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Abstract This article reports an investigative study of
business communication needs of English major under-
graduates and their perceptions of effective business Eng-
lish curriculum in a Chinese university. Surveys in two
stages were administered in 2015 during the Business
English Communication course delivery process to 138
English major undergraduates in a public university located
in the east of China. The results include stronger English
speaking needs, diverse English writing genres, wide native
and non-native English speaker contacts, and difficulties in
comprehending original English communication. The par-
ticipants valued business knowledge introductions, com-
pany cases, and authentic material input. They also
perceived practice-oriented approaches such as presenta-
tions and role play as important parts of effective business
English curriculum. The results help to further adapt the
business English curriculum based on the recent national
benchmark and bring better business communicative
competence development outcomes, which have theoreti-
cal, practical, and policy implications for both China and
the world.
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Introduction

While Feng (2012) highlighted the growing trend of Eng-
lish use in the social and cultural contexts in Greater China
region, including mainland China’s educational institu-
tions, the effectiveness of English language teaching in the
Chinese context is still an issue under discussion. For
example, Yang (2006) indicated that the effectiveness of
China’s college English language teaching was constrained
by shortage of English use context, lack of sufficient
comprehensible input, and instructional time in class. Even
the college English graduates in China may not have ade-
quate English communicative competence to cope with the
challenges of the globalized workplace. Nevertheless, the
overall aim of China’s college and university English
teaching and assessment has been to develop communica-
tive competence to meet the social needs, also stated in the
College English Test development committee report (Jin
and Yang 2006).

This article is to address the issues of English language
teaching in China’s university context by investigating the
business English communication needs of English major
undergraduates to see whether this thorough understanding
can feed into the actual curriculum development to ulti-
mately bring better communicative competence develop-
ment outcomes.

Theoretical Framework

Understanding English Teaching and Learning
in China’s Universities

Previous studies have discussed English teaching and
learning in China’s university context. Wette and
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Barkhuizen (2009) reported that under the pressure of
passing College English Test and developing communica-
tive competence, teachers were facing increasing chal-
lenges of satisfying student needs, course requirements,
and using their own unique teaching theories for excellent
practices. Teachers had to not only follow the syllabus and
teaching plan, but also pay attention to students’ personal
development. Stanley (2011) further summarized that
English language teaching in China’s university context
tended to be constrained by assessment pressure, teachers’
inadequate English language competence, and the class
size problems. The real communicative competence
development process was sometimes marginalized.

From the learners’ perspective, in the study by Gao et al.
(2005) on English learning among Chinese undergraduates,
English major students were demonstrating more changes
in their identity by enhancing self-confidence and their
language use competence through English learning. Based
on a more recent sociolinguistic study in two Chinese
universities in Macau and Guangzhou, Botha (2014)
reported that due to the increase of English Medium
Instruction in China’s universities, students’ academic
approach to English language learning has also been
changed. In addition, Chinese students have also been
exposed to more English varieties in their daily lives, such
as internet, movies, and video games. These have
increasingly transformed the types of English communi-
cation in and out of class within the current higher edu-
cation environment.

To explore the changing education landscapes which
influence the university students’ English learning process
and to identify the pathway to bridge the gap between
student needs and curriculum development for better
communicative competence development outcomes, con-
tinuous needs analysis processes are required.

Review of Needs Analysis Processes

Needs analysis process was first widely adopted in the
English for specific purposes (ESP) programs (Hutchinson
and Waters 1987), to gather information such as “neces-
sities, lacks and wants” (p. 55) in the English learning
process. The information gathering tools have included
“questionnaire, interviews, observation, text collection and
informal consultation” (p. 58). Moreover, Long (2005,
p.- 31) also included other data collection instruments such
as “ethnographic methods, diaries, role plays and triangu-
lated methods”. Multiple sources of information and
methods can be used in the needs analysis process to enable
triangulation (Cowling 2007).

Needs analysis approach has also been applied in
general English language teaching. The scope of analysis
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mainly covers not only target situation analysis but also
present situation analysis such as “deficiency analysis,
strategy analysis, language audits (mainly for the com-
panies), computer-assisted analyses, and material selec-
tion” (West 1994, p. 1). Needs analysis is as critical as
course evaluation, both of which follow similar
methodologies (Dudley-Evans and St John 1998, p. 122),
are ongoing and inform curriculum development.

Analyzing Business Communication Needs
in the Academic Context and Curriculum
Development

Previous studies conducted both present situation analysis
and target situation analysis to understand the business
communication needs of industry practitioners and the
learners in the educational institutions. In Malaysia,
Moslehifara and Ibrahim (2012) investigated the English
language communication needs required by human
resources development (HRD) trainees at the workplace
using a set questionnaire. The findings included trainees’
recognition of the importance of oral English communi-
cation skills, the most critical oral communication skills
such as social interaction, training activities as well as the
difficulties encountered in oral communication in the
workplace. It was indicated that skills such as “conver-
sation, oral presentation and discussion” (p. 536) should
be covered in the English enhancement programs. In
Romania, Simon (2014) reported on the study of oral
English communication skills development for the pro-
fessional context in the bachelor program Communication
and Public Relations. The students’ unwillingness to
communicate may constrain the oral skills development
process which could be caused by external factors such as
classroom arrangement and internal factors such as lack
of motivation and autonomy to practice oral English
skills.

In mainland China, Zhang (2014) conducted target
situation needs analysis by surveying 20 business repre-
sentatives as well as present situation analysis by inves-
tigating 30 undergraduates using questionnaires generated
by Dudley-Evans and St John’s conceptual framework.
The study showed that businesses needed graduates to
have business communication skills, international busi-
ness knowledge, and cross-cultural awareness. While
students were aware of the importance of business Eng-
lish skills, the course implementation posed challenges for
English teachers as practical experience, business
knowledge, and acumen were required to optimize the
balance between in-class instruction and out-of-class
resource provision.
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Zhang and Wang (2012) in another research studied
the undergraduate English major students’ motivation of
learning English for business and economics, which can
be categorized into the factors of employment, program
study, personal development, social responsibility, exter-
nal influence, internal interest, and interest in English
learning. In another context, Zheng (2011) also studied
the business English needs of English majors in Zhejiang
University, China. By investigating the communication
skill needs, teaching method preferences, curriculum,
material, and assessment evaluation using a questionnaire,
a gap was identified between the business English needs
and curriculum. Ongoing needs analysis may be needed to
assess the student learning progress and improve the
curriculum.

Research Questions

Based on the constructed theoretical framework, this study
aims to further investigate the business communication
needs of English major undergraduates and their percep-
tions of business English curriculum in a Chinese univer-
sity context. Approaches for more effective business
communicative competence development can be identified
from the learners’ perspective. This study addresses the
following two research questions:

1) What are the business communication needs of
English major undergraduates in the Chinese univer-
sity context?

2) What are the English major undergraduates’ percep-
tions of effective business English curriculum?

Methodology

The methodology section describes the research design
and process. As this study aims to investigate the business
English needs of English major undergraduates and their
perceptions of curriculum development, both numerical
and non-numerical information is to be collected. The
methodology is both quantitative and qualitative by nature
(Brown 2014). The data collection instruments are two-
stage surveys, including both quantitative rating and
qualitative open-ended questions for gathering compre-
hensive information from the learners. This study chooses
one public university in the east of China, which houses a
four-year undergraduate program of English language and
literature. The program contains business English related
courses. The data collection process, participants, and
data analysis procedures are described in the following
sections.

Data Collection
Stage One: Business English Communication Needs Survey

The business communication needs questionnaire (see
Appendix 1) was administered in the first week of Business
English Communication course in September 2015. The
survey consists of questions related to the communication
skills needing improvement, the business document par-
ticipants often write, the situations participants often listen,
the types, and nationalities of people participants often
speak with and the difficulties in the communication pro-
cess. The survey questions were based on the interview
sheet designed by Freeman (2009, p.1), and Ellis and
Johnson (2002, p. 84).

Stage Two: Business English Curriculum Needs
Assessment

The business communication curriculum assessment sheet
(see Appendix 2) was administered in the last week of the
Business English Communication course in December
2015, to solicit student needs on the curriculum, including
teaching approaches, materials, activities, and helpfulness
of the course to enhance business communicative compe-
tence. There are rating and open-ended questions related to
written and spoken materials and activities to be included
in the course, the most useful part of the course, other
elements which can be included, and students’ perceptions
of an effective business English course, adapted from the
questionnaires designed by Chaudron et al. (2005, p. 258)
and Chan (2014, p. 401).

Participants

The participant profiles for the surveys are provided in
Table 1. 138 second year undergraduates in the program of
English language and literature program who enrolled in
the Business English Communication course participated in
the surveys. 88 % of them are female, and 12 % are male
students. Their average age is 19.6 years old. Their age
range is between 18 and 21 years old. 14 % of them passed
College English Test Band 4 (CET-4). Very few partici-
pants reported passing higher level English proficiency test,
such as CET-6 and Test of English as a Foreign Language
(TOEFL).

Data Analysis
In most parts of survey result analysis, frequency cal-

culations have been conducted to identify the most
common business communication needs of the
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Table 1 Participant profiles

Program English language
and literature
Number of participants 138
By gender
Female 121 (88 %)
Male 17 (12 %)

Average age 19.6 years old
18-21 years old

19 (14 %)

Age range
Pass CET-4

participants, while mean has also been calculated related
to their preferences of key content in the business Eng-
lish curriculum, which are typical approaches in needs
analysis research (Brown 2014, p. 7). In analyzing the
second part of the survey on curriculum assessment, the
researcher has identified the themes (Guest et al. 2012)
from participants’ response to open-ended questions and
also provided some typical quotes to demonstrate the
unique curriculum needs of English major undergraduates
in this Chinese university.

Findings

The Business Communication Needs of English
Major Undergraduates in the Chinese University
Context

English skill areas which students require improvement are
listed in Table 2. The results have shown that these English
major undergraduates need to improve English speaking
skill the most, as 35 % of the participants placed it as the
priority area for language enhancement, followed by 16 %
in English writing and listening, respectively. Vocabulary
enhancement takes up 11 % of the participants. Less than
5 % of the participants particularly required improvement
in English reading and grammar.

Table 2 English skills most needing improvement

English skill areas Frequency Percentage (%)
Reading 6 4
Writing 22 16
Listening 22 16
Speaking 48 35
Vocabulary 15 11
Grammar 6 4

Documents students most often write in English are
explained in Table 3. 28 % of the participants most often
write English general interest articles, followed by 20 % on
reports, and 12 % on informal/chatty E-mails. Less than
10 % of the participants often write chat pages and memos
in English.

Situations students often listen in English are presented
in Table 4. 46 % of the participants often have to listen to
conferences in English. 30 % of the participants have to
listen to one-on-one phone calls in English, while 21 % of
them listen to meetings of 3 or more people in English.
Listening to English socializing takes up 20 % of the
participants. More than 10 % of the participants listen to
presentations and conference calls in English. Less than
10 % of the participants listen to one-on-one meetings in
English.

The composition of the nationalities of people students
often speak with is presented in Table 5. More than 30 %
of the participants often speak with native speakers from
USA. They could be their foreign teachers and friends.
25 % of them speak to non-native English speakers from
China, who come from different regions, such as Anhui
Province, Jiangsu Province in the east, and Hei Longjiang

Table 3 Documents participants most often write in English

Document name Frequency Percentage (%)
Contracts 7 5
General interest articles 38 28
Specialist articles 4 3
Formal business E-mails 1 0.7
More informal/chatty E-mails 16 12
Reports 27 20
Memos 10 7
Websites 1 0.7
Chat page 12 9
Journal 1 0.7
Book 1 0.7
Homework 1 0.7

Table 4 Situations participants often listen in English

Situations Frequency Percentage (%)
Conferences 63 46
One on one meetings 10 7
One on one phone calls 42 30
Conference calls 25 18
Meetings of three or more people 29 21
Presentations 18 13
Socializing 28 20
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Table 5 Nationalities of people participants often speak with

Nationalities Frequency Percentage (%)
USA 44 32
Australia 13 9
Canada 11 8
New Zealand 8 6
UK 11 8
Italy 1 0.7
Spain 3 2
Portugal 1 0.7
Poland 1 0.7
China 35 25
France 3 2
Arab 2 1
Romania 3 2
Japan 4 3
Pakistan 2 1
Korea 2 1
Southeast Asia 2 1
Mixed natives/non-native groups 23 17

Province in the northeast. These non-native English
speakers from China may include their Chinese English
teachers and friends. Less than 20 % of the participants
speak in mixed native/non-native groups. Less than 10 %
of the participants often speak with people from Australia,
Canada, New Zealand, and UK, who are native speakers.
A few participants indicated the chance to speak with
non-native speakers from other parts of the world,
including European countries, such as France, Italy,
Spain, Poland, Romania, Portugal, Southeast Asia, Ara-
bian countries, and East Asian countries such as Japan
and Korea.

The diversity of the students’ exposure to speakers
from various countries could be due to their study circle

Table 6 Preferences of written course content and activities

which enabled them to get in touch with overseas teachers
and foreign students. A few participants had more
opportunities because of their active participation in stu-
dent organized extra-curricular activities such as those by
the Association for Overseas Students.

In response to the questions on the difficulties in the
business communication process, participants indicated
that the accents of the speakers from India, Korea or
New Zealand created problems in their communication.
The speed of the speech sometimes also created diffi-
culties in understanding. A few participants indicated
their own limitations in vocabulary, and grammar, which
enlarged the gap of communication with both native and
non-native speakers. There could be some slangs or
special jargons in the business context which the par-
ticipants were not able to catch in the communication
process.

English Major Undergraduates’ Perceptions
of Effective Business English Curriculum

For the preferences of course content and activities in both
written and spoken forms, participants have rated their
most needed and least needed parts in a range of 1 to 5,
where 1 represents the least needed while 5 the most
needed. The results are summarized in Table 6 (written)
and Table 7 (spoken), respectively.

In the written input, business knowledge introductions,
business English word list, writing templates, and Business
English Certificate (BEC) test preparation materials have
the highest mean, all over 4. The results may be due to the
fact that participants belong to the pre-experience group
and have little exposure to the real business world, though
they need BEC to get ready for the job market. They rely
on teachers to provide them with business context intro-
ductions, which is confirmed in the following comment by
participant A:

Written Mean of 1-5 ranking (1 the least
needed, 5 the most needed)

1. Authentic writing samples from the workplace 3.96

2. Writing templates (models to follow in future writing) 4.04

3. Writing practices (via assignments, in-class activities, etc.) 39

4. Teacher’s feedback on written practices 3.89

5. Business English word list 4.07

6. Supplementary business English reading materials and practices 3.58

7. Business knowledge introductions 4.09

8. Business news and company cases 3.82

9. BEC test preparation materials 4.03
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Since we are the amateur of the business English, we
don’t know much about business and companies or
we didn’t pay much attention in our daily life so we
need the teacher to introduce us more about that.

More specifically, participants emphasized that the
authentic writing templates collected from the workplaces
were important for learning different business communi-
cation activities. For example, participant B had the fol-
lowing comment:

I think the most important part to me is how to
write a standard e-mail or fax, including the content
of it. What kind of content is suitable for different
kinds of e-mails or faxes? Business knowledge
introduction is also very important, because some
time we’ll feel puzzled without some business
knowledge.

Most of the participants preferred to have business cases
to enrich their understanding of the field. Participant C had
the following typical comment:

The teaching materials can include some famous
cases like large foreign corporations. How the leaders
of these corporations operate their company? What
are the employee benefits or work environment.

For the business context, participants also had very
specific ideas such as these raised by participant D:

The introduction of how a company promote its
products, how to advertise, how to build materials,
how to earn customers.

In the spoken part, spoken practices via presentations,
role-plays, group activities etc. receive the highest mean,
while spoken templates also have mean over 4.

Table 7 Preferences of spoken course content and activities

Participants have praised the presentations and indicated
that role play can simulate the communication in the real
workplace. Participant E had the following explanations in
the response:

Maybe we can simulate the scene of business com-
munication in class, make the role-play effective,
which needs preparation. I think the presentation is
effective to enrich our own knowledge.

When describing the perceptions of an effective business
English course, participants have shown different perspec-
tives. One part of the views focused on the needs of under-
standing authentic business communication in the
workplaces. The following two descriptions are quite typical:

In my opinion, at an effective business English
course, teachers will teach us the different social
manners and ways to greet people and that we should
do and say when socializing. Also, teachers will give
us knowledge on all kinds of business English terms.
Teacher will give students chances to try to socialize
and then give their suggestions. (Participant F).

I think it should let us know more about real business
like what will really happen in today’s business world
and the authentic way of communication. (Participant
G).

Another part of the views focused on business com-
municative competence development through practice-
based approach. The following two statements addressed
the practice-oriented approach from learners’ point of
view.

An effective business English course is very lively, 1
think. Each class, students have the chance to practice
conversations and imitate some formal business

Written Mean of 1-5 ranking (1 the least
needed, 5 the most needed)

1. Spoken samples (e.g., video records for business meetings/negotiation/presentations in workplace) 3.96

2. Spoken templates (i.e., models to follow in future spoken communication) 4.04

3. Spoken practices (via presentations, in-class activities like role-plays, group activities, etc.) 4.07

4. Teacher’s feedback on spoken practices 3.72

5. Supplementary business English listening practices 3.95
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conversations and communications. After class, stu-
dents need to do a full range of research on some
famous companies, which is beneficial to improving
our skills. (Participant H).

Half teaching—learning, half practice-learning. More
speaking than writing in class. (Participant I).

Discussion and Conclusions

In describing the business communication needs of English
major undergraduate students in the Chinese university
context, different from workplace professionals reported in
the study of Chan (2014), participants have expressed
stronger willingness to develop oral communication skills.
They have their specific writing and listening needs,
influenced by their university life. Some of the participants
also have a wide contact with native and non-native Eng-
lish speakers from different areas of the world. They may
sometimes have comprehension problems in the commu-
nication process. In a similar context, Wolff (2009, p. 256)
summarized that due to the fact that English is increasingly
becoming a “global lingua franca”, students need to be
exposed in the curriculum a variety of accents, both formal
and informal English, and a great range of texts with dif-
ferent genres and registers in English etc., so that they will
have the flexibility to cope with the changes in global
communication and gradually cultivate the intercultural
adaptation. Thereby, the business English curriculum for
this study should be adapted based on this understanding of
student needs to increase the oral communication content,
English as a global lingua franca orientation, and inter-
cultural communication practice. Moreover, based on the
student needs in the second part of the survey, the business
English curriculum should also increase more of the
authentic business communication templates, business
lexicography, and some additional materials for business
knowledge introductions, company cases, and even BEC
test preparation.

From the course implementation theory perspective,
Leaver and Shekhtman (2002, p.5) have indicated dif-
ferent elements in the English language classes such as
“goal, theory, class work, home assignments, role of
teacher, grouping, tests and syllabus”. They are based on
three types of educational philosophies, i.e., “transmis-
sion, transaction and transformation”. These mean to
transmit knowledge, develop skills, and cultivate abilities.
In the business English curriculum for this study, these
educational typologies are all important, in order to have
better communicative competence development outcomes.
The focus of the curriculum change should be to increase
practice-oriented approaches through project or task and

students’ autonomous learning. The change should also be
directed towards enriching the authentic material and
business knowledge input, in which teacher plays more
important roles. For further upgrading of the business
English curriculum, Wang and Li (2011) have also pro-
posed two useful routes, i.e., the incorporation of tech-
nology-assisted learning to enhance the effectiveness of
business English practice in the curriculum and the
adoption of content-based instruction (CBI) in teaching
business knowledge which students claim shortage in this
study.

Broadly, for business English curriculum in China’s
university context, it is specified in the national benchmark
document that the aim is to train students with knowledge
of language, business, culture, humanity and interdisci-
plinary areas and to develop the competencies of language
use, cross-cultural communication, business practice, crit-
ical thinking and innovation, and autonomous learning
(Wang et al. 2015). It is thereby justified that business
English courses in China’s university context should not
only focus on the business English language use but also
other related knowledge areas and the cultivation of com-
petencies which enable students to be successful in the
workplace. This benchmark guides further development of
business English curriculum, based on thorough under-
standing of learner needs.

To sum up, this study serves as an example to inform
research and practice, which shows how understanding
students’ business communication needs and perceptions
can help improve the business English curriculum. While
meeting learner needs, better business communicative
competence development outcome can be achieved.
Meanwhile, the curriculum adaptation in teaching and
learning approach also bears educational significance.
Methodologically, although this study reports survey find-
ings in only one public university in China, the research
process can be replicated in other regional or cultural
contexts. Future business English curriculum development
in the higher education context can be predicted in this
way.
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Appendix 1
Adapted from Freeman (2009, p. 1), and Ellis and Johnson

(2002, p. 84).
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Your profile

Name Gender Age
How would you describe your Business English level?
Beginner | High Low Intermediate | High Advanced | Native
Beginner | Intermediate Intermediate | Level

English Proficiency Test Score (e.g. CET-4, College Entry Test Score, IETLS, TOEFL
etc.)

Skills and language

e Reading

e Writing

e Speaking

e Listening

e Grammar

e Vocabulary

Which of the areas above do you most need to improve in your English (in order)?

Written texts

e Contracts

e General interest articles

e Specialist articles

e Formal business E-mails

e More informal/ chatty E-mails
e Reports

e Memos

e Business letters

e Faxes

e Official notices

e Agendas

e Minutes

e Websites (please give example)
e Chat pages

Others (please name)

Which 5 of these do you write most in English (in order of use)?

Speaking and listening

¢ Conferences

¢ One on one meetings

¢ One on one phone calls

¢ Conference calls

e Meetings of 3 or more people (please state numbers)

e Presentations

¢ Socializing

Which of these situations do you have to/do you listen to?

What are the nationalities of the groups of people you speak to?
e Native speakers (from?)

e Non-native speakers (from?)

e Mixed native/ non-native groups

Who do you find it most difficult to talk to/understand and why?
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Appendix 2

Adapted from Chaudron et. al (2005, p. 258) and Chan (2014, p. 401)

Business English Curriculum Assessment Sheet
Based on your needs and learning experiences, are there any changes you would like to see in the
Business English class? Which parts seem most useful to you? What else would you like to see
included that would be relevant to your needs? In which areas of business English communication
have you had the greatest improvement? What is an ideal class?
In your opinion, what do you think should be included in the existing business English course to

make it more effective?

Written Least << >>  Most
needed needed

1. Authentic writing samples from the workplace 1 2 3 4 5

2. Writing templates (Models to follow in future writing) 1 2 3 4 5

3. Writing practices (via assignments, in-class activities 1 2 3 4 5

etc.)

4. Teacher’s feedback on written practices 1 2 3 4 5

5. Business English word list 1 2 3 4 5

6. Supplementary business English reading materials and 1 2 3 4 5

practices in addition to coursebook

7. Business knowledge introductions 1 2 3 4 5

8. Business news and company cases 1 2 3 4 5

9. BEC test preparation materials 1 2 3 4 5

Spoken Least << >>  Most
needed needed

1. Spoken samples (e.g., video records for business 1 2 3 4 5
meetings/negotiation/presentations in workplace)

2. Spoken templates (i.e., models to follow in future spoken 1 2 3 4 5
communication)

3. Spoken practices (via presentations, in-class activities 1 2 3 4 5
like role-plays, group activities etc.)

4. Teacher’s feedback on spoken practices 1 2 3 4 5

5. Supplementary business English listening practices 1 2 3 4 5

Most useful part:

What else you would like to see include (different aspects such as the teaching topics, teaching

materials, assignments, curriculum design, etc.):

Business English communication improved the most in:

In your opinion, what is an ideal business English course:
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