some of these concerns stem
from the perception that the English programs lack specialization and do not offer substan-
tial knowledge. This is further exacerbated by the challenging employment situation for
graduates of English programs, which is characterized by low employment rates and job
quality [3].

As a result, some English programs in China have switched to “English + X” modes,
wherein “X” represents a subject that is relevant to utilizing English, such as economics, law,
social science, or computer science. While this shift is noteworthy, it is equally crucial to take
a step back and engage in a more comprehensive assessment of the English program modes
in terms of their underlying visions, training goals, and program features. In this pursuit,
Hu discussed a compound, research-oriented, and internationally focused training system
of English programs, exemplified by the successes at Shanghai Jiao Tong University [4].
Likewise, Huang scrutinized the English program practices at the Huazhong University of
Science and Technology based on the Chinese National Standards for Undergraduate Teaching
Quality of English Majors in Colleges and Universities [5]. In another study, Zou and Yang
studied the curriculum design across 11 universities in Western China [6]. By focusing
on individual cases, these studies contribute to the understanding of English program
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training goals and characteristics in China. However, it has emerged that there is a need for
a broader perspective that encompasses a comprehensive exploration and comparison of
the diverse modes in practice across various English programs in China.

Indeed, we postulate that such study is necessary. While undergraduate English
programs in China adhere to a common guideline and encompass five different course types
(i.e., linguistics, literature, translation, English skills, and culture/national and regional
studies), inherent differences arise due to the specialized areas that the Chinese National
Standards for Undergraduate Teaching Quality of English Majors in Colleges and Universities
endorse at each university, due to their specific teaching emphasis. As a result, the design
and execution of English programs exhibit variations, leading to the potential existence
of diverse combinations of course types among these universities. For instance, certain
universities may allocate roughly equal weight to all five types of English program courses,
while others may prioritize linguistics-related courses, aligning with the expertise of their
faculty members. As such, the distribution and emphasis on various course types can
diverge significantly from one institution to another. Given this context, it becomes crucial
to ascertain the range of combinations of course types that exist within the current landscape
of English programs in China.

Moreover, we postulate that such different combinations of course types in various
English programs may also influence the overall reputation of the university. This reputa-
tion could potentially be reflected in the institution’s China Discipline Evaluation (CDE)
rank—a widely-acknowledged university ranking system in China, published by the China
Academic Degrees and Graduate Education Development Centre (CDGDC) once every
four years. Thus, investigating the relationship between different combinations of course
types and evaluation ranks holds significance—does the evaluation system show a special
preference for certain combinations of course types?

Therefore, this study aims to answer the following questions:

1. What are the general characteristics of program learning objectives in undergraduate
English programs in China?

2. How many different combinations of course types (based on the common course
types) are there in undergraduate English programs in China?

3. What is the relationship between the different combinations of course types and the
CDE rank?

This research can offer invaluable insights into the program diversity and priorities
present across different universities in China, facilitating a more nuanced understanding of
the English program modes in China. In addition, we posit that the findings of this paper
could create generalized insights aimed at English program development, reform, and
innovation for English educators in other countries. This is especially pertinent in a global
context where a noticeable decline in English program enrolment has become a prevailing
trend [7].

2. Literature Review
2.1. National Standard of Undergraduate English Programs in China

At the country stepped into the 21st century, under the requirements of the new era, the
Ministry of Education introduced the official English Teaching Syllabus for English Majors in
Higher Education (Syllabus 2000 hereafter). This syllabus, released in April 2000, marked the
introduction of the term interdisciplinary English education within the context of undergradu-
ate English programs. The guiding principles of Syllabus 2000 separated undergraduate
English program courses into three categories: English Skills courses (e.g., listening and
translation), Content Knowledge courses (e.g., linguistics and British and American litera-
ture), and General Education courses (e.g., Diplomacy and Law) [8]. However, although
the Syllabus 2000 acknowledged the importance of the integration of English programs with
other disciplines, it still had several shortcomings. Notably, it underestimated the impor-
tance of literature, grammar, and regional studies in education [9], and placed an excessive
emphasis on skill-oriented courses at the expense of creative and open courses [10]. In sum-
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mary, the training goals outlined in the Syllabus 2000 primarily emphasized the practical
application of English as a language, while overlooking its potential as a scholarly pursuit.

By 2012, a significant shift occurred with the issuance of The Catalogue and Introduction
of Undergraduate Majors in Higher Education (hereafter, Catalogue). This document brought
about adjustments to the training goals of English programs by adding requirements
for English language literature knowledge and humanistic qualities. The core courses
of the English program were divided into two main categories: English Skills courses
and Content Knowledge courses. Compared with the Syllabus 2000, the proportion of
learning hours allocated to English Skills courses significantly decreased, while that for
Content Knowledge courses increased. Such an adjustment implied a greater focus on
advanced content knowledge over basic skills. However, the new Catalogue also retained
certain limitations: it continued to overlook courses that combined English with other
subjects [11], and there remained an incongruity between the distinct English proficiency
levels of students across different universities and the standardized requirements for basic
English skills. Consequently, the classification and course design within English programs
emerged as challenges in need of resolution.

In the new stage of higher education development, the Ministry of Education in China
organized Teaching Guidance Committees for various majors in colleges and universities.
This collaborative effort led to the compilation of the National Standards of Teaching Quality for
Undergraduate Majors in Colleges and Universities encompassing 92 different undergraduate
majors. One outcome of these endeavours was the publication of the National Standards
for Undergraduate Teaching Quality of English Majors in Colleges and Universities (hereafter,
National Standards) in 2018. In terms of its training goal, this document places paramount
importance on fostering “good comprehensive quality”, while simultaneously introducing
a new requirement of being “adaptive to the national economic construction and social
development” [12]. The National Standards outlines a curriculum structure for English
majors comprising five different components: general education courses, compulsory
courses, elective courses, teaching practice, and a graduation thesis. In particular, the
elective courses fall into four perspectives, Language, Literature, Culture, and Specialty,
with the latter being determined independently by each university.

The National Standards has significantly addressed the issue of course classification
and circumvented the challenge of segregating English courses into distinct categories
of English Skills and Content Knowledge courses [11]. The meticulous classification of
elective courses further enriches students’ prospects, allowing them to dive into the areas
that pique their interest. Moreover, the introduction of teaching practices and a graduation
thesis is conducive to the holistic development of students’ abilities and qualities. The
incorporation of the specialty perspective also permits universities to have flexibility in
designing distinctive English program courses that align with their unique characteristics.

Although the publishing of the National Standards marks a significant departure from
the skill-oriented approach to English programs to embracing the humanistic attributes
of the program as its cornerstone, there remains potential for refinement. For example, to
enhance the applicability of professional educational guidance derived from the National
Standards, it is advisable to formulate guiding principles tailored to English programs
within various types of institutions, such as foreign language colleges, teacher education
colleges, and comprehensive universities [11]. The National Standards underscores the
importance of humanism in English programs and offers distinct categorizations alongside
innovative course designs. This not only provides guidelines and requisites but also sets the
stage for the sustainable and wholesome advancement of English programs in China [13].

Looking back at the previous official guidelines for English program education in
China, it is not surprising to find that issues, such as (1) course categorization, (2) prag-
matism versus humanism, and (3) subject-specific knowledge versus interdisciplinary
knowledge, have consistently emerged, prompting several adjustments to the original
directives. The refinement of the course classification tends to be more detailed and co-
herent, which has manifested through the introduction of the concept of core courses and
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elective courses. This resulted in the establishment of the five core course types: linguistics
(e.g., Introduction to Linguistics), literature (e.g., American and British Literature), translation
(e.g., Interpretation), English skills (e.g., English Writing), and culture/national and regional
studies (e.g., American Society and Culture). This delineation affords students greater auton-
omy in course selection. The dichotomy between English as a tool and English as a subject
has found resolution in the resurgence of humanistic dimensions, while practical courses
still hold their places. For instance, Tsinghua University has introduced courses such as
Selective Reading of Critical Theory and Greek Myths and Civilization, underscoring a
heightened focus on humanities-based studies. The incorporation of literature courses and
the classification of electives into four fields reveal a growing trend towards a diversified
foundation in undergraduate English program education. Last but not least, the concept
of interdisciplinary learning, first introduced in Syllabus 2000, has continued to evolve
within English program education. This evolution is evident not only in the introduction
of new courses, such as Statistical Methods in Language Research and Computer-Aided
Translation [14], but also in the refinement of new programs such as Business English [15].
Beijing Foreign Studies University’s establishment of Beiwai College, offering an English
(International Organization) program, exemplifies this trend by permitting students to
simultaneously study English and a complementary subject, such as Diplomacy, Finance,
or Law [16].

2.2. China’s Discipline Evaluation of English Programs

The CDE is a non-profit program organized by the CDGDC, which evaluates the disci-
plines of universities and scientific research institutions in mainland China in accordance
with the Discipline Catalogue of Degree Awarding and Personnel Training. It assigns rankings
from A+ to C− to disciplines, aiming to facilitate development, reform, and management
through the evaluation of educational institutions.

The CDE was first carried out in 2002 and has undergone five rounds of evaluation to
date. Over the past two decades, it has seen the gradual improvement in evaluation content
encompassing teaching–research–service, the refinement of evaluation methods involving
measurement–description–judgment, and the logical progression in “absolute-relative-
stratification” in the evaluation results [17]. A total of 7449 disciplines from 513 institutions
participated in the fourth round of the CDE, and English (as Foreign Language and Litera-
ture) is certainly one of them. Due to the unpublished status of the fifth round, which was
finished in 2022, this study utilized the results of the fourth round for the analyses.

The CDE promotes the standardized construction of disciplines within universities,
improves the quality of undergraduate education, and offers insights into the quality of
universities and scientific research institutions [18]. Its procedures and methods for data
collection, verification, and evaluation have undergone gradual refinement, evolving into a
program evaluation system that bears distinctive Chinese attributes and global impact [17].
However, despite its progress, the current evaluation index system still has certain lim-
itations. For instance, it focuses on the benefit of discipline construction while ignoring
the measurement of efficiency and sustainability of discipline development. Moreover, it
carries out a superimposed evaluation that assesses both the resource input and output
of discipline construction. This approach can potentially lead to the inequitable alloca-
tion of discipline resources and waste of resources within educational institutions [19].
Therefore, in order to reduce the undue allocation, it is important to determine the re-
lationship between CDE ranks and universities’ program modes. This understanding
can facilitate appropriate adjustments to the CDE system and promote a more balanced
resource allocation.

3. Methodology
3.1. Sample

In this study, the sample consisted of undergraduate English program handbooks
collected from different universities in China. The universities were selected from the
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fourth round CDE, ranging from the A+ level to B− level. Since programs with a ranking
ranging from C+ to C− generally have a limited reference value due to their lower quality,
they were excluded from consideration. After accounting for missing information from
certain universities, we successfully gathered English program handbooks from a total
of 50 universities, encompassing information from 2942 courses, amounting to a total
of 6750 credits. Among these 50 universities, 8 belong to the prestigious C9 League
(tier 1), 13 are part of the Project 985 universities (tier 2, excluding tier 1 universities),
and 14 are categorized as Project 211 universities (tier 3, excluding universities in tier
1 and 2). (The C9 League is a coalition of nine Chinese universities established in 2009
with the aim of advancing the progress and prestige of higher education in China. The
Project 985 universities are esteemed academic institutions that select students through a
highly competitive process conducted by the National Higher Education system. On the
other hand, Project 211, initiated in 1995 by the former State Education Commission of
China, was designed to enhance the research capabilities of comprehensive universities and
foster strategies for socio-economic development.) In terms of university characteristics,
25 are comprehensive universities, 10 specialize in teacher education, 4 focus on science
and engineering, 8 are foreign language universities, and 3 are finance universities. A
comprehensive list of the selected universities is shown in the Appendix A.

According to the National Standards, all English program courses were divided into five
distinct course types: linguistics, literature, translation, English skills, and culture/national
and regional studies.

3.2. Data Collection

The authors collected the program handbooks through searching their official websites
and downloading the files. In cases where the university’s website did not provide the
required files, we manually copied or printed their curriculum information. For universities
that did not upload specific program handbooks, personal connections were leveraged to
gather the necessary data.

The CDE data were collected from the official website of the CDGDC, https://www.
cdgdc.edu.cn/cde/Latest_Results_of_CDE.htm (accessed on 9 March 2023). Since the latest
fifth-round evaluation has not been released to the public, the data of the fourth round
(2017) were used instead.

3.3. Data Analysis

Before the data analysis, a thorough review of each university’s program handbook
was conducted, and pertinent information regarding the core and orientation courses was
collected manually. These data were compiled into a document in preparation for the
subsequent analysis.

To answer the first research question, the word frequency count method was used.
By calculating the absolute frequency of various words in the program training goals
with the help of Weiciyun, https://www.weiciyun.com (accessed on 9 March 2023), a
comprehensive understanding of the shared concerns among these universities’ program
training goals was gained. Augmented by an analysis of the frequently occurring words, a
general description of English programs in China was established.

To tackle the second research question, the K-means clustering analysis method was
applied to the data. This algorithm assigns the most similar objects to one group while
maximizing the distinctions between different clusters [20]. The total number of core
courses and electives within specific course types was aggregated, and the proportion
of each course type in the overall curriculum for each university was calculated. This
proportion was used as an indicator of the universities’ strength in each course type for the
K-means clustering analysis.

To address the third research question, three multiple regression models were de-
veloped using the R software. The dependent variable was the CDE rank. For ease of
analysis, the CDE ranks were converted into interval variables, ranging from five to one

https://www.cdgdc.edu.cn/cde/Latest_Results_of_CDE.htm
https://www.cdgdc.edu.cn/cde/Latest_Results_of_CDE.htm
https://www.weiciyun.com
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(i.e., A+ = 5, A = 4.5, A− = 4, B+ = 3.5, B = 3, B− = 2.5, C+ = 2, C = 1.5, C− = 1), with incre-
ments of 0.5 points for each level. In the subsequent analysis, the predictors included the
combination of course types (derived from the second research question), project level, and
university type. In the first step of the regression model, the combination of course types
were entered, with one of the combination types being chosen as the reference group. In the
second step, project level was added as a categorical independent variable (i.e., C9 League,
Project 985, Project 211, and None) to control the effect of the universities’ overall strength.
Those universities that belong to the None group were used as the reference group. Lastly,
in the third step, university type was introduced as a categorical independent variable
(i.e., Comprehensive, Teacher Education, Science, Language, and Finance Universities),
with universities in the Comprehensive group serving as the reference group.

4. Results
4.1. Features of Undergraduate English Programs in China

The word frequency of the program training goals among the 50 selected universi-
ties was calculated. During this process, filler words (e.g., which is equivalent to “of”)
and meaningless descriptive words were filtered out. Moreover, the listed words had
to be longer than three Chinese characters and were limited to nouns, verbs, adjectives,
and adverbs.

As shown in Table 1, cross-cultural ranked first in the word list, indicating the relatively
important role of multi-cultural communication in undergraduate English programs. This
was followed by content knowledge, basic skill, and language and literature, highlighting
the strict requirements for basic English knowledge in English programs. Foreign affairs
frequently emerged as the expected career path for English program students. Subsequently,
terms such as high-quality, international, and innovative ability underscore the requirements
for English programs. English education came next as another expected career path, while
responsibility signified the importance of developing appropriate ethical values among
English program students. This was followed by subject-matter experts and research ability
(i.e., further study).

Table 1. Top 12 word frequency in program learning objectives.

Word Word Frequency Word Word Frequency

Cross-cultural 25 International 13
Content knowledge 20 Innovative ability 12

Basic skill 16 English education 10
Language and literature 15 Responsibility 9

Foreign affairs 15 Subject-matter experts 7
High-quality 15 Research ability 6

Therefore, based on this analysis, some general features of English programs in China
can be gathered: there is a strong focus on cross-cultural competence, content knowledge,
and language skills; an emphasis on appropriate innovative competences and ethical values;
and preparation for careers in fields such as English education and foreign affairs. This
collectively portrays an application-oriented approach to English programs in China.

4.2. Combinations of Course Types in English Programs

An unsupervised K-means cluster analysis was adopted to identify different combina-
tions of course types in English programs. The optimal number of clusters was determined
using the silhouette width method. According to Figure 1, both two and three clusters
emerged as potential options, due to the variance stemming from different random seeds.
However, the result of the two-combination solution failed to exhibit discernible differenti-
ating characteristics. The number of combinations was finally set to three. With the help
of the K-means algorithm, we used the number of courses in the five-course-categories as
the five independent variables for each university. Subsequently, the 50 universities were
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automatically classified into three combinations of course types. The descriptive details for
each combination are presented in Table 2.
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Table 2. Means of the five course types in each combination.

Combination
No. Combination Name Linguistics Literature Translation Basic

English Culture Number of
Universities

1
High Literature and

Linguistics, Low
English Skills

0.200 0.351 0.088 0.218 0.143 11

2
Balanced, High
Translation and
English Skills

0.149 0.223 0.217 0.243 0.169 16

3

Low Literature,
Linguistics, and
Culture, High
English Skills

0.112 0.170 0.142 0.475 0.101 23

Total 0.143 0.227 0.154 0.344 0.132 50

According to Table 2, there are distinctive features within each combination. The
universities in Combination 1 displayed a greater emphasis on Literature and Linguis-
tics courses within their English program. Conversely, universities in Combination 3
demonstrated a pronounced focus on English Skills, placing less emphasis on Literature,
Linguistics, and Culture courses. In contrast to the other combinations, the universities in
Combination 2 exhibited a relatively even distribution of development modes across all
five course types, with English Skills and Translation holding particular significance.

In addition to the differences among the three combinations, a prevailing pattern
in English program development can also be discerned. When comparing the mean
proportions of the five course types, a notable emphasis on English Skills within English
programs becomes evident. In contrast, less focus on Linguistics is apparent, as only
11 universities in Combination 1 prioritize Linguistics as their primary English course. The
further scrutiny of individual program handbooks revealed that Linguistics and Culture
courses in most universities comprised a single introductory core course, accompanied
by two or three elective courses. In contrast, English Skills courses occupy a significant
portion of the first-year curriculum. These disparities corroborate the findings from the
preceding analysis, thereby aligning with the content derived from the program training
objectives and graduation prerequisites.

Consequently, three distinct combinations of course types were identified for the
English program in China: (1) High Literature and Linguistics; (2) Balanced; and (3) High
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English Skills. The universities in each combination tended to skew teaching resources
towards course types that are described as high.

4.3. Relationships between Combinations and CDE Rank

Once the combinations of course types for English program modes were determined,
the combination information was integrated into the dataset for addressing the third
research question. In this context, each university was assigned a combination number,
project level, university type, and CDE rank. Subsequently, a multivariate regression
analysis was conducted. The regression models included combination, type, and project
level as the categorical variables, with CDE rank treated as an interval variable. The
outcomes of the regression analysis are presented in Table 3.

Table 3. The effects of factors on CDE ranks.

Variable Model 1 Model 2 Model 3

(Intercept) 3.9091 ** 3.67 ** 2.89 **
(2 × 10−6) (3.55 × 10−15) (4.03 × 10−11)

Balanced, High Translation and
English Skills

−0.4716 −0.34 −0.27
(0.09) (0.22) (0.26)

Low Literature, Linguistics, and
Culture, High English Skills

−4.86 × 10−1 ** −0.74 * −0.54 *
(0.001) (0.01) (0.03)

211 Project 0.16 0.51 *
(0.54) (0.04)

985 Project 0.006 0.65 *
(0.98) (0.03)

C9 Project 0.54 1.30 **
(0.10) (0.00)

Teacher education
0.38

(0.13)

Science
−0.37
(0.27)

Language 1.13 **
(0.00)

Finance
0.82 *
(0.04)

R2 0.22 0.28 0.53

p-values are in parentheses. * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01.

In Model 1, compared to the combination of “High Literature and Linguistics, Low
English Skills”, only the combination of “Low Literature, Linguistics and Culture, High
English Skills” demonstrated a significantly lower CDE rank (b = −4.86 × 10−1, p < 0.001).
The combination of “Balanced, High Translation, and English Skills” did not show a
significant difference in CDE rank compared to the combination of “High Literature and
Culture, Low English Skills”. The R-squared of this model was 0.22.

In Model 2, the universities belonging to the three project levels did not show signifi-
cant differences in CDE rank compared to those not affiliated with Project 211, Project 985,
and the C9 League. However, the combination of “Low Literature, Linguistics, and Culture,
High English Skills” displayed a significantly lower CDE rank when compared to the “High
Literature and Culture, Low English Skills” combination (b = −0.74, p < 0.05). In contrast,
the combination of “Balanced, High Translation and English Skills” showed insignificant
differences in CDE rank when comparing with the combination of “High Literature and
Culture, Low English Skills”. This implies that the evaluation system displays a notable
less preference against the specific combination of “Low Literature, Linguistics and Culture,
High English Skills” course types when controlling for project levels. The R-squared for
Model 2 was 0.28.

In Model 3, with all three independent variables included in the multivariate re-
gression model, the universities belonging to Project 211, Project 985, and the C9 League
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demonstrated significantly higher CDE ranks compared with universities not belonging to
these projects (b = 0.51, p < 0.05, and b = 0.65, p < 0.05, and b = 1.3, p < 0.001, respectively).
Language and Finance universities displayed significantly higher CDE ranks in comparison
to Comprehensive Universities (b = 1.13, p < 0.001 and b = 0.82, p < 0.05, respectively).
Additionally, the combination of “Low Literature, Linguistics and Culture, High English
Skills” showed a significant negative difference in CDE rank compared to the combination
of “High Literature and Culture, Low English Skills” (b = −0.54, p < 0.05). However, the
combination of “Balanced, High Translation and English Skills” showed no significant
difference in CDE rank when compared to the combination of “High Literature and Culture,
Low English Skills”. Additionally, while the effects of all three project levels on CDE rank
were positive, it should be noted that the effect size of belonging to the C9 League (1.3)
was greater than that of belonging to Project 985 (0.65), and the effect size of belonging
to Project 985 (0.65) was greater than that of Project 211 (0.51). The R-squared of Model 3
reached 0.53.

In summary, there is significant relationship between the CDE rank and certain combi-
nations of course types, when controlling for project level. A nuanced inspection revealed
that the CDE system displays a relatively lower preference for combinations of course
types that emphasize English Skills compared to other combinations. Furthermore, the
universities affiliated with higher project levels, as well as those categorized as Language
or Finance Universities, tended to have higher CDE ranks.

5. Discussion
5.1. Features of Undergraduate English Programs in China

The first purpose of this study was to summarize the general features of the program
training goals in undergraduate English programs in China. Through a word frequency
analysis on program training goals among 50 undergraduate English programs, we identi-
fied 12 keywords: cross-cultural, content knowledge, basic skill, language and literature,
foreign affairs, high-quality, international, innovative ability, English education, respon-
sibility, subject-matter experts, and research ability. Cross-cultural not only includes the
import of culture of English-speaking countries, but it also emphasizes the export of Chi-
nese culture in English. The emphasis of the term cross-cultural in universities’ training
goals matches the requirements for English program students in the National Standards [12].
Content knowledge refers to the advanced knowledge related to English, which especially
correlates with Linguistics and Literature courses in English majors. On the other hand,
basic skill tends to refer to the basic knowledge related to English, which treats English
as a communication tool and correlates with Listening, Reading, Speaking, and Writing
courses. Together with the keyword language and literature, the high occurrence rate of
these three keywords in the training goals meets the requirements for English program
students in the three national standards mentioned previously, showing the importance of
having a solid knowledge of English. Foreign affairs is the most mentioned target working
field for English program students, which includes jobs such as interpreter. The frequent
reference of this field reflects the current trend of English programs as application-oriented.
High-quality refers to the requirements of excellence for English program students, while
international shows another stress on cross-cultural communications, which are common
and constant requirements for English program students in each version of the national
standards. Nevertheless, innovative ability, as an embodiment of critical thinking and lan-
guage comprehensive application, was first mentioned in the National Standards (2008) in
China, which addresses the shortcomings of the Council of Europe (CEFR, 2001) on which
it was based [12]. Its appearance in the top 12 keywords in the training goals shows the
fast implementation of the National Standards by Chinese universities. English education
refers to another target working field for English program students, which includes jobs
such as English teachers. This field also represents English programs’ application-oriented
attribute. Responsibility refers to the value that students must have, aiming to train students
who are responsible for both themselves and society. Subject-matter experts and research
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ability together refer to the expectations for English program students’ content knowledge
and emphasizing students’ advanced research ability, respectively.

Although the National Standards has promoted a more humanities-based approach
to English program education in recent years, the findings from this study suggest that
the current state of English programs still seems to be application-oriented, aligning with
previous studies that pointed out that language knowledge and ability are always put
first by English programs in China [8,13,21]. Two possible explanations could be proposed
for the gap between expectation and implementation. The first explanation is that the
universities’ curriculum design largely depends on the faculty constitution and current
teaching resources, which implies that the transition from conception to realization might
take several years and the National Standards was only published five years ago. The second
explanation is that actual program training goals are influenced by the demands of the
recruitment market. As the official document The Guidelines on Guiding Some Local Colleges
and Universities to Transform into Applied Ones published in 2015 has pointed out, ordinary
colleges and universities should adapt to the economic developmental trend with a keen
consideration for the future employment prospects of their students. In such circumstances,
application-oriented program training goals might be beneficial and practical for both
ordinary universities and students.

In addition to the lack of humanitarianism, the word frequency of concepts related to
fostering one’s ethical values and virtues through foreign language education is far from
sufficient. In June 2020, the Ministry of Education issued the Guidelines for Ideological and
Political Construction in Higher Education Courses, which called for colleges and universi-
ties to “promote ethical education in courses according to the characteristics of different
majors” [22]. Given this context, Liu et al. suggested that English program students play
an irreplaceable role in China’s initiatives and implementation of “telling China’s story
well” and building a “community with a shared future for mankind” [23]. Therefore, it is
necessary for Chinese universities to emphasize the requirements of ethical values in their
program training goals in the future.

5.2. Combinations of Course Types in English Program Modes

Using the K-means algorithm, the 50 sample universities that ranked above B in the
CDE were divided into three combinations of course types, representing three distinct
modes for English programs in China: (1) High Literature and Linguistics; (2) Balanced; and
(3) High English Skills. Based on the three combinations and their features, it is promising
to find that most of the sample universities developed their unique strengths and specialties
as the National Standards suggested. However, the large number of universities focused
on English Skills (46%) in their English program also implies that the mainstream English
program mode is still application-oriented, which is similar to the results achieved in the
previous analysis. According to Hu and Sun [24], the preference of resources in basic
English is due to the policy of training versatile students in Syllabus 2000. Furthermore,
they also blame the predominance of skills training courses for the low and unbalanced
level of the students’ English abilities.

On the other hand, universities that specialize in Linguistics are limited (22%), suggest-
ing a large gap in student development in this field in China. Such a limitation bears out
the concern of some scholars, who call on Chinese English programs to increase coverage
of British and American literature, linguistics, and the study of English-speaking countries
(including intercultural studies) [25]. It is understandable that the Linguistics area is not
as popular as English Skills in most universities. Nevertheless, as Wang [26] pointed
out, Linguistics courses enable students to further develop their language knowledge
system, which will lay a good foundation for future language courses and in learning
international literature and translation. Therefore, the emphasis on Linguistics courses
should also be taken into consideration. Universities could offer more introductory-level
linguistics courses tailored to individual universities’ program training goals and available
teacher resources.
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5.3. Relationships between Combinations of Course Types and the CDE of English Programs

The third purpose of this study was to determine the relationships between combina-
tions of course types and the CDE for English programs. We found that, when controlling
for project level, there were significant relationships between the CDE rank and certain
combinations of course types. The CDE ranks tend to be lower for combinations of course
types that focus on English Skills compared to other combinations, reflecting the official
encouragement for universities to develop more humanities-based course types, such as
Linguistics and Literature, instead of basic English Skills. Therefore, the CDE rank appears
to help to push forward the “more humanities-based” goal in the National Standards: in
order to achieve higher CDE ranks, universities need to improve their humanities courses.
As Li [17] mentioned, several universities have used the CDE rank result as their strategic
guideline to improve program development and reassign resources. Such a preference also
matches the reform of English programs that started around 2010, which has positioned
English as a humanities discipline [3].

What surprised us is that, when adding the control variables of project level and
university type, we found that the combination of “Low Literature, Linguistics and Cul-
ture, High English Skills” showed a significant negative difference in the CDE rank com-
pared to the combination of “High Literature and Culture, Low English Skills” (b = −0.54,
p < 0.05), while the combination of “Balanced, High Translation and English Skills” still had
no significant difference. These findings provide several insights. First, the different signif-
icant positive coefficients of the three project levels in Model 3 imply that a university’s
overall competence is the basis for its undergraduate programs’ development. A university
that belongs to a better project is more likely to be stronger in concrete programs. In other
words, although each university has its own strengths and limitations in undergraduate
education, those with a stronger comprehensive competence tend to perform better on
average. Indeed, this is consistent with previous studies, which point out that there is a
significant gap between the English program’s discipline strength in universities not in
Project 211 and universities in Project 211, as the universities in Project 211 achieved higher
CDE ranks in all the previous evaluation rounds [27,28].

In addition, the greatest significant positive impact of Language universities on the
CDE in Model 3 directly suggests that most of the Language universities in China de-
serve their reputation and that they have a leading role in English language education.
Furthermore, the significant positive impact of Finance universities also implies that, in
application-oriented universities, such as those focused on finance, English is an important
skill to learn. Moreover, it is interesting to find that most of these Language and Finance uni-
versities (90.91%) belong to Combinations 2 and 3 (Balanced and High English Skills). This
is consistent with previous studies that showed that language-oriented universities have
progressively established their superiority in English programs and started to showcase the
strength of their English programs [28]. As demonstrated by Xie [27], language-oriented
universities have consistently widened the gap compared to other types of universities
from the 2009 CDE to the 2017 CDE. Furthermore, this is aligned with research findings
related to finance universities, where English proficiency is recognized as a crucial factor in
fostering interdisciplinary learning [24]. The high focus on English Skills but less focus on
Culture courses is also consistent with the opinion that “Emphasis on language, light on
business, light on thinking and light on culture are common problems in current Chinese
Business English Program teaching” [29]. Under such circumstances, they suggest integrat-
ing the characteristics of cross-cultural and interdisciplinary learning into Business English
undergraduate education.

Taking a closer look at the average rank and project level of each cluster, it is not
surprising to find that the average rank score and project level for combinations focused on
English Skills (Combinations 2 and 3) were 3.19 and 2.05, respectively, while the average
rank score and project level for the more humanities-based Combination 1 were 3.91 and
3.09, respectively. This suggests that the growth in humanities-based English courses may
require substantial educational resources and students with a strong grasp of fundamental
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English skills, capable of assimilating advanced English course content. These findings par-
tially support the explanation of the application-oriented program training goals for most
universities in the previous parts. Hence, the relatively lower preference for the English
Skills-focused mode by the CDE rankings can be partially attributed to the prevalence of
this mode in universities at lower project levels, where students may not possess a strong
English foundation.

5.4. Limitations

This paper has a few limitations. Due to unavailability of the fifth CDE rank, the rank
data used in this study were published in 2017. Although the rankings remain largely the
same, some changes in rank score may have occurred in some of the sampled universities.
Second, even though we used the most recent available program handbooks, there may be
differences among published years. Third, in addition to the proportion of various course
categories in the program handbooks, a university’s strengths might also be related to a
variety of factors, such as the number of professors who specialize in different fields, the
number of published papers in different fields, and students’ achievements. Future studies
could consider collecting these data and integrate it into the analyses.

5.5. Implications

The results of this study have several implications. (1) Due to the importance of
developing multidimensional abilities and introducing specialized fields within higher
education, English programs could consider integrating language skills and professional
knowledge into a single course. Course designs can adopt the approach of content-based
instruction (CBI), as advocated by Pica [30]. According to Stryker and Leaver [31], teaching
meaningful content through a second language can enhance students’ proficiency in the
language and subject matter simultaneously. Therefore, it is advisable to combine language
skill courses with courses that provide professional knowledge, rather than solely empha-
sizing basic listening, speaking, reading, and writing skills. As Yuan [32] noted, “We learn
languages best by using language as the vehicle for teaching, rather than treating it as the
sole focus of instruction” (p. 202).

(2) More research-oriented courses are needed. In our study, almost all of the 50 univer-
sities only provide fundamental introductory research-related courses for undergraduate
students studying linguistics. Only a select few comprehensive universities systematically
offer specialized courses across various branches of linguistics at the undergraduate level.
Since research ability was listed as one of the most crucial training goals in the sampled
program handbooks, it could be a valuable initiative for English departments to introduce
more research-oriented courses.

(3) Universities should explore the development of their unique characteristics based
on their distinct features. While the National Standards outlines fundamental directions
for English programs, including English language, English literature, translation studies,
national and regional studies, comparative literature, and cross-cultural studies, it does not
imply that all universities and colleges must offer the same courses in all five directions.
English programs can leverage their individual strengths and focus on developing specific
and targeted directions based on their distinct features.

(4) There should be an emphasis on incorporating more cross-cultural courses into the
curriculum. For example, courses such as “Comparison of Chinese and Foreign Cultures”
should be introduced. Additionally, English program students should be encouraged to
learn about Chinese culture through courses such as Introduction to Chinese Intellectual
Classics, ensuring a well-rounded cultural foundation.

6. Conclusions

As the demand for English professionals grows, undergraduate education in English,
which is recognized as the main way of cultivating English students, is subject to increasing
requirements and ongoing adjustments from year to year. However, under the same Na-
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tional Standards for undergraduate English Program education, different universities and
colleges have implemented different development modes. This study sought to discern
the overarching characteristics of English programs in China, the various combinations of
English program development modes, and the distinctive features associated with each
mode. In addition to the text-based analysis of program training goals and the characteris-
tics of English program education, this study also investigated the relationship between
development modes and discipline evaluation rankings. At present, English programs in
universities and colleges in China exhibit a predominantly application-oriented approach.
In addition, three combinations of development modes were identified: Literature and
Linguistics, Balanced, and High English Skills. The High English Skill mode was linked to a
lower CDE rank compared to the High Literature and Linguistics mode. The findings from
this study not only provide valuable insights into the development of English programs in
China, but also inform English program development and reform in other countries.
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Appendix A

Rank University

A+
Peking University, Beijing Foreign Studies University, Shanghai International

Studies University

A
Shanghai Jiao Tong University, Nanjing University, Zhejiang University, Guangdong

University of Foreign Studies

A−
Tsinghua University, Beihang University, Beijing Normal University, University of

International Business and Economics, Fudan University, East China Normal
University, Nanjing Normal University, Shandong University

B+

Renmin University of China, Beijing Language and Culture University, Nankai
University, Northeast Normal University, Tongji University, Soochow University,

Wuhan University, Hunan University, Hunan Normal University, Sun Yat-Sen
University, Sichuan University, Sichuan International Studies University

B

University of Science and Technology Beijing, Capital Normal University, Beijing
International Studies University, Tianjin Foreign Studies University, Dalian

University of Foreign Studies, Jilin University, Shanghai University of International
Business and Economics, Zhejiang Gongshang University, Ocean University of

China, Henan University, Huazhong University of Science and Technology, Central
China Normal University, Ningbo University

B−

Beijing Jiaotong University, Harbin Institute of Technology, Shanghai Maritime
University, Shanghai University, Shandong Normal University, Qufu Normal

University, Zhengzhou University, Jinan University, South China University of
Technology, South China Normal University, Chongqing University, Xi’an Jiaotong

University, Yangzhou University
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