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ABSTRACT
Background: China’s “Double Reduction” policy emphasises reducing excessive homework burdens while improving educational quality. However, innovative primary English assignments may prioritise novel formats over meaningful language learning. Developing competency-oriented homework that integrates clear learning objectives, purposeful tasks, differentiated support, and formative assessment remains an important pedagogical challenge.
Aims: This paper examines competency-oriented assignment design for primary English homework under China’s “Double Reduction” policy. Drawing on research on curriculum reform, language tasks, and formative assessment, it addresses three questions: what makes an assignment educationally distinctive; what principles should guide its design; and how a coherent unit-level sequence translates these principles into observable and assessable performance.
Study design: This practice-based classroom case study involves 36 pupils aged 12–13 and uses Unit 6, “E-friends,” from the Oxford English (Shenzhen Edition) Grade 6, Volume 1 textbook as its curricular source.
Place and Duration of Study: Shenzhen Foreign Language School of Bao’an, Shenzhen, Guangdong, China. The case concerns a single instructional unit.
Methodology: Five design principles—objective alignment, thematic coherence, purposeful tasks, differentiated scaffolding, and embedded assessment—inform an eight-step design process. A connected sequence of four tasks culminates in a five- to eight-sentence reply email and peer-supported revision. A three-level analytic rubric defines task-relevant performance. The account interprets the teacher’s classroom observations and descriptions of pupils’ written work.
Results: The teacher reported difficulties distinguishing conversation topics from activities and responding to questions in an incoming email. Feedback and revision redirected attention to the reader’s information needs. These observations identify instructional priorities; they do not establish the size of a learning gain or a reduction in total homework burden.
Conclusion: Under the “Double Reduction” policy, effective homework reform requires explicit alignment among objectives, learning activities, assessment, and pupil effort. The framework presented here offers a practical design route while acknowledging the limited generalisability of findings from a single-unit case.
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1. INTRODUCTION
In July 2021, the General Office of the Communist Party of China Central Committee and the General Office of the State Council issued a policy to reduce excessive homework and off-campus tutoring burdens among pupils in compulsory education, commonly known as the “Double Reduction” policy. Chen and Lin (2026) identify improved homework design and teachers’ responsibility for guidance and feedback as central measures. In primary English education, reducing burden therefore requires reconsidering objectives, content, and assessment so that assignments contribute meaningfully to pupils’ competency development.
The policy sets an average daily written-homework ceiling of 60 minutes for Grades 3–6 across subjects (Chen & Lin, 2026). An English task’s demands must therefore be considered alongside the demands of other subjects and differences in pupils’ working pace. The policy connects the educational contribution of homework with the conditions under which children complete it. A study of primary-school pupils in one Beijing district reported that reduced homework time was associated with improved subjective well-being without a corresponding decline in academic achievement; the findings do not specify an optimal duration for English assignments (Zhou & Fan, 2025).
Research on homework also cautions against equating additional time with better learning. Cooper et al. (2006) found a stronger homework–achievement association in secondary grades than in elementary grades, while identifying methodological weaknesses in the underlying studies. More recent experimental research by Dolean and Lervåg (2022) found that varying homework amounts produced different outcomes for elementary writing and mathematics. Together, these findings support careful attention to age, subject, and task quality. They do not establish an optimal duration for primary English homework in China, but they challenge the assumption that increasing volume necessarily improves attainment.
However, innovative primary English homework is sometimes affected by design problems. First, objectives can be unclear. For example, an attractive poster or a short video may not specify whether pupils are expected to organise information, write an introduction, or demonstrate intercultural understanding. Second, some tasks may impose excessive non-language demands, such as extensive drawing, device operation, or information searching, which can distract attention from language learning. Third, differentiation may be superficial; for instance, assigning more work to higher-attaining pupils rather than providing flexible scaffolding and pathways. Fourth, diagnostic feedback may be limited, as grades and brief comments may not identify what pupils fail to do and why. An analysis of homework evaluation reform in Chinese primary and secondary schools identified insufficient consideration of implementation constraints and weaknesses in coordination across evaluation processes (Xie & Qian, 2024).
Three strands of literature inform these questions. Constructive alignment connects intended outcomes with learning activities and assessment (Biggs, 1996). Task-based language teaching prioritises meaning and a communicative outcome (Ellis, 2009). Research on elementary writing instruction supports explicit attention to composing processes, strategies, and peer assistance (Graham et al., 2012). More specifically, Luquin and García Mayo (2020) examined how primary learners of English as a foreign language (EFL) aged 11–12 noticed and incorporated language during collaborative writing with model-based feedback. Their exploratory study informs the use of models as learning resources, while its small sample and different task conditions limit direct comparison with this case. A study involving public primary-school pupils in Tanzania reported stronger English communicative performance following task-based instruction; differences in educational context limit direct comparison with the present case (Kimario & Mtana, 2023). A systematic review of K–12 EFL formative assessment highlighted teacher and learner perceptions, assessment practices, and contextual barriers as relevant considerations for implementation (Zhang et al., 2024).
Drawing on research into China’s English curriculum reform (Chen & Murray, 2025) and competency-oriented principles, this paper proposes a practical design framework. It uses Unit 6, “E-friends,” from the Oxford English (Shenzhen Edition) Grade 6, Volume 1 textbook as a case illustration.
The literature reviewed above addresses homework burden, task-based language learning, and formative assessment, but provides few illustrations of how these elements can be combined in a coherent homework sequence for a particular primary English unit. This case addresses that practical design gap without claiming a measured improvement in proficiency or a reduction in homework time.
The paper addresses the following research questions:
1. What makes an assignment educationally distinctive within a competency-oriented curriculum?
2. Which principles should guide its design?
3. How can a coherent unit-level task sequence translate these principles into observable and assessable learning?
2. MATERIALS AND METHODS
2.1 Research design
This study adopts a practice-based classroom case study design involving one class of 36 pupils aged 12–13. It provides an account of assignment design, audience awareness, and writing under the “Double Reduction” policy. The unit is the instructional case, and the participating class defines its scope.
The account is descriptive and interpretive. It examines assignment materials and the teacher’s descriptions of classroom responses, first drafts, and revisions. Audience responsiveness denotes answering the reader’s questions and inviting a relevant reply; audience awareness is the broader instructional aim. The analysis concerns task completion, responsiveness, and reported revisions. No controlled comparison, standardised pre-tests and post-tests, or validated competency measure is reported. The rubric defines instructional expectations rather than numerical research scores, so the observations support analysis of teaching decisions rather than an estimated intervention effect.
2.2 Context and curriculum alignment
The tasks call for reading a short personal introduction and expressing information about family, interests, and weekend activities. Vocabulary support and sentence frames address these language demands within a shared communicative objective. Support should respond to demonstrated needs rather than assume uniform proficiency from the pupils’ age or the textbook level.
The curricular material is Unit 6, “E-friends,” from English: Grade 6, first semester, published by Shanghai Education Press. The unit asks whether pupils would like e-friends in other countries. In the dialogue, Joe talks about football with an e-friend in the United Kingdom; Jill discusses books and films with an e-friend in Australia; and Kitty hopes to find an e-friend in the United States and learn about their family and hobbies.
Target expressions that support the reply email include “have an e-friend in…,” “We often talk about…,” and “I’d like to know about…”. Thematic learning focuses on intercultural communication, with educational purposes including introducing oneself, understanding others, and respecting differences.
Curriculum alignment extends beyond reproducing target expressions. Chen and Murray (2025) describe an emphasis on language ability, cultural awareness, thinking capacity, and learning autonomy in China’s 2022 English curriculum reform. In this unit, these aims inform the selection of relevant information, identification of similarities and differences, formulation of questions, and checking of whether a message serves its purpose. These are design indicators, not separate competencies measured by one email. Cultural awareness involves curiosity about an individual’s experiences; country names alone do not demonstrate intercultural understanding, and national identity should not be treated as a fixed description of personal interests.
2.3 Design principles for competency-oriented innovative homework
Five principles guide the design of competency-oriented innovative assignments.
Objective alignment. Translate broad competency expectations into observable performance: writing a reply email of five to eight sentences, answering both incoming questions, introducing family and interests, and asking one or two relevant follow-up questions.
Thematic coherence. Embed assignments within the unit theme and connect tasks through shared content and learning purposes. Cameron (2001) emphasises the connection among activities in theme-based teaching while also requiring careful planning of progression. Here, the e-friend theme connects information selection, personal expression, and response to a reader.
Purposeful tasks. Ensure that each task supports meaning-making and communication, rather than adding novelty for its own sake.
A purposeful task needs a reason for the reader to attend to its content. In the email assignment, the incoming questions establish information that the writer must supply, while follow-up questions create a reason for a subsequent response. This gives the text a communicative outcome beyond displaying correct sentences (Ellis, 2009). The exchange remains a classroom simulation, but a fictional audience can still require meaningful choices about relevance, sequencing, and politeness.
Differentiated scaffolding. Provide optional vocabulary lists, sentence frames, and models within shared objectives. Pupils use support as needed and gradually work without it, rather than receiving different quantities of work based on attainment.
Scaffolding should address a specific obstacle and remain adjustable. Wood et al. (1976) describe tutoring as support that enables a learner to manage elements of a task beyond current capability. Here, a vocabulary bank supports expression, whereas a planning prompt directs attention to the reader’s questions. Teachers can invite pupils to select support, attempt the task, and reconsider which assistance remains necessary. Providing a frame does not by itself establish that learners can later write independently.
Embedded assessment. Focus assessment on specific performance and actionable improvement through teacher feedback, peer assessment, and self-assessment.
Procedures should remain manageable so that assessment does not become an additional burden. Task design should specify how evidence of pupils’ understanding will inform feedback and subsequent teaching decisions, consistent with Black and Wiliam’s (2009) account of formative assessment.
Cognitive load theory provides a further rationale for controlling unnecessary demands: unfamiliar information must initially be processed within limited working-memory capacity (Sweller et al., 2019). A task combining new vocabulary, complex software, elaborate decoration, and unfamiliar assessment criteria may therefore make the intended language problem harder to identify. In this framework, simplicity is a design decision about where attention should go. Presentation features are worthwhile when they organise meaning or help a reader; they should not become prerequisites for demonstrating language learning.
2.4 Assignment design and iterative implementation process
The assignment design follows an eight-step cycle combining objective setting, progressive task implementation, and assessment-informed improvement. Ellis (2020) supports attention to topics, language input, task outcomes, and sequencing in input-based tasks for young learners. Table 1 presents the eight-step cycle, which brings these considerations together with feedback and revision; its progression labels—learning and understanding, application and practice, and transfer and innovation—organise the case rather than describe outcomes established by that research.
Table 1. An eight-step cycle for competency-oriented assignment design in primary English
	Phase
	Steps and intended decisions

	Objective setting
	1. Analyze the unit, target language, and learner needs.
2. Identify thematic meaning and educational purposes.
3. Define observable assignment objectives.

	Task implementation
	4. Sequence learning and understanding, application and practice, and transfer and innovation.
5. Provide differentiated scaffolding and task support.

	Assessment-informed improvement
	6. Embed formative assessment and feedback.
7. Guide revision and refinement.
8. Review outcomes, workload, and support needs; return to objectives for the next cycle.


The three phases address complementary questions. Objective setting establishes why pupils undertake the work. Task implementation determines what they do and how they are supported. Assessment-informed improvement examines the quality of their performance and identifies subsequent instructional adjustments.
The eight steps specify a route from unit analysis to review. If pupils produce fluent introductions but overlook an incoming question, the teacher can revisit the objective, instructions, and model before increasing the amount of writing. An assessment problem can therefore identify a design problem as well as a learner difficulty.
Planning should identify which exercises the sequence replaces, which activities require classroom interaction, and which parts pupils can complete independently. Workload review should include reading instructions, locating materials, drafting, and revising. These are implementation recommendations, not time-use measurements from this case.
2.5 Connected task sequence and participants’ learning activities
The sequence is designed to replace textbook copying and sentence substitution while retaining the unit’s language objectives. Its four tasks are connected learning activities, not a prescribed number of lessons. Tables 2–5 illustrate the task materials.
Task 1: Compile an e-friend information card (primary focus: learning and understanding). Pupils complete a three-column organiser using the textbook: the character, the e-friend’s country, and actual or hoped-for conversation topics. They distinguish Joe’s and Jill’s existing e-friends from Kitty’s wish to find one. They then select one character and provide a brief summary, for example: Joe has an e-friend in the UK. They often talk about football.
The organiser (Table 2) makes relationships among people, places, and topics visible. It demonstrates how to assemble a description from selected information. A teacher can check those relationships before pupils use the same structures in their own writing.
Table 2. Task 1: E-friend information card
	Character
	Country and relationship
	Actual or hoped-for conversation topics

	Joe
	________________
	________________

	Jill
	________________
	________________

	Kitty
	________________
	________________

	Check
	Does the character already have an e-friend, or hope to find one?
	Summarize one row in a sentence.


Task 2: Create an individualised “what we can talk about” sheet (primary focus: application and practice).
Pupils translate the shared conversation topics into their own interests by selecting and adapting relevant structures. They produce a short list that later supports writing for an identifiable reader.
The interest sheet (Table 3) gives pupils choices within a shared language objective. The purpose is to select content that can sustain an exchange. A brief reason for one interest provides material for the subsequent email without requiring a longer or more decorative worksheet.
Table 3. Task 2: What we can talk about
	I would like an e-friend from ____________________.
We can talk about ____________________.
I enjoy ____________________ because ____________________.
I would like to ask my e-friend ____________________.


Task 3: Write a reply to an e-friend (primary focus: progression from application and practice toward transfer and innovation).
The teacher provides a short fictional incoming email in which Tom introduces himself and asks two questions. Pupils write a reply of five to eight sentences that answers both questions, introduces their family and interests, and asks one or two relevant questions. The greeting and sign-off are additional to the sentence target.
An optional sentence frame is shown in Table 4. Its response to the sports question must express the writer’s own preference; the weekend sentence answers Tom’s second question.
Pupils able to compose independently may work without the frame.
The incoming message should remain available during planning and drafting. Pupils can mark its questions and identify where each answer will appear. The frame supports expression without fixing every content choice. Luquin and García Mayo’s (2020) study concerns models provided as feedback after writing, whereas the present frame supports drafting. These different functions should be distinguished: a model can help pupils notice language, but responsiveness still requires checking the actual reader’s message.
Table 4. Task 3: Reply to your e-friend
	From Tom in the UK
Hi! I’m Tom. I’m from the UK. I like football very much. I live with my mum, dad and my cute dog. Do you like sports? What do you do at weekends?

	Write five to eight sentences, plus a greeting and sign-off. Answer both questions, introduce your family and interests, and ask one or two relevant questions.

	Optional frame
Dear Tom,
Thank you for your email. I’m ___. I live in Shenzhen with ___. I like / do not like sports because ___. At weekends, I often ___. I also enjoy ___. Do you ___? Please write back soon.
Your friend, ___


Task 4: Peer feedback and revision (primary focus: transfer and innovation).
A reader checklist (Table 5) guides attention to responsiveness, relevant information, and comprehensibility. Writers use the feedback to make at least one revision and briefly explain the reason.
Peer response requires preparation. Pupils can discuss a teacher-created example and practice identifying an unanswered question before exchanging work. Action research in Croatian primary EFL classrooms illustrates the importance of adapting peer feedback to young learners (Perinčić Tičić & Štulina, 2024). This is a recommended refinement, not an additional outcome attributed to the present class.
Table 5. Task 4: Be a helpful reader
	Read your partner’s reply alongside Tom’s message.
Both questions are answered: Yes / Not yet
Family and interests are introduced: Yes / Not yet
One or two relevant questions are included: Yes / Not yet
Underline any sentence whose meaning is unclear.

	One part I understood well: ____________________
One suggestion: ____________________
Writer’s revision: I changed ____________________ because ____________________.


2.6 Assessment design: analytic rubric
A three-level analytic rubric assesses task-relevant performance rather than visual decoration (Table 6).
The rubric separates related aspects of performance to guide feedback. Content completion concerns the presence of required information; audience awareness concerns how the message acknowledges the reader and invites a response. Higher-level descriptors build on the basic requirements. The dimensions overlap and require professional judgement; they are classroom descriptions, not independent psychometric scales.
Table 6. Analytic rubric for the e-friend email task
	Dimension
	Needs support
	Meets basic expectations
	Consistently meets expectations

	Content completion and responsiveness
	Omits one or both answers, or leaves out required family or interest information.
	Answers both questions and introduces family and interests.
	Meets the basic requirements and connects relevant details to the sender’s message.

	Language use
	Disconnected sentences hinder understanding.
	Uses the unit’s target structures to communicate information reasonably clearly.
	Writes coherently and provides reasons or relevant supporting details.

	Audience awareness
	Shows limited consideration of the reader; the text consists mainly of one-way statements.
	Asks one or two relevant questions to sustain the exchange.
	Meets the basic requirements and links questions to the sender’s information using an appropriate tone.

	Checking and revision
	Requires prompting to identify problems.
	Revises one key issue in response to peer feedback.
	Makes a relevant revision, independently checks the text, and explains the change.


Formative assessment depends on using evidence to adjust learning, not simply recording a level (Black & Wiliam, 1998). Feedback should identify the gap between the current response and the task purpose and make the next action understandable (Hattie & Timperley, 2007). For example, a writer who omits a question needs a prompt to reread the incoming message before extensive correction of minor language errors. In a manageable feedback cycle, one or two priorities can be addressed first, followed by a check that the revision resolves the identified problem.
3. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
3.1 Key classroom observations
Task 1 outcomes. The teacher reported completed information cards alongside a recurring language distinction: some pupils wrote “play football” instead of “talk about football.” This conflates an activity with a conversation topic. In the subsequent lesson, the teacher contrasted expressions for discussing topics with those for participating in activities.
Task 3 outcomes. The teacher identified first drafts that followed the model to introduce the writer but did not answer the sender’s questions. This pattern exposed a gap between producing familiar sentences and using them responsively. It supplied a concrete focus for the reader checklist in Task 4.
Revision outcomes. The teacher reported that revisions following peer assessment included answers to the incoming questions. The change concerned responsiveness rather than simply producing more sentences.
Workload. The teacher described pupils attempting expressions beyond the unit’s scope and advised them to complete a supported version before further elaboration. This observation identifies a source of additional effort but does not quantify completion time.
The class size of 36 describes participation, not the number of matched draft–revision pairs analysed. The reported patterns have no accompanying pupil-level counts, timing records, or independent ratings. Teacher guidance, repeated exposure, and peer response occurred within the same sequence, so their contributions cannot be separated. The findings identify classroom problems and instructional responses; they establish neither a causal effect nor compliance with the daily homework ceiling across subjects.
3.2 Discussion: how connected tasks may support learning under “Double Reduction”
Three implications emerge from this classroom illustration.
First, the distinctive value of innovative assignments lies in learning support, not product novelty. A short email written for an identifiable reader may offer greater educational value than an elaborate poster that no one reads. The relevant criteria are whether language use is necessary for meaning-making and whether pupils engage meaningfully with content—not whether the product looks new.
The connection between tasks is central to this interpretation. The information card organises source content, the interest sheet supports selection, the email requires adaptation, and revision returns attention to communicative purpose. Each product supplies a resource for a later activity. This rationale is consistent with elementary writing research on explicit strategy instruction and support for composing (Graham et al., 2012). It remains necessary to test whether pupils can use these processes independently in a different unit; successful completion of one supported sequence is not sufficient evidence of durable transfer.
Second, workload reduction requires explicit task replacement and scrutiny of hidden non-language demands. Innovative tasks should replace existing exercises addressing the same objectives rather than supplement them. Drawing, information searching, and device operation should be examined for their contribution to language learning, and schools should provide opportunities for supported completion where necessary.
Differentiation also has an equity dimension. If successful completion depends on adult translation, printing facilities, or a family’s ability to produce digital media, the assignment may partly assess access to resources. A paper-based reply, a limited vocabulary bank, and opportunities to seek clarification at school can reduce these dependencies. More advanced learners can explain a shared interest or formulate a more relevant question within the same task, so increased challenge does not have to mean increased volume.
Third, assessment should focus on both learning quality and the evidence needed for subsequent instruction. Difficulties can remain obscured by general grades; analytic assessment makes them visible and provides a basis for targeted revision and teaching adjustments.
A meta-analysis of controlled studies found an overall positive effect of peer assessment across educational levels and subjects (Double et al., 2020). This supports considering peer assessment, while its effect in the present class remains unmeasured. Its practical role here is to provide a reader’s response that the writer can use. The relevant question is whether comments identify a specific problem and lead to a useful revision.
3.3 How the principles translate into observable learning
Using Unit 6, “E-friends,” this paper illustrates how competency-oriented principles can be operationalised as a unit-level task sequence. Objective alignment defines writing performance in terms of responsiveness and communicative adequacy. Thematic coherence connects tasks so that earlier work supplies resources for later writing. Embedded assessment makes omissions visible and provides a basis for revising both the email and subsequent teaching.
The sequence also makes learning-to-learn explicit. Planning, checking progress against a purpose, and explaining a revision connect with self-regulated learning processes (Panadero, 2017). These can be expressed through short questions: What does my reader need to know? Have I answered the message? What will I change? Such prompts support practice in monitoring writing; independent self-regulation would require evidence beyond completing the checklist.
Writing quality also needs to be distinguished from productivity. Kim et al. (2021) found in their meta-analysis of early primary writing interventions that outcomes varied with instructional focus, learner characteristics, and the dimension assessed. Its kindergarten-to-Grade-3 scope does not exactly match the present group aged 12–13, but the distinction remains relevant: adding sentences is not equivalent to improving relevance or coherence. Subsequent applications should examine whether a revision answers a question, clarifies meaning, or sustains the exchange.
3.4 Practical conditions for sustained implementation
Sustaining the approach requires attention to teachers’ preparation and feedback workload. Reusable incoming messages, planning organisers, and reader checklists provide a practical starting point. Teachers can compare rubric examples and review whether materials elicit the intended performance. Chen and Murray (2025) also highlight the role of usable materials and collaboration between teacher educators and school mentors. For this framework, the practical implication is to accompany new task materials with discussion of their purposes and criteria.
Attention to communication remains compatible with language accuracy. When an error obscures meaning, targeted explanation or brief practice can help. When meaning is clear, the teacher can prioritise responsiveness and address less consequential errors later. The immediate objective determines the feedback priority, connecting diagnostic homework feedback with subsequent classroom teaching.
4. CONCLUSION
Under the “Double Reduction” policy, reforming primary English assignments requires more than replacing familiar formats with novel ones. The central task is to realign objectives, learning activities, assessment, and pupil effort.
This paper presented a design and implementation framework through a connected task sequence based on Unit 6, “E-friends.” The framework suggests that innovative assignments should cultivate meaningful language use and audience awareness, supported by clear objectives, purposeful tasks, differentiated scaffolding, and embedded assessment.
Limitations. The observations concern one unit and one class of 36 pupils aged 12–13. They cannot establish sustained development of audience awareness, independent transfer, or the effectiveness of the sequence across proficiency levels. The absence of a comparison group and systematic outcome measures limits the conclusions to the instructional case described.
Future studies could compare task sequences addressing equivalent objectives and workload, document the level of support pupils use, and assess a later writing task on a new topic. Anonymised drafts and revisions, transparent scoring procedures, and independent rating would strengthen the evidence. Recording variation in completion time and assistance would also help distinguish accessible task design from successful performance achieved through extensive support. These steps would allow the practical framework to be examined without assuming that its intended benefits have already been established.
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