How to Improve the Quality of the “General English Courses” by

Leveled Teaching in Higher Vocational Education of China

Introduction: (372/300) issue,policy +define + feature + importance
Not until the age of the AI which witnesses a great shortage of senior skilled workers with predicted data reaches to 200 millions in the Chinese job market by 2020 (  ), did we suddenly realized the importance of cultivating “all-round talents”. In 2019, the State Council of the People’s Republic of China released the “National Vocational Education Reform Programme”, claimed the General Courses is an essential “compulsory courses” of the educational system, aiming to cultivate lifelong learning talents(Zhang, 2020). 

The “General Courses” which is a compulsory course for every Chinese university student includes two parts. One is the culture courses like Chinese and English that function as a basic knowledge for communication. The other is the ideological courses that focus on developing the ability of critical thinking and logical analysis. This research will take the general English courses as an example, try to find out how to effectively improve the teaching quality of the higher vocational colleges of China. 
Compared with the other courses, one typical feature of English courses in higher vocational education of China is the large-size class which is caused by the continuous expansion of enrollment scale and limited training investment in recent years. As a result, the timing of students’ language practice has been greatly reduced and it also makes it difficult for teachers to motivate students for classroom activities which greatly reduces the students’ interest and initiative in learning.（齐齐文库，2022）In addition, the relaxed requirement of the English Entrance Examinations of Higher Vocational Education leads to the situation that learners sharing different background of English. Those with basic deviations have a developed fear and avoidance of learning English, and have difficulty concentrating in classes. While students with good English basic feel that the content of English learning is too simple, so they do not pay much attention to English.（齐齐文库，2020）

Thus, the above two features strongly asks for an “leveled teaching method” in English classes in higher vocational colleges. This teaching is based on the student’s knowledge, learning styles and readiness levels, emphases adapting teaching methods to match student abilities and preferences to ensure all students can access and succeed in the curriculum(   ).
Literature Review: what they say? Agree/dis? Similar? Gap? (806/800)
One type of leveled teaching named “stratified teaching” which is mentioned by (齐齐文库，2022 ) in his English teaching in (   ) university. He suggests teachers to explore the level and needs of students in one class based on constructivism which devotes to students’ individual differences. Then, implement different levels of students to join in one group to achieve one target by using the teaching methods includes task teaching and cooperative learning. Group activities, intra-group cooperation, and inter-group competition could be the common forms of cooperative learning in classroom teaching, which systematically makes use of the dynamic factors among teaching. He also points out that the interaction among different levels of students can increase the opportunity for students’ language practice, promote students’ learning, and stimulate students’ desire to participate in classroom teaching activities. This method is agreed by Ren (2019) who put this teaching method into effect in the mathematics teaching. He and his colleagues divide students into three levels and found out the outcomes is good with the students’ improvement of the active participation, interaction communication and the balance of the performance and interest. However, one issue he points out that need to be paid attention is the periodic changes at all levels and the students’ unbalanced psychology problem.
In fact, another similar teaching method: “hierarchical teaching method” had already been adopted by a Chinese scholar,崔燕 ten years ago. Specifically, she usually classify students as good, average, and basic after a period of instruction. For the simpler questions, ask the basic students to answer them, and encourage these students more in the process of answering to enhance their confidence, so that they will not be averse to learning or give up on themselves and finally take the initiative to accept the learning content. Meanwhile, the more difficult tasks are handed over to students with good grades to complete, then the students with a good foundation can understand that they still have many shortcomings which can help them avoid pride in learning. In this way, all the students can be motivated and engage in class activities.(崔燕，2011)

Different from the above two classification method which focus on one class’s activity, (   ) believe students with different English leaning levels need to be divided into completely different classes with the different textbook, teaching contents, classroom activities and teaching methods before entering the colleges. The leveled English Exam can includes listening, reading, speaking, writing and translating. According to the exam results, students of (   ) department are divided into two levels. Students come from Level one can communicate in English and are able to write English essays according to the requirements with the writing content is basically comprehensive, and no obvious grammatical errors. While the Students who belong to Level two have difficulties in English study. What they need is the concerns and encouragement from the teachers. They need to develop their English by making detailed plan, and overcome their fears and surpass themselves through teachers’ gradually motivation including comprehensive observation and analysis, correct guidance and timely communication. (   ) also mentions that (  )their institute implements dynamic management of hierarchical teaching. That is to say as the level of each student is not constant, so after a period of studying ( usually one semester), students should be leveled again according to their current performance. This can fully mobilize students’ subjective initiative and sense of competition （焦春宏 李银娟，2019）

(   )we need to combine the English Teaching method: large class, leveled small class and individual class with different teaching materials and teaching media like online teaching. For example the large class is suitable for the English reading practice with reading materials handed out for individuals and teachers’ analyses in front of a big screen. While small classes suit more for listening and speaking skills’ improvement through classroom activities like role-playing games and presentations. What’s more, independent individuals’ writing at home or abroad need to be encouraged as it is the effective way for learners to improve. But this combined method asks for great fund and staff resources which cannot be achieved in many higher vocational colleges of China(   ). 
Though there are many leveled teaching methods raised by teachers and scholars, most of the literature researches are about English general courses in normal universities instead of the higher vocational colleges of China which witness the shallow and weak research resources (Zhang, 2020). In addition, the relevant research data focus more on other general courses like mathematics which concerns more on logical thinking and not as complex as a language. Third, the students’ views of the leveled teaching method are seldom be considered. Thus, taking the above three gaps into consideration, I would explored this method from both teachers’ and students’ perspectives.
Theoretical Framework：what + how impact （760/700）
Ontology:

Ontology, resides in the theoretical realm of philosophy, focusing on the fundamental concept of existence. It is often regarded as the study of being and reality, emphasizing the distinction between socially constructed and culturally organised perceptions of reality. Ontology aims to craft propositions about existence, employing deductive reasoning while within the social sciences, it illuminates the nature of social phenomena under investigation. There are two branches of ontology. One is positivist ontology which regards the world as a single existing, operating in a systematic manner, with a midst numerous distinct and observable occurrences. The other is the constructionist ontology which believes the world is semiotically constructed and reconstructed, with different ways of meaning constructed together through signs and symbols.

No matter which type of the ontology is, it helps in constructing knowledge by acknowledging diverse perspectives on what exists in the world and what can be comprehended (Needham, Male and ect., 2016). For example, my research is to explore the ways of improving the quality of general English courses, the ideas vary from individual to individual due to their different environmental influences and genetic inheritances. And the methods of how to adopt leveled teaching method to the courses in the higher vocational colleges do exist according to this theory. So it is plausible to say the research of my topic is based on the ontology.
Epistemology:

Compared with the ontology, epistemology delves the theory of knowledge, concerning specially on the nature and various forms of knowledge. Its point is the individuals’ interpretation of this world is subjective and the this always has an effects on what is being observed by those ones(Needham, Male and ect., 2016). When it comes to the educational aspect. Knowledge can be described as something objectively transferable or attainable through tangible means. Simultaneously, it is perceived as something requiring personal experience and researchers prioritize psychological engagement with their subject matter and eschew the methodologies of natural sciences.

In terms of my research, I plan to collect data from both students’ and teachers’ perspectives as their share different personal and educational experience which can contribute to the structure of knowledge of “how to improve the quality of the ‘general English Courses’ by leveled teaching in higher vocational education of China” .
Research Paradigm: (define+ feature)
My research is based on the pragmatism which devotes to the mixed methods approach. Pragmatism as a worldview emerges from actions, situations, and outcomes rather than preceding conditions (Denscombe, 2014). Researchers try to use any approaches available to figure out the problem ( Rossman & Wilson, 1985) . That is to say, it is concerned that the research questions should not be evaluated by how suited they fit with the quantitative paradigm (positivism) or the qualitative paradigm (constructivism and interpretivism), but need to be considered as how well the research tools can be used to solve the problems(Denscombe, 2014). Thus, instead of focusing on one research method, it combines different kinds of research methods within a single form. Usually, it requires to use a mixed methods research including both qualitative and quantitative methods and data because they work together to offer the best understanding of a research problem. (Creswell, 2014)
Denscombe (2014) also points out that considering the features of pragmatism like problem-driven, provisional knowledge and no single, best scientific method existing, there are two main ways to interpret the link between pragmatism and mixed methods research. Compared with the open use of purely quantitative and qualitative research while using the mixed methods as a third alternative, I will choose the other option that using neither quantitative nor qualitative research alone but bring those results together in a way that demonstrates the value to my research as Morgan (2014) recommends.

To be more specific, in my research, firstly, I will collect the quantitative resources like “what do students think of the ‘leveled teaching method’ in general English courses?” which are based on the positivism paradigm that believes causes determine effects or outcomes and consider the social phenomena are meaningful (Needham, Male and ect., 2016). Meanwhile, I will select qualitative data like “why do you agree or disagree with the ‘leveled teaching method’ in general English courses?” which are based on the constructivism paradigm that thinks individuals explore and understand the world which they live and work by their experience (Creswell, 2014). At last, by analyse the above statistics, my topic of “How to Improve the Quality of the ‘General English Courses’ by Leveled Teaching in Higher Vocational Education of China” will be solved based on the pragmatism paradigm which focus on “problem-solving”.
Research Method: mixed why? + ad/dis (讨论qualitative和quantitative data) （676/700）
I would like to choose a “mixed method” which combine the both qualitative and quantitative data to explore this research topic.
Definition and Features:

Quantitative data commonly comprises closed-ended responses, typically akin to those observed on questionnaires or psychological tools (Creswell, 2014).It adopts numerical formats and can be effectively utilized without necessitating intricate statistical analysis. (Gorard, 2006) Various data types, including nominal, ordinal, interval, ratio, and continuous data, contribute to achieving a scientific status, offering precise measurements and concise presentations that aid in analyzing vast amounts of information. However, the data quality as well as the data overload need to be considered (Denscombe, 2014). By contrast, qualitative data tend to offer rich detailed, open-ended but unpredictable responses(Creswell, 2014). But the long-time analysis process and objectivity when compared with the quantitative data can not be ignored(Denscombe, 2014).
Mixed-method refers to a combining of both quantitative and qualitative research and data in one research method(Creswell, 2014). Denscombe (2014) sums up the two main features of it. One is this method view research problems from a variety of perspectives. Rather than rely on findings from a single method or a single approach, the mixed methods approach perceives the utilization of diverse sources as advantageous, enhancing the quality and comprehensiveness of the generated data. The other is the problem-driven which is associated with pragmatism. Instead of purely collecting the data, how methods work best for solving the problem is regarded as the most important thing when it comes to the choice of methods.
Advantages of Mixed Method: 

(Denscombe, 2014) In addition of the feature which concerns a practical, problem-driven approach to research, the mixed method also provides a better understanding from accuracy findings and overall pictures. During the process of investigating a same topic by taking the different methods, the mixed method approach can provide the researchers the opportunity of checking the findings of different methods. And the data of different methods are more or less the same, so the researchers can feel more confident in assuming that the findings are accurate. Besides, the adoption of more than one method can enhance the findings by offering a more complete exploration.

What’s more, it helps develop the research analysis. In a mixed methods strategy, contrasting approaches serve to advance the analysis, with one method informing the other. Sequentially introducing methods aids in evolving the findings derived from a preceding phase of the research. (Denscombe, 2014)

And, compensating advantages and weaknesses is another positive effect of the mixed method. As each research strategy and approach have their own strengthens and shortcomings, by combining research methods enables researchers to develop the strengths of a method while safeguarding against potential criticism linked to its weakness. (Denscombe, 2014)

Disadvantages of Mixed Method:

However, we cannot deny that there are some disadvantages of the mixed research method. As it includes both qualitative and quantitative researches, then the whole research will be time- and cost-consuming for the research design and data collection than working on one single research. Beside, for the researchers, they need to improve skills in more than one method. Skills covering both qualitative and quantitative approaches are required for researchers. Another passive effect is findings from different methods might not prove and support one another. Then, the researcher have to face the fact that extending the research to unravel the reasons for this.

From my point of view, I would take great use of the advantages of mixed research method that collecting quantitative data of a certain amount of numbers of teachers and students’ views about the“leveled teaching”, while summing up their ideas and the conducting qualitative research to find out to what extend they do share the similar or opposite opinions and the reasons behind their that. Thus, a relatively comprehensive and objective answers can be found. On the other hand, during my research, I need to carefully choose the number of sampling (ideas of both students and teachers’) to avoid overload quantitative data analysis. And if there are any contradictions of the research results, I need to do further exploration on that.  
Research questions: what +why + what paradigm + data type 分别介绍，文献作证（1058 /900）  

In order to find the ways of improvement, first we need to get a understanding of the current condition, analysing the strengthens and the shortcoming as well as the reasons behind them. Next, try to develop the advantages and correct the disadvantages on the basis of the outcomes of the previous questions. So when it comes to my research about “How to Improve the Quality of the ‘General English Courses’ by Leveled Teaching in Higher Vocational Education of China”, one central question should about the current condition of the “leveled teaching method” from teachers and students’ point of views; the other needs to focus on the effective strategies based on the answers of the former question.

Just as Creswell (2014) mentions, a strong mixed method includes the quantitative, qualitative questions or hypothesis, as well as the mixed methods questions, because the mixed methods cannot relay on any single type of research, but a combine of them. And there is one excellent format is about separating the questions into parts. For example, a mixed methods question which followed by a quantitative question which comes after a qualitative question or a hypothesis. This kind of format is beneficial for strengthening the significance of all three sets of questions and also attracts the participants’ attention to think about the clues which links the quantitative and qualitative questions together. (Creswell, 2014)  
When designing the qualitative questions, usually, there should be one or two central questions which is a broad question about the exploration of the main concept or phenomenon, and about six associated subquestions follows the central one. To begin the qualitative research, words what and how often are chosen to express an open and appearing design with a focus on a single phenomenon. And these questions always are open-ended questions with specific participants. From the aspect of the quantitative research questions, they usually ask about the relationships among variables. There are three main approaches including comparing, relating and describing use of the variables. (Creswell, 2014)
Sub question 1:

What are the specific advantages and perceived challenges of applying leveled teaching to improve the quality of General English Courses in your college?
Reason
Before conducting the leveled teaching method which is different from the traditional one with large size class and students considering various educational background, an objective understanding from its pros and cons is necessary. Thus, the first central question is about the judgement about this new method, especially when compared with the traditional one. As most of the literature researches of this method take place in Chinese general universities which share different background and features of the students in vocational colleges of China, therefore, the benefit and shortcoming of adopting this method in vocational colleges need to be paid attention. 

Paradigm

This question prioritises a pragmatic paradigm which focus on practical application and problem-solving, identifying and implementing strategies tailored for the specific context of General English Courses. It is concerned with outcomes, aiming for tangible enhancements in students’ language proficiency and overall learning encounters.

Potential Methods and data
Regarding the data needed for this research, a mixed-methods approach is essential to capture a comprehensive understanding of the efficacy and challenges of leveled teaching strategies. For the part of the quantitative data: first, pre- and post assessments are needed to get the students’ performance through such as grades, test scores and proficiency levels before and after the implementation of the leveled teaching; second, surveys and questionnaires are useful for measuring the perceptions and opinions for both of the students and educators about the advantages and challenges encountered during the leveled teaching.

For the other part of the qualitative data: first, group interviews which include instructors, students and educational experts’ engaging can help to get a subjective insights into the benefits and drawbacks of the leveled teaching by exploring their experiences and their opinions; second, use open-ended surveys to gather a detailed feedback through the open-ended questions and responses about the effectiveness and shortcomings of leveled teaching method. The combination of the qualitative and quantitative data allows a more comprehensive analysis, offering a deeper understanding of the two sides of the coins.
Sub question 2:

How can leveled teaching strategies be applied effectively to General English Courses in higher vocational colleges of China?
Reason
As what have mentioned in the previous literature review, it is clear that there are more than one type of “leveled teaching”, so what and how do teachers use different kinds of leveled teaching methods in their classes with their various personal and educational background need to be explored to get a clear and overall understanding of the implementation of this teaching method. Besides, based on the former question, which provides the advantages and disadvantages of the leveled teaching method, the more detailed and deeper solutions are expected to be found. 
Paradigms
This sub question is on the basis of pragmatic paradigm which emphasizes the practical application and focuses on finding solutions to problems (  ). In the context of applying the leveled teaching method to General English Courses, the pragmatic paradigm seeks practical and effective methods that directly impact teaching practices and student learning outcomes. 
Potential Methods and data
Regarding the type of data needed to answer this question, a mixed-methods approach including both qualitative and quantitative researches might be beneficial. For the part of the qualitative data: first, interviews with teachers who come from the Science and Art Departments as well as the students to understand their perspectives on the effectiveness of this strategy; second, observations of classrooms activities and interactions during the implementation of leveled teaching method; third, analysis of the teaching resources and teaching plans which help to improve the leveled teaching strategy.

For the other part of the quantitative data: first, questionnaires or surveys to get the feedback from a wider range of opinions on the perceived effectiveness of the method from both teachers and students’ perspectives; second, pre- and post- assessments results that can measure the improvement of students’ English proficiency after the adoption of the leveled teaching method.
Collecting both of the qualitative and quantitative data makes it possible to get a comprehensive understanding of the effects of the leveled teaching method on General English Courses(  ). Qualitative data offers experiences insights, whereas quantitative data furnishes measurable outcomes and facilitates statistical analysis to evaluate the efficacy of these strategies (  ).

Conclusion (92/100)
Generally, in order to find out how to improve the “general English courses” by leveled teaching strategy in China, my research is based on the pragmatism paradigm which devotes to the mixed methods approach that combine both of the qualitative and quantitative data. Two sub central questions about the current situation and solutions contribute to the improvements of this teaching method and answer the topic question. However, some limitations like how to effectively use the teaching textbooks and other resources are the areas I would like to explore in the next research.
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