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Abstract: Transitioning from high school to university presents a significant challenge for many
students on multiple fronts, including language learning. This mixed-method study draws on an
ecological perspective to investigate students’ English learning experiences during the transition from
high school to university in China, focusing on teaching content, teaching approach, assessment and
feedback, and self-regulated learning. Data is collected from six universities at three different
academic levels in China, and analyzed using both statistical and thematic analysis. The research
finds that there are differences between high school and university English language education in the
above-mentioned four areas, and students’ ecopotentials are of critical importance for their adaptation
to university English learning. These findings suggest the necessity of the continuity of teaching
content, the promotion of individualized curricula, and the cultivation of self-regulated learning
capacities to support students’ sustainable English learning during the transition from high school
to university.
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1. Introduction

The first year in university is challenging for students. They have to adapt to their new academic
and social environment, and many experience difficulties in adjusting to the teaching style and greater
degree of autonomy in higher education [1–5]. As students have to learn discipline-specific skills and
ways of thinking in higher education, using these skills independently becomes one of the difficulties
in their academic transition from high school to university [6]. However, among previous studies of
this transition, there is a lack of discipline-specific research, and studies on students’ adjustment to
English language teaching and learning in Chinese universities are rare [7].

With the rapid development of modern technology, the deep integration between foreign language
education and information communication technology (ICT) has transformed the traditional model
of English language teaching and developed a new ecology [8]. According to the theory of ecology,
each ecological factor in the ecosystem has its own ecological niche, which is composed of both an
ecostate and an ecopotential. The ecostate refers to the state of an ecological factor, and the ecopotential
refers to the potential for the development of an ecological factor [9]. The integration of ICT into the
English language teaching ecosystem has greatly influenced students’ ecological niches and created
more challenges for students in adapting to university English learning. Moreover, “Chinese EFL
learners are more anxious than language learners in other continents” [10] (p. 21). The more anxious
they are, the more frequently they tend to use “Avoidance Strategy” to “avoid anxiety-provoking
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situations in the process of language learning” [11] (p. 56). Therefore, it is necessary to study
Chinese students’ sustainable English learning during their transition from high school to university.
The continuity of teaching content, individualized curricula, and self-regulated learning capacities are
found to be important in the improvement of teaching and learning outcomes, and the sustainable
development of English language education.

2. Literature Review

Research on students’ transitions from high school to university has mainly focused on the four
areas of teaching content, teaching approach, assessment and feedback, and self-regulated learning.
The four areas receive wide research attention because they correspond to the major products of
decision-making processes on the implemental stages of curriculum development: “Teaching materials”,
“teaching acts”, and “learning acts” [12] (p. 3), which can reflect the curriculum changes in the transition
from high school to university.

2.1. Teaching Content

Compared with high school, university education imposes more challenging academic
requirements on students, such as more rigorous literacy demands and more complex group
work [13,14]. English language teaching in universities emphasizes the advanced development
of listening and speaking competences in using English for communicative purposes, whereas it
is marginalized in the exam-oriented high school English curriculum, which stresses knowledge
of English language, especially grammar and vocabulary, instead of the development of English
communicative competences [7,15].

In addition to the insufficiency of listening and speaking in high school English teaching, there is
also a mismatch in translation, which is tested in the College English Test (CET) as an important skill
in university English teaching, but ignored in the high school English curriculum, because it is not
tested in the National Matriculation English Test (NMET) [16]. These academic challenges create
barriers [13,14], and the disconnect in teaching content means that many high school students struggle
to adapt to university English learning [7].

2.2. Teaching Approach

Both teachers and students in high school tend to see English as a subject of knowledge,
and the teacher-centered approach becomes dominant with an emphasis on the knowledge transfer of
vocabulary and grammatical rules from teachers to students [7,15]. The problem of the teacher-centered
approach lies in its lack of development of students’ communicative competences in using English,
and of their learning strategies.

In contrast, university English teaching adopts a learning-centered approach that depends on
students’ active participation in language activities for practice in using English. These different
teaching approaches also create difficulties for students in their adaptation to university English
learning [7,15].

2.3. Assessment and Feedback

Formative assessment and feedback are effective ways of promoting self-regulated learning
strategies to help students adapt to university education, which expects active learners [17–19].
Moreover, feedback like teacher reformulations in whole-class discussions can serve as affordances for
learning [20].

Research has found that formative assessment in university English teaching mostly assesses
students’ academic performance to provide mainly quantitative feedback. However, teachers overlook
assessment and feedback on students’ attitudes, motivation, learning strategies, etc., and talk little
about the goals of English learning, which weakens the function of formative assessment to promote
students’ English learning [7,21]. More discussions between teachers and students in relation to
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assessment results are necessary for students to be able to negotiate solutions to problems identified in
the learning process [21].

2.4. Self-Regulated Learning

Research shows that self-regulated learning is very important for students’ academic adjustment
to university education, as they have to regulate their own study behavior in their new learning
environment [13,14,17]. Empirical studies of university English learning reveal that students tend to
continue in the same way that they learned English in high school, only concentrating on vocabulary
and exam preparation as passive receivers of knowledge from the teacher [7,15].

Studies have also found individual differences in self-regulated learning capacities. Students with
higher self-regulated learning capacities attain better academic outcomes than those with
lower capacities, and they outperform students with lower capacities in cooperative learning,
information literacy, metacognitive strategies, learning interest, self-efficacy and its attainment,
and other motivations [22]. In contrast, many students are not able to develop appropriate learning
strategies for themselves to become active learners in the first year of university [3,7,23]. Research has
found that a significant leap from teacher-centered teaching at high school to student-centered teaching
at university is unrelated to first-year achievement. Teachers’ control in universities is still important,
and a moderate step from less student-centered teaching towards more student-centered teaching
seems to be optimal [24]. Therefore, pedagogical efforts are expected to foster “individual language
learners’ capacity for strategic learning” and “their capacities in opening up and sustaining a social
learning space for exercising their strategic learning capacity or utilizing their strategic learning
knowledge” [25] (p. 158).

Critical thinking is one of the most important competences for quick adaptation to university
studies [26]. Critical thinkers are able to raise vital questions and gather and assess relevant information
before coming to well-reasoned conclusions and solutions, and testing them against relevant criteria
and standards [27] (p. 9). In university English learning, critical thinking is a core competence for the
enhancement of information literacy in students’ learning capacities, which is essential for English
learning in the information age [22].

Previous research has advocated that high schools and universities should enhance collaboration
to ease the transition for students [13,28]. In view of the complexity of language ability, which is defined
as the combination of both language knowledge and strategic competence, which are composed of a set
of subcomponents [29], it is even more significant and challenging to explore the continuity of English
language education between high school and university, in order to support students’ sustainable
English learning with concerted efforts in policy making from both high school and university.

The adjustment of students is a complex process involving adaptive factors that are interdependent
with dynamic relationships [17]. Most of the previous studies have overlooked these interactions
between multiple factors in the adjustment process, and how they work together to impose different
impacts on students who are characterized by individual differences. Previous studies tend to make
independent discussions on each individual factor without connecting those factors with each other to
further explore their mutual relationships and influences. Moreover, some important factors are not
given the due attention in research. For example, only about 10% of previous studies in the literature
review have addressed the role that ICT plays in the transition from high school to university English
learning, which results in a lack of understanding of how this important factor can influence students’
English learning in its interaction with other factors in the technology-enhanced English language
education today. Therefore, this research takes an ecological perspective on these multifactorial
influences to study the transition of students’ English learning from high school to university with a
stress on the interactions between multiple factors and the effects they cause.
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2.5. Ecological Perspective

The ecological approach defined by van Lier sees language learning as a network of
interdependencies among all the elements in the setting such as the actions and activities of teachers
and learners, the interaction and the language use. Pedagogical principles in an ecological approach
are the creation of ecologically valid contexts, relationships, agency, motivation and identity [30].

The English language teaching ecosystem consists of both ecological factors and the
ecological environment. The major ecological factors are teachers, students, ICT, teaching resources,
and administrators at all levels. The ecological environment is mainly established by English
language education policies at different levels, the teaching facilities, and the campus culture.
The ecostate–ecopotential theory states that the ecostate is the basis of the ecopotential, and the
ecopotential will promote the change of the ecostate [9]. Take the ecological factor of the student as an
example. The ecostate of the student’s ecological niche includes knowledge of and competence in the
English language. The ecopotential of the student’s ecological niche mainly includes competences in
cooperative learning, critical thinking, intercultural communication, employing language learning
strategies, and information literacy, which refers to the capacity of identifying and utilizing information
resources, etc. In addition to the ecopotential, other internal learner factors affecting the student’s
ecological niche mainly include the learner’s belief, motivation, self-efficacy, learning style, etc. [22].
Figure 1 shows the development framework of the student’s ecological niche.
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Under influences from the ecopotential and major learner factors, students form optimal
learning strategies for themselves, with which they develop their ecological niches. Meanwhile,
external influences from other ecological factors and the ecological environment are also imposed on
the development of students’ ecological niches. Both the internal and external factors push forward
the development of students’ ecological niches towards the goals of English learning. It is self-evident
that students’ ecopotentials play an important role in the transition from high school to university
English learning because they can promote the change of students’ ecostates. Equally important is
the change of the external factors during the transition. Previous research has discovered that the
external factors in university English learning, such as teachers, teaching resources, education policies,
and campus culture, are more favorable for students with higher ecopotentials [22]. It means that the
external factors may affect students’ sustainable language learning in different ways depending on the
level of their ecopotentials. All the above factors will be considered in this study.

Based on the ecostate–ecopotential theory, this study raises the following research question:
How do the major internal and external factors in the English language teaching ecosystem

influence the development of the student’s ecological niche in the transition from high school
to university?

The study will investigate this research question with a focus on teaching content,
teaching approach, assessment and feedback, and self-regulated learning.

3. Methods

3.1. Research Participants

The research adopts both quantitative and qualitative research methodologies, using six
universities at three different academic levels in the national rankings for data collection. They are
located in four different cities in Jiangsu province, China. According to the statistical report by Ministry
of Education of the Peoples’ Republic of China in 2018, among all the 31 regions at provincial levels
in mainland China, the number of higher education institutions in Jiangsu province ranked the first,
and the total number of students enrolled in universities and higher vocational colleges in Jiangsu
province ranked the fourth [31]. Because each university has allocated quotas for the enrollment of
high school graduates in different regions at provincial levels in mainland China, the selection of the
sample universities in Jiangsu province for this study can best ensure the diversity of the research
participants from different regions of the country with various socioeconomic backgrounds.

Among the six sample universities, one is supported by the “985 project” (referred to here as A),
two are supported by the “211 project” (referred to as B1 and B2), and three are common provincial
universities (referred to as C1, C2, and C3). The “985 project” and the “211 project” are two national
higher education projects with the special support from the government for the construction of
world-class universities. Among nearly 3000 universities in China, there are only 39 “985 project”
universities and just over 100 “211 project” universities. Reflecting these proportions, the number
of “985 project” universities in our sample is the lowest, and the number of common provincial
universities is the highest, with the number of “211 project” universities in between. The national
ranking and the students’ academic performance in the “985 project” university in this study are higher
than those in the two “211 project” universities, which in turn are higher than the three common
provincial universities in terms of rankings and students’ academic performance. Different ecological
factors and ecological environments between the three levels of universities appear to have different
impacts on the development of students’ ecological niches. On the one hand, the admission scores of
higher-ranking universities are much higher than those of the lower-ranking universities, indicating that
there might be a gap between students’ ecostates and ecopotentials at the beginning. On the other
hand, higher-ranking universities are usually more competitive than lower-ranking universities in the
recruitment of talented faculties, who are more competent in teaching and research. Differences like
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these between the three levels of universities would shape the development of students’ ecological
niches in different ways.

Like previous studies on Chinese students’ transition from high school to university English
learning, this study only includes non-English majors as the research participants mainly for the
following two reasons. For one thing, the majority of the more than 30 million students enrolled in
Chinese universities learn English as the foreign language [32]. In contrast, the number of English
majors is about 570 thousand [33], which only takes a small proportion of the total. The transition
from high school to university English learning will mostly affect the large number of non-English
majors. For another, the English education targeted at English majors has different goals, approaches,
and evaluations from those for non-English majors. Therefore, English majors are not included in
this study.

Among all the previous studies mentioned in the literature review, 12 of them involve
large-scale data collections from more than 200 participants. Half of these empirical studies have
500–1000 participants, which is the most preferred range of the number of participants among the
12 studies. Taking this range as a reference, this study intends to involve around 800–900 participants
with an expectation to receive around 800 valid responses from research participants. Table 1 shows
the number of participants from each university.

Table 1. Type of university and number of participants.

University Type Number of Participants

A “985 project” 130
B1 “211 project” 145
B2 “211 project” 151
C1 Common Provincial University 143
C2 Common Provincial University 158
C3 Common Provincial University 157

Total 884

3.2. Research Methods

3.2.1. Questionnaires

Questionnaires were distributed to first-year student participants in sample universities, in order
to collect data about their reflections on the differences between their English learning experiences
in high school and university. The questionnaires mainly cover teaching content, teaching approach,
assessment and feedback, and students’ self-regulated learning behavior.

The questionnaire can be divided into two parts. The first consists of eleven Likert-scale question
items and two multiple choice items to ask students to compare their high school and university
English learning experiences. The two multiple choice items are follow-up questions asking about the
key language skills in teaching content and the most difficult language skills they perceived during the
transition. The second part consists of three items to collect information about the students’ perceptions
and uses of affordances in university English learning.

After a pretest of the questionnaire among 120 students, the validity and reliability of the
Likert-scale question items in the first part of the questionnaire were evaluated. The KMO was 0.735,
and the significance level of Bartlett’s Test was 0.000. Cronbach’s Alpha was 0.750. These statistics
show that the validity and reliability of the questionnaire are acceptable. Table 2 shows details of the
collection of questionnaire data. All the questionnaire data is analyzed with SPSS 21.0.
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Table 2. Questionnaire data collection.

University Number of
Online Questionnaires Received

Number of Valid
Online Questionnaires

A 130 120
B1 145 139
B2 151 143
C1 143 141
C2 158 158
C3 157 155

Total 884 856

3.2.2. Interviews

Interviews were carried out with students to learn more about their English learning experiences
in both high school and university. In this study, 83 students from the six universities participated in
telephone interviews, involving around 14 participants from each university. During the interviews,
the participants were asked to report their College English Test Band 4 (CET-4) scores and compare their
high school and university English learning experiences in terms of teaching content, teaching approach,
assessment and feedback, and self-regulated learning. The interviews were transcribed to text, and a
thematic analysis was carried out by coding the interview data according to the four themes.

3.2.3. Document Analysis

The two most influential documents guiding high school and university English education are the
High School English Curriculum Standards (HSECS) and the College English Teaching Guidelines
(CETG). The same coding system used for the interview data analysis was adopted for a thematic
analysis of these two documents to examine the continuity and disconnection between the English
language education policies at the high school and university levels.

4. Results

4.1. Questionnaire Analysis Results

In total, 856 valid questionnaires were collected from the six sample universities. Comparisons and
contrasts between the students’ high school and university English learning experiences were made
in the following four aspects: Teaching content, teaching approach, assessment and feedback,
and self-regulated learning.

4.1.1. Teaching Content

More than half of the participants agreed that the information load of the teaching content in
high school was greater than that in university. Over 70% of the participants believed that high
school English teaching concentrated on reading and vocabulary, and nearly half of the participants
admitted that more knowledge about language and culture was taught in university than in high
school. The National Matriculation English Test (NMET) is largely responsible for the exam-oriented
English teaching practices in high school; since reading comprehension always accounts for the largest
proportion of marks in exam papers, it has become an essential part of high school English teaching.
Although the information load of high school English teaching is greater than that in universities,
this overemphasis on reading and vocabulary narrows the scope of affordances for high school students,
which is unfavorable for the development of their ecological niches. However, university English
teaching includes more diversified content about language and culture since the exam pressure is eased.

When asked about the level of difficulty, more than half of the participants considered university
English teaching to be more difficult than that in high school. The most difficult things to learn
were listening, speaking, and vocabulary. One-way ANOVAs were used to determine whether there
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were any significant differences between participants’ choices from universities at the three different
levels. A significant difference was revealed between participants at the A university and those at the
C universities (F(5.850) = 11.169, p < 0.05); participants at university A regarded university English
teaching as more difficult than the teaching in high school, but the mean score among the participants
at the three C universities was around three out of five, which indicated that they were not sure. It may
be inferred that participants at the C universities might consider both high school and university
English learning difficult due to their low ecostates, shown by their CET-4 scores (usually taken at
the end of the first year), which are significantly lower than those of the university A participants
(F(5.77) = 5.740, p < 0.05). The low ecostates of the C university participants might suggest unsuccessful
adaptation to the more challenging university English learning environment.

4.1.2. Teaching Approach

Around 67% of the participants claimed that more ICT was used in university English teaching
than in high school, since lots of multimedia teaching resources were introduced. Furthermore, 61% of
the participants indicated that high school English teachers gave more lectures on grammar and
exam questions in class than university English teachers, who organized more classroom activities
for students. However, participants’ attitudes were divided about which approach was better for
the development of their ecological niches. About one third of the participants liked the high school
English teaching approach, while another one third preferred the university English teaching approach.
The remaining one third of the participants were not sure.

These divided opinions about teaching approaches may be attributed to different ecological
environments on the one hand, and students’ ecological niches at different levels on the other. Due to
the influence of NMET, the education policies and campus culture of high schools are exam-oriented.
Though students have to take CET-4 in university, this is not as competitive as NMET. Therefore,
university English teaching adopts a different policy and aims at the development of students’ overall
English competences.

However, different teaching approaches could still be found between universities at different levels.
The result of a one-way ANOVA disclosed the significant difference in the ecological environment
between university A and the C universities, with university A organizing more classroom activities
for students (F(5.850) = 15.209, p < 0.05). This difference was partly caused by the different ecostates of
participants. In general, the ecostates of participants from university A were higher than those at the
C universities, because the NMET scores of university A participants were usually much higher than
the scores of the C university participants. Most of the university A participants could better adapt to
the shift of teaching focus from reading, vocabulary, and grammar in high school to more practical
use of English in listening and speaking activities in university. However, C university participants
with lower ecostates were not able to cope with this change so well. In view of these obstacles,
teachers at the C universities tended to organize fewer classroom activities and lower the learning
requirements. Hence, as in high school, reading took a dominant position in university English learning
for participants at C universities, and the teaching approach tended to be more teacher-centered.
Consequently, university A participants and C university participants made different choices about the
most difficult language skills for them in the transition. One-way ANOVAs demonstrated that the
university A participants believed that speaking was the most difficult in university (F(5.850)= 6.759,
p < 0.05), whereas the C university participants chose reading (F(5.850) = 3.754, p < 0.05).

4.1.3. Assessment and Feedback

Almost 73% of the participants supported formative assessment in university, which included their
performance in homework, quizzes, and other learning activities in their final evaluation, which would
better promote their self-regulated English learning than the summative assessment more common in
high school. Participants acknowledged the benefits from the feedback they had received based on
these assessment practices. For example, 63% of the participants maintained that they had learned a lot
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from teachers’ feedback on their writing assignments, and almost 76% agreed that they had benefited
from teachers’ feedback on their class performance. In contrast, assessment in high school tended to be
summative and very limited in form.

The diversity of assessment practices in university English teaching gives students more
opportunities to receive feedback on their performance in various tasks, and contributes to their
reflections about any adjustments they might need to make in their self-regulated learning in order to
develop their ecological niches.

4.1.4. Self-Regulated Learning

Nearly 56% of the participants reported that they spent less time and effort on their university
English learning than they did in high school. Only 18.3% spent more time and effort in university
than in high school. Around 70% of the participants used more ICT for self-regulated English learning
in university. Nearly one third of the participants claimed that they had found effective learning
approaches to promote their English learning in university. However, 22.7% of the participants denied
this, and 44.5% were not sure.

A t-test was used to explore the relationship between participants’ ecostates and their ecopotentials
in self-regulated learning. CET-4 scores represented the students’ ecostates. Their ecopotentials were
represented by their answers to the question about whether they had found the most appropriate
self-regulated learning approaches. The lower their scores on this question, the lower their ecopotentials
to improve their ecostates. The study divided the questionnaire data from the 83 interview participants
who reported their CET-4 scores into a high ecopotential group and a low ecopotential group according
to their answers to the question about self-regulated learning approaches. The t-test result showed that
the participants’ ecostates were predicted by their ecopotentials (p < 0.05): The CET-4 scores of the
low ecopotential group were significantly lower than those of the high ecopotential group. This result
supported the ecostate–ecopotential theory.

In addition, there were three other significant differences between the high ecopotential group and
the low ecopotential group. The high ecopotential group showed significantly more use of ICT than
the low ecopotential group (p < 0.01). The high ecopotential group also spent significantly more time
and effort on university English learning than the low ecopotential group (p < 0.01), although neither
of the two groups spent more time and effort in university English learning than they did in high
school (both of the mean scores were below 2.5 out of 5). The high ecopotential group considered that
teacher feedback on their writing assignments had helped them to enhance their writing competence,
but the perception of benefits in the low ecopotential group was significantly lower (p < 0.05).

4.2. Interview Analysis Results

Eighty-three interview participants from the six sample universities were asked to compare their
high school and university English learning experiences under the guidance of the interviewer’s
questions covering the following four themes of teaching content, teaching approach, assessment and
feedback, and self-regulated learning.

4.2.1. Teaching Content

In the interviews, most participants described high school English teaching as exam-oriented.
The majority of the time was spent on acquiring knowledge of grammar and vocabulary and doing
exercises or exam papers, which reduced students’ motivation for English learning:

Participant 51: ‘It is repetitive and dull to learn English for exams.’ (4 May 2020)
The teaching content of university English courses was diversified and involved many different

topics for discussion, presentation, and many other activities. The interview participants preferred the
university English teaching content, because they had limited access to different types of affordances
necessary for the development of their ecological niches in high school English learning:
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Participant 22: ‘I like the diversity in teaching materials and many activities in university.’
(3 May 2020)

4.2.2. Teaching Approach

The majority of the interview participants preferred the university English teaching approach.
This preference was mainly attributed to more interactive activities in university classes, and more
freedom of self-regulated learning after class:

Participant 32: ‘The university is open and gives us much freedom for self-regulated learning.
There are many interactions in class. I can learn to use English.’ (4 May 2020)

Moreover, the integration of ICT with university English teaching enriched the curriculum with
many multimedia teaching resources, which could boost motivation for English learning. However,
almost 22% of the interview participants preferred the high school English teaching approach.
The reasons for this preference varied. Some of them enjoyed doing exam questions, which brought a
sense of achievement, while others thought that they learned more in high school because teachers
lectured more in class. Some expected more supervision and guidance from their university teachers
because they were not doing well with their self-regulated learning in university. Some other interview
participants preferred the university English teaching approach, but acknowledged their lack of
self-regulated learning capacities:

Participant 14: ‘I like doing exam questions in high school, which can help me remember the
language points and give me a sense of achievement.’ (2 May 2020)

Participant 16: ‘The high school teacher teaches us more details and I can learn more.’ (2 May 2020)
Participant 17: ‘I prefer high school English teaching because I am not good at self-regulated

learning and need to be led forward.’ (2 May 2020)
Participant 1: ‘University English teaching is good because it stresses self-regulated learning. But I

do little in self-regulated learning and gain little.’ (2 May 2020)
These results showed the impact of the participants’ attitudes towards English learning on the

development of their ecological niches. Their attitudes decided the choices they made in English
learning, which would lead to different trajectories in the development of their ecological niches.

4.2.3. Assessment and Feedback

Many participants expressed their appreciation of the variety of assessment practices in university,
such as speeches, group presentations, and many other different types of assignments which were
rarely organized in high school. These new assignments were interesting and motivating for them,
although they might take a lot of time to prepare:

Participant 5: ‘I like the home assignments in multiple forms, like presentations and some other
listening and speaking tasks.’ (2 May 2020)

Another change was the involvement of peer assessment, which provided participants with more
opportunities to learn from each other in university:

Participant 3: ‘The teacher asks us to score the videotaped speeches from each other and give
comments. So we can see others’ homework and learn from each other.’ (2 May 2020)

Participants recognized the benefits of feedback from formative assessment in university,
which helped to identify the weaknesses in their academic performance. However, some participants
mentioned their need for more teacher feedback regarding their learning management, which showed
a lack of guidance for students’ self-regulated learning:

Participant 24: ‘I like the supervision and feedback on my studies from teachers in high school.
But in university it all depends on yourself to manage your own studies.’ (3 May 2020)

4.2.4. Self-Regulated Learning

The status quo of students’ self-regulated learning in university was not satisfactory, with more
than half of the participants spending less time and effort in university English learning than they did
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in high school. From the interviews, it seemed that there were two main reasons for this. The first was
that students were so busy with their studies that they had to prioritize their major courses and reduce
the time and effort devoted to self-regulated English learning:

Participant 6: ‘I don’t have enough time for English learning. My studies of my own major take
up a lot of time.’ (2 May 2020)

Second, there are only 2–4 teaching periods on average every week in the university English
courses, significantly fewer than in high school. For participants who needed more supervision and
guidance in their self-regulated learning, it was hard for them to make progress due to the lack of
external pressure and assistance:

Participant 7: ‘I know that I need to do more self-regulated learning. But I only meet the teacher
once every week. I don’t have the pressure to do more.’ (2 May 2020)

Another problem in self-regulated learning lies in students’ ecopotentials to identify and utilize
affordances. ICT has become the most frequently used method for students to have access to English
learning resources in their self-regulated learning, which is more encouraged in university than in
high school. Faced with abundant English learning affordances on the internet, students need critical
thinking abilities to gather and assess relevant information in order to identify and utilize appropriate
affordances for their self-regulated learning. From the interviews, it was found that nearly 60% of the
interview participants used mobile phone apps to help them learn new words, which was the most
common activity in self-regulated learning, but usually only occurred during a short period of time
before exams. Around 36% of the interview participants watched English movies, TV series, lectures, or
other relevant videos. Nearly 28% listened to English news reports, speeches, or model tests. Only 7%
read English books or articles in their spare time. It seemed clear that these affordances had been
greatly undervalued in students’ self-regulated learning; most students only recognized vocabulary as
an affordance, while the proportions of students utilizing other affordances were much smaller and
few participants mentioned the practice of writing and translation skills in their self-regulated learning
except for completing writing and translation assignments. The imbalanced development of listening,
speaking, reading, writing, and translation skills was not suitable to maximize their learning outcomes.

4.3. Document Analysis Results

The core qualities that the HSECS aims to cultivate are language competences, cultural awareness,
critical and creative thinking competences, and learning capacities [34] (p. 6). The goals of university
English teaching highlighted by the CETG include communicative competences, cross-cultural
communication awareness, and self-regulated learning capacities [35] (p. 2). The teaching content is
also organized in alignment with the above categories of core qualities and competences.

Although the goals of English teaching in the HSECS and the CETG are similar to each other,
the specific foci of the teaching content are different. The HSECS proposes the development of the
competences in listening, speaking, reading, watching, and writing. Here, watching, referring to the
competence in obtaining and interpreting information from graphs, charts, symbols, animations, videos,
and so on, is added to the traditional reading competences because it is very important in the new
media era [34] (p. 30). The language competences specified by the CETG include listening, speaking,
reading, writing, and translation. The CETG provides details of the genres, lengths, complexity,
etc., of the teaching resources that are needed for the development of these competences. However,
the HSECS does not provide these details; instead, it introduces the strategies that students are expected
to practice when they use these language skills in their English learning, such as note-taking in listening
and watching, predicting content in reading, the use of cohesive devices in speaking and writing to
establish the logic, and so on.

Learning strategies are included as part of the teaching content in the HSECS, divided into
four types: “Metacognitive strategies, cognitive strategies, communicative strategies, and affective
strategies” [34] (p. 34). However, the CETG places learning strategies in the category of teaching
approaches. It asks teachers to guide and help students to master learning strategies with appropriate
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teaching approaches. In addition, both the HSECS and the CETG offer options for courses from
elementary to advanced levels, with descriptions of different learning outcomes, for schools and
universities to choose from according to the different levels of their students and the different
requirements they need to meet.

Both the HSECS and the CETG emphasize the application of task-based and inquiry-based
teaching approaches, as well as the guidance of self-regulated learning and cooperative learning among
students through the appropriate use of ICT. They point out the necessity to enrich English teaching
with abundant affordances from various multimedia resources.

The two documents also share similar assessment policies. Formative assessment should
be performed as the major type of assessment, with summative assessment in an auxiliary
position. Both qualitative and quantitative assessment in various forms of activities are encouraged.
Assessment should involve students’ self-evaluation and peer assessment. Teachers need to provide
timely feedback and discuss with students about their English learning, in order to help them gain
more positive washback effects from assessments.

As for self-regulated learning, the HSECS specifies a minimum number of hours for listening and
watching English resources every week, and the minimum length of reading every week for different
levels. The CETG does not specify similar requirements.

In general, both the HSECS and the CETG provide similar policies in relation to important issues
surrounding English teaching and learning, which indicates a certain level of continuity in English
language education policies at different levels. The involvement of learning strategies as part of the
teaching content in the HSECS is a good preparation for self-regulated learning in university. However,
translation is not covered in the HSECS, representing a disconnect from the development of translation
competence included in the CETG. The CETG is more flexible about self-regulated learning, while the
HSECS specifies details of minimum weekly requirements. In summary, in guiding the development
of students’ ecological niches the HSECS places more emphasis on teaching learning strategies to
students, while the CETG stresses facilitating students’ self-regulated learning by providing guidance
and resources.

5. Discussion

5.1. Interactions between Ecological Factors

As the guidance for high school English teaching, the HSECS presents policies for curriculum
development with consideration of the development of students’ overall English language competences
and their continuation into university English learning. However, NMET has affected the
implementation of the HSECS and has caused a disconnect in terms of teaching content and teaching
approaches between high school and university English teaching, which makes it more challenging
for students to adapt to university English learning. These findings are in line with previous
studies [7,13–15], except that reading is not included in previous findings as a significant part of
the teaching content in high school. It is important to recognize that reading is the only language
competence that is extensively developed in high school, further demonstrating the disconnect in
the development of language competences between high school and university English teaching,
and explaining students’ low ecostates in terms of their other language competences.

Previous studies have also suggested that university English teaching is more challenging for
students in terms of their listening and speaking skills [7,15]. However, this study finds that for
students with low ecostates such as the C university students, reading is the most challenging skill
for them in their adaptation to university English learning. Due to their low ecostates, the major
teaching content has been changed from speaking and listening to reading. This indicates that in order
to gain more insights into English language teaching and learning, due attention should be given to
the interactions between the ecological factors in different ecological environments, which may have
particular influences on specific groups of teachers and students.
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5.2. Diversity

Teaching content and related teaching resources are more diversified in university than in high
school English teaching in order to create sufficient affordances for the development of students’
ecological niches. However, our data analysis shows the lack of diversity in the affordances used and
the language skills practiced in students’ self-regulated learning. Previous research has identified the
same problem and attributed it to students’ lack of information literacy, which will impose a negative
influence on the balance of the development of the student’s ecological niche [22].

The study shows students’ satisfaction with the diversity of assessment practices in various forms,
and the benefits they gain from the feedback. The assessment tasks not only test students’ academic
performance, but also offer them various learning experiences, which agrees with the ecologically
valid pedagogical principles proposed by van Lier [30]. In addition, teacher feedback can provide
very important affordances for learning [20]. In contrast, there are also complaints from participants,
especially those who are not doing well with their self-regulated learning, about the lack of supervision
and feedback in relation to their management of English learning in university. This is similar to
previous research findings, indicating that assessment and feedback focus more on students’ academic
performance, i.e., their ecostates, than on ecopotentials such as learning strategies [7,21].

However, previous studies have not pointed out the relationship between formative assessment
and students’ self-regulated learning. This study has found a negative washback effect from formative
assessment on students’ self-regulated learning. Although there might be a variety of tasks in formative
assessment, few of the interview participants mentioned reading assessment, and only 7% reported
reading activities in their self-regulated learning. The overemphasis on listening and speaking activities
in formative assessment reduces the chance of the development of students’ reading competence.
In more diversified formative assessment and feedback, a balance should be struck between different
language skills and the feedback needs to address both the ecostates and the ecopotentials of students.

5.3. Individual Differences

Different students’ ecological niches present different ecostates and ecopotentials. Students with
higher ecopotentials can better adapt to a new learning environment and reach higher ecostates after a
single year. They outperform the lower ecopotential group in the use of ICT for access to affordances,
as well as the amount of time and effort devoted to self-regulated learning. This highlights the
power and the decisive role of ecopotentials, which can promote a change in ecostates regardless of
initial ecostates and different ecological environments. This conclusion is consistent with previous
research findings about students’ ecological niches in the College English ecosystem, where higher
ecopotential groups outperform lower ecopotential groups in terms of their ecostates and the specific
competences that constitute their ecopotentials [22]. This study has found that even though the
lower ecopotential group utilized teacher feedback during their writing assignments, they did not
recognize the enhancement of their writing competence as much as the higher ecopotential group.
This is a novel finding, distinguishing competence in the identification and utilization of affordances
from competence in the internalization of affordances into individual performance. To some extent,
internalization competence also depends on critical thinking to work out solutions to the transformation
of affordances into language competences. This differentiation contributes to insights about students’
ecopotentials in English learning, and also highlights the importance of critical thinking in the
development of ecopotentials as stated in previous studies [26].

The cultivation of critical thinking is specified in the HSECS, but the CETG does not place explicit
emphasis on the development of critical thinking competence. In addition, the HSECS includes
learning strategies in teaching content, but the CETG only asks teachers to guide the development of
students’ learning strategies. The different policies suggest less control over students’ self-regulated
learning in university than in high school.

However, this study has found a number of problems in students’ self-regulated learning,
suggesting that it requires more guidance and feedback from teachers. As previous research has
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proposed, self-regulated learning capacities require pedagogical efforts to foster [25]; it seems to be
difficult for students to make the transition from teacher-centered teaching towards student-centered
teaching. The findings of this research advocate that differences in both students’ ecological niches and
their ecological environments need to be taken into account, in order to make appropriate pedagogical
efforts to help them adapt to university English learning.

6. Implications

6.1. Continuity of Teaching Content

Though the HSECS and the CETG have established a degree of continuity in English language
education policies between high school and university, the study has found that there is a disconnect in
the development of listening, speaking, and translation competences. It will be advisable to increase the
proportion of listening, speaking, and translation activities in high school English teaching, and extend
them to students’ self-regulated learning to achieve a more balanced development of English language
competences and better prepare them well for the higher requirements in university English learning.

The time allocated for exam preparation for NMET should not be extended at the cost of regular
English teaching and learning aimed at the development of communicative competences in English.
If the ecological environment in high schools can become less exam-oriented, it will be more helpful in
preparing students for subsequent adaptation to university English learning.

The content of formative assessment and feedback should maintain a balance between different
language skills in order to create positive washback effects to guide students’ self-regulated learning.
In addition to the assessment of students’ ecostates, feedback on their ecopotentials should be
strengthened, allowing teachers to negotiate with students about how to develop their ecological
niches and adapt to university English learning.

6.2. Individualized Curricula

In view of the individual differences in students’ ecological niches, especially the conflicts between
students’ low ecostates in high school and the expectation of high listening and speaking competences
in university, teachers need to make individualized curricula with appropriate teaching resources
and teaching approaches for groups of students with different ecostates. In other words, a particular
ecological environment should be created to include appropriate affordances for a particular group of
students with similar ecostates, even within the same class. They will benefit from specially-tailored
tasks, assessments, and feedback matching their ecostates, yielding better chances of success and
improved motivation for sustained investment of time and effort in English learning, thereby improving
their ecostates and ecopotentials step by step.

Such individualized curricula are highly demanding for teachers, as they have to take account
of diversified affordances for students with different ecostates, while also integrating these curricula
together as an organic whole when teaching to the whole class. Teachers should therefore be given
more freedom in curriculum design in university English teaching.

6.3. Development of Ecopotentials

Our research results have provided evidence for the utility of the ecostate–ecopotential theory.
Students with higher ecopotentials are able to make better transitions from high school to university
English learning. Since the capacity for self-regulated learning is not well-developed in high school,
university English teaching should strengthen the development of students’ ecopotentials in order to
help them adapt to their new ecological environment as quickly as possible. Therefore, it is necessary
to include explicit instruction in self-regulated learning in the formal university English curriculum as
an important component to be taught, supervised, and evaluated, rather than merely an after-class
activity to be encouraged, but not sufficiently guided by teachers. Self-regulated learning should
be characterized by neither too much freedom nor too much control. The optimal approach is to
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offer appropriate control and supervision over students’ self-regulated learning to fit their individual
ecological niches. Teachers need to provide students with timely and frequent feedback to help enhance
their ecopotentials.

The key issue in the development of students’ ecopotentials is critical thinking, which is especially
important with the increasing use of ICT by students to manage their learning processes in terms of
the identification, utilization, and internalization of affordances in English learning. The cultivation of
critical thinking is highlighted in the HSECS, but not in the CETG. It requires more specific policies to
integrate the development of critical thinking into the curricula of both high school and university
English education, to enable the better development of students’ ecopotentials.

7. Conclusions

The HSECS and the CETG share common goals and many specific policies, which are conducive
to students’ transition from high school to university English learning. However, problems occur in
teaching content, teaching approach, assessment and feedback, and self-regulated learning. For example,
students’ self-regulated learning cannot be fully developed in high school under the influence of
NMET, and students lack enough guidance and feedback to develop it effectively in university.
Interactions between the above four areas, between different ecological factors and those between
ecological factors and the ecological environment, are identified and discussed in this study for a
deeper understanding of how they influence students’ transition from high school to university
English learning in order to provide well-directed implications. Both high school and university
have to make collaborated efforts in policy making to ensure the continuity of teaching content,
individualized curricula, and the development of ecopotentials to promote students’ sustainable
language learning and the sustainable development of English language education from high school
to university.

Further research could include studies on the important learner factors of motivation, self-efficacy,
learning style, etc., to explore students self-regulated English learning at the micro level, in order to
yield more insights about the development of their ecological niches and to inform English language
education policies.
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