Topic: An investigation into the language competence of business English major students--Take the example of a certain university in China

Student Name：Zhang Ruijia
Course number：HPEN 7005
Instructor：Dr Jessica Clapham
Date：11.04.23


Aims of the Investigation

With the rapid development of the global business economy, Business English as English for specific purpose is increasingly playing an important role in various international business activities（Belcher, et al., 2011). At present, most undergraduate and higher education institutions in China offer Business English as a major and Business English courses. The aim of teaching Business English is to develop students' ability to use English to engage in foreign business activities. On the one hand, more and more employers are making "a good command of English" a basic requirement for recruitment and are assessing it during the interview process; on the other hand, business English language expression is one of the most practical features of business English, covering the whole process of business activities, which is the key to successful business activities. As students who have studied this subject for many years, having a good command of business English will not only enhance their competitiveness in the workplace, but will also help them in their future business careers. It is therefore important to investigate and analyze the English language skills of business English majors at this institution, their ability to perform their jobs, and the problems in teaching and learning. The research will answer the following questions：
1. Does this study prove the scientific validity of using the scale to assess language competence?
2. What is the English competence level of business English students at this institution?
3. what is the link between students' language competence and teaching? Or what are the implications for teaching?
4. What are the factors that most affect language competence for students in this major?

Rationale and Main Conceptual Themes for the Investigation

Business English was officially listed in the Basic Catalogue of Undergraduate Majors by the Chinese Ministry of Education in 2012, gaining official recognition for its status. Since then, Business English, English Language and Literature and Translation have become the "Troika" of English education in China. Experts are divided as to what "Business English" is. Pickett (1989) sees business English as a 'working language' based on human activities, industries, transactions or situations. Ellis & Johnson (1994) define business English as English applied in a business context, a special-purpose English learned or applied by people who work or will work in the business industry. Chinese experts classify Business English as a type of vocational English, alongside Travel English, Medical English, etc. It is suggested that "the definition of business English can be broad or narrow. The narrowest definition is 'only English directly related to business can be called business English'. A slightly broader definition would be 'all English related to business (economics, management, law, etc.) is considered business English'. The broadest definition is 'all English that goes beyond personal relationships is business English'". As can be seen from the above definition, Business English is a dynamic concept that changes as the definition of the word "business" changes. In recent years, with the continuous development of international commerce, the connotation of business English has become richer and richer, and has developed into a complete system including international trade, finance, e-commerce and so on. Based on this, this paper defines Business English in a broad sense as English applied in an international business environment, a branch of ESP, a kind of workplace English, which has its own characteristics in terms of semantics, grammar and pragmatics, and is an organic fusion of knowledge of business subjects, knowledge of English language, knowledge of business practice and knowledge of cross-cultural communication. Business English competence is therefore a comprehensive competence that emphasizes the learner's ability to use English proficiently in a business environment to engage in practical activities. Based on the training objectives of the Business English major, it is clear that it is necessary to cultivate professional talents with good overall quality, solid language foundation, rich knowledge and able to serve the needs of economic and social construction. From this requirement, the requirements for the cultivation of professional talents are reflected in the level of competence, quality requirements and the knowledge structure of talents, i.e., all business English professionals must have strong basic skills and ability to use English language, solid knowledge of English language and literature and refresher-type knowledge of relevant professional fields. But whether and how this training goal can ultimately be achieved is a question worthy of consideration by English educators. English educators need to have an understanding of the abilities of English learners and carry out targeted teaching in order to put the English teaching requirements into practice. The aim of this study is to investigate the language proficiency of business English students in order to identify the underlying issues and provide a reference for English learners as well as English educators.

Evidence to be Collected

In June 2018, the Chinese English Proficiency Rating Scale (CPRS) was officially implemented, and the implementation of this scale has established a scale for Chinese English learners to be judged. The Self-Assessment Scale is used for language learners and users to judge or diagnose their own English proficiency level and includes self-assessment scales in the areas of construct knowledge use, listening comprehension, written comprehension, oral expression, written expression, pragmatic competence, interpretation and translation. All evidence collection will be based on the eight self-assessment scales in this scale and the study will send questionnaires to learners, which will then be analysed and studied. In general, students' English language proficiency can be judged in at least three ways: firstly, by the teacher. After a semester, a school year or more of classroom teaching, and after many interactions and conversations with students, teachers have some idea of their students' abilities and their assessment of their students' abilities has a certain degree of credibility. Secondly, feedback from employers. After students have graduated and worked for a certain period of time (e.g. one year), the school can use interviews to find out how well the students are using the language in the workplace. This kind of feedback from employers can be a more direct test of the results of the school's teaching and can help to tailor the curriculum. Thirdly, students' self-assessment. Students' self-assessment gives educators a clearer picture of their level and strengths and provides guidance for teaching.

Methods Used to Collect Evidence

There were two main measurement instruments in this study: the first was a self-assessment questionnaire, which consisted of two parts. One part contains basic information about the students, including their class, age and whether they have had any experience of self-assessment; the second part is their English competence self-descriptors, and all the descriptions that make up the self-assessment questionnaire are taken from the self-assessment scale. The participants in this study were students from freshmen to seniors at the university or those who had just graduated from the university, and the four levels of English competence, Level 5, Level 6, Level 7, Level 8, were selected to form the questionnaire, which was sent to students from freshmen to seniors, according to the significant differences in English proficiency among business English majors. Each descriptor was followed by three options: 1, 2 and 3 (1 for "can't", 2 for "not sure" and 3 for "can") for students to choose from. The students only need to circle the appropriate number according to their actual level. The questionnaire was completed in the classroom. Before answering, the researcher explains the purpose of the questionnaire and the use of the results so that students are aware that the results do not affect their academic performance. After explaining what the 1, 2 and 3 after each descriptor meant, and ensuring that students fully understood them, they were asked to answer the questionnaire independently and all students were able to complete the self-assessment of the 16 descriptors in about 10 minutes. 

The second interview was conducted with five students from each grade level. The interview was a general narrative in which the participants were asked to describe their current situation with regard to various skills in listening, speaking, reading and writing, as well as their learning interests and learning strategies and the desired organization of teaching activities. The specific questions are as follows: 1. What is your most important way of learning English? 2. Are you satisfied with your phonetic pronunciation? 3. How do you feel about your oral expression? 4. How do you feel about your written writing expression? Why? 5. How do you feel about your listening? What are the main problems? 6. Has your interest in learning English improved? 7. If you were to return to junior or senior secondary school, what kind of teaching classes would you expect and what kind of teaching activities would you expect teachers to organize?

Settings for Evidence Collection

The study was chosen to be conducted at a university in a provincial capital city where business English students are more balanced and representative compared to business English students in a rural university.
Data will be collected in each of the four years of study at the university and all data will be collected from four groups of learners. In consultation with the faculty tutors at the university, the questionnaires were matched to the corresponding year levels and then completed in class. Regarding the five interviewees in each grade, the entire study of 20 interviewees will be interviewed and recorded at random in empty classrooms at scheduled times.

Ethical Issues To be Considered

1.The questionnaire for this study is scientifically based and well prepared.
2.The survey was fully anonymous and students filled in the basic information and checked the answers in the questionnaire directly without having to fill in their names. The reason for this was to ensure that the participants were not inconvenienced and to ensure their privacy.
3.Another ethical issue that must not be overlooked in research is to ensure that all participants are voluntary and that the reasons for my data collection are explained on a voluntary basis.
4.There are face-to-face interviews in the study, which are conducted in a safe and non-pressurized manner, and if interviewees request that their responses be removed from the paper, I will respect their wishes to accept the lost data.
5.Last but not least, all interviewees must be normal adult students of sound mind to ensure that they can vouch for the commitments they have made.

Methods of Data Analysis

In order to answer the questions posed in this study, a combination of quantitative and qualitative research will be used in this study. The returned questionnaire self-assessment forms will be retrieved for data tabulation and the received evaluation questionnaires will be analyzed using a multi-level Rasch model using FACETS. The Rasch model is a type of item response model. The Rasch model allows the ability of the participant to be parameterized against the difficulty of the question, so that the ability of the participant and the difficulty of the question can be calculated and compared on the same equidistant scale, i.e., the logit scale. The probability of a subject answering a test question correctly depends on the difference between the subject's ability value and the difficulty value (Bond, et al., 2020). The indices useful in the analysis of the results of the Rasch model for this study included Measure, Infit MnSq, Separation, and Reliability. The analysis of the interview transcripts was carried out using thematic analysis to summarize the content of the collected texts and to distil some key themes that would allow for a better comparative analysis of the study's proposed the questions.

Timetable

The project is expected to take a month and a half to complete and the first week will be spent finalising the details of the evaluation form and printing enough copies. The second week will be spent communicating with the interviewees and their teachers at the university about the time to distribute the questionnaires to the participants and to complete and return them. In the third week the students will be matched with the time and place for the interview and the interview will be recorded. Week 4 will be spent collecting all the data and doing all the explaining and thanking. Weeks 5 and 6 will be spent on data analysis.
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