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Bilingual Education in College Specialist Courses
An SLA Perspective

PANG Ji-xian DING Zhan-ping
School of Internationad Studies ~ Zhejiang University ~Hangzhou 310058  China

Abstract Bilingual education in China’ s college specialist courses is an important step toward
internationalization of the country’ s higher education. In practice bilingual education in this context is
realized by using a foreign language mostly English to teach specialist courses specified in the curriculum.
English in the Chinese context is in the extending circle and is leamed as a foreign language mainly through
school education which is often characterized by poor environmental support lack of relevance to learner
needs and weak learner motivation. Bilingual education in specialist courses however helps to create a
meaningful environment for learners to acquire English. It also provides relevance and a context for learners to
examine and internalize how English is used by a specialist discourse community to achieve its communicative
purpose.

From the perspective of second language acquisition SLA  using English to teach specialist courses is a
valuable approach to improve learners’ comprehensive ability to use English. A specialist field as a discourse
community has a number of specialist genres in its furtherance of academic and professional goals such as
journal articles coursebooks and newsletters. Use of language in these specialist genre types is governed and
constrained by the rules and conventions of relevant specialist discourse communities which provides an ideal
"comprehensible input” for learners. Learning English in this manner also provides relevance to learners’
learning needs and future work needs improving learners’ motivation to learn English as a result.

Bilingual education in specialist courses as is advocated in Chinese colleges differs greatly from foreign
language education but it also differs in nature from the three models practiced mainly in the United States
and Canada-immersion program maintenance bilingual education and transitional bilingual education. The
main differences lie in the three aspects of teaching purposes the target language to be learned and the
language acquisition environment.

To investigate the validity of bilingual education in specialist courses at Zhejiang University P. R.
China a study was carried out using questionnaire surveys classroom observations and interviews. The results
show that the attitudes of both teachers and students towards these bilingual education programs are positive.

Based on the theoretical discussion and the research data from this empirical study we propose an

‘ English-Chinese interdependence” model of bilingual education in current college specialist courses. This
model should be based on the following three principles 1 Bilingual courses should use original English

textbooks. These textbooks should be selected to reflect the latest developments of the field concerned and
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should be used with guidance of the course syllabus. 2 Bilingual teachers should mainly use English in
class and they should utilize Chinese as valuable resources when need arises. 3 Bilingual teachers and
College English teachers need to collaborate on bilingual programs. A link should be established between
general college English courses and bilingual specialist courses. This model mainly argues that while using
English to teach specialist courses the supportive role of Chinese should not be neglected. This is beneficial to
the learning of specialist knowledge and the acquisition of English as well.

Key Words bilingual education foreign language second language acquisition " English-Chinese

interdependence” model of bilingual education
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