
CHAPTER FIVE 

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION  

In the previous chapter, findings from the questionnaires and the teacher 

interviews were presented in detail. In this chapter, five significant themes in response 

to the major concerns of the present study were addressed in depth to obtain a more 

comprehensive picture of remedial instruction for underachievers at the elementary 

and junior high school levels. Sections 5.1 and 5.2 attempted to answer the first 

research question “What are the elementary school and junior high school English 

teachers’ perceptions and practices regarding the implementation of remedial 

instructions for underachievers, and what are the similarities and differences between 

the responses of the two groups of teachers at different school levels?” Section 5.3 

was related to the second research question, “What are the current administrations of 

remedial instruction in the elementary school and junior high school contexts, and 

what are the similarities and differences between the responses of the two groups of 

teachers at different school levels?” The theme in section 5.4 corresponded to the 

third research question, “What difficulties do the English teachers encounter when 

implementing remedial instruction, and what support do they need?” And the last 

section was aimed at answering the fourth research question, “What are the teachers’ 

suggestions for and expectations of improving the quality of remedial instruction?”  

 

5.1 The Elementary and Junior High School English Teachers’ Perceptions and 

Understanding of Remedial Instruction  

Based on the data collected from the questionnaires and the teacher interviews, 

it was found in the present study that teaching mixed-level classes is one of the 

greatest challenges in both elementary and junior high schools. As was found in the 

questionnaires, the problem of a large gap among students’ English language abilities 
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in junior high school contexts (35.9%) was considered to be more serious than in 

elementary schools (19.6%). The numbers of the underachievers observed in junior 

high schools were around six to ten in each class (53.7%), compared to three to five 

underachievers reported in elementary schools (88.8%). The interview data further 

revealed that, in elementary schools, the numbers of underachievers in the upper 

grades (Grades 5 and 6) tended to be higher than that in the lower grades. And the 

same is true in junior high school contexts. Generating from the findings of both the 

questionnaires and the teacher interviews, it was found that there existed a general 

tendency that the numbers of the underachievers seemed to increase with the students’ 

grade level. 

Not only the numbers of underachievers differ with the students’ grade level, 

analysis of the leading factors in the students’ underachievement also revealed that the 

factors varied with the students’ grade level. When asked about the possible factors 

leading to the students’ underachievement, the teachers’ responses indicated that, 

though “lacking learning motivation” was a common factor identified in both school 

contexts, “having weaker learning ability” was another main reason found in 

elementary schools. In junior high schools, on the other hand, another significant 

factor was “having almost given up on English learning”.  

The increasing numbers of underachievers with the students’ grade level and the 

different factors leading to the students’ underachievement at the two different school 

levels implied that there seemed to be a correlation between students’ grade levels and 

the possible factors of their underachievement. Findings of the teacher interviews 

further supported this correlation in that, in elementary school contexts, most of the 

students in the lower grades appeared to be slower either due to their different 

intellectual development or simply because they did not learn English prior to the 

formal English courses or did not go to the private institutes of children’s English. At 
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this early stage, as pointed out by teacher A in the interviews, if the needs of these 

slower learners were not recognized and accommodated properly and immediately, 

their learning interests and motivation would be very likely to diminish in the course 

of time due to the lack of positive learning experiences and the growing sense of 

helplessness in English learning. When the learning materials became more difficult 

with the increase of learning years, the students’ negative feelings of English classes 

would very possibly influence their attitude towards English learning. In the 

questionnaires, 7.6% of the elementary school English teachers identified “having 

almost given up on English learning” to be the factors leading to the students’ 

underachievement. And the two interviewees teaching in elementary schools also 

observed that some of the upper-grade students had already abandoned their English 

learning. Results from both the questionnaires and teacher interviews echoed Chang’s 

(2002) concern that the extension of English education to a lower grade should be 

implemented with caution to avoid making students experience all the frustration and 

disappointment of English learning in advance, for such negative experiences were 

very likely to cause them to drop out of the English learning process.  

In a similar vein, the two junior high school English teachers in the interviews 

also pointed out that when entering junior high schools, students would be required to 

activate their basic English language skills learned in elementary schools so as to 

move forward to learn something more complex and difficult. Students who lacked 

solid foundation of the language skills, for example, one who lacked good command 

of letter-sound correspondence, would find it difficult to handle the English lessons as 

they moved to a higher grade. So it was not surprising that there tended to be more 

underachievers in junior high schools than in elementary schools, and there was more 

in the higher grades than in the lower ones.  

In sum, the results that the numbers of underachievers tended to increase with 
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the students’ grade levels indeed called for a deep thought on the pressing need of 

remedial education at an early education stage. In the light of this finding, throughout 

the students’ English learning process, teachers played an important role in identifying 

the students’ learning problems and the possible factors leading to their learning 

deficits. With the teacher’s proper care, assistance, and remediation, the students’ 

learning problems and difficulties would be less likely to accumulate, and their 

learning interests and motivation could be maintained. In this way, the numbers of 

underachievers would be greatly reduced. 

In terms of the teachers’ perceptions of the importance of remedial instruction, 

findings of the questionnaire revealed that both the elementary and junior high school 

English teachers have recognized an urgent need of remedial instruction. Besides, the 

subjects were also willing to help the underachievers with remedial instruction. 

However, it was found in the teacher interviews that, within the limits of instruction 

time, it was a great challenge for the teachers to deal with a mixed-level class while at 

the same time take good care of the underachievers. Moreover, when asked about 

their understanding of remedial instruction, a majority of the teachers’ responses on 

the questionnaires showed general, but not necessarily comprehensive, knowledge 

about how to implement remedial instruction. And most of them gained the relative 

knowledge mainly “from teaching experiences” (43.3%) and “from sharing ideas with 

colleagues” (23.5%). Only a small number of the teachers gained the knowledge 

“from pre-service teacher training programs” (0.8%) and “from in-service workshops” 

(12.2%). The findings implied that though most of the teachers have recognized the 

importance of remedial instruction, and had strong intension to help the 

underachievers; however, due to the lack of instruction time or insufficient knowledge 

about remedial instruction, the teachers might find it a “mission impossible” to put 

remedial instruction into practice.  
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In response to such dilemma, the teachers in the interviews suggested the 

provision of relative teacher training courses, including both pre-service teacher 

training programs and in-service workshops. The findings of the present study thus 

implied that with a thorough understanding of the principles and procedures of 

remedial instruction, the teachers could then skillfully apply their knowledge of 

remedial instruction into classroom practices. In this way, their teaching could really 

enhance the learning of the underachievers throughout the process, and the numbers 

of underachievers would be effectively decreased, rather than increased, as the 

students move to the higher grade levels.  

 

5.2 Teachers’ Strategies in Helping Underachievers 

The findings of the present study showed that in dealing with mixed-level 

classes, most of the teachers would focus on the majority of the students while at the 

same time adopted certain strategies to accommodate different needs of the students. 

Based on the results of the questionnaires, the commonly used strategies at the 

elementary school level were “cooperative learning” (47.8%) and “peer tutoring” 

(44.6%), both of which were proved to be effective in raising students’ learning 

motivation as well as enhancing their positive attitude towards English learning 

(Schniedewind & Davidson, 2000; Tsou, 2002). In junior high school context, on the 

other hand, the use of “multiple assessment activities” (36.3%) and “peer tutoring” 

(34.9%) were frequently reported.  

Though “peer tutoring” was identified in the questionnaires to be a common 

strategy in both elementary and junior high school contexts, the success of this 

technique took careful training of the student-tutors (Wu, 1990). Before implementing 

peer tutoring, as suggested by Wu (1990), a pre-service training session could be 

provided which helped to strengthen the student-tutors’ capabilities of assisting others 
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to learn. In the interview data, however, the two teachers adopting peer tutoring did 

not plan such training sessions. And the student-tutors only served as relatively 

passive “consultants” for the slower learners to turn to. Under such circumstances, the 

slower learners needed to be self-motivated in order to benefit from the assistance of 

their peer tutors. The effects reported by the two interviewees using peer tutoring 

were rather limited. It is because such strategy only did good for the underachievers 

who were willing to learn, while for those who had already given up on English 

learning, the effects were hardly observed.  

Another common strategy administered in the elementary schools was 

cooperative learning. Though the advantages of cooperative learning were widely 

recognized, its implementation required the teachers’ thorough understanding of its 

theoretical foundation and major approaches. As pointed out by Jacobs et al. (1995), 

just putting students in groups and giving some tasks for them to do did not guarantee 

the effects of cooperative learning. Rather, “cooperative learning principles and 

techniques are tools which we teachers use to encourage mutual helpfulness in the 

groups and the learning and active participation of all members (Jacobs et al., 1995, 

p.122).” Findings from the teacher interviews also showed that the teachers’ 

sophisticated use of cooperative learning technique could greatly enhance the learning 

of all students. The teachers observed that when learning in groups, students would 

have more opportunities to give and receive help from their peers. Furthermore, the 

interviewees adopting cooperative learning pointed out that through the group 

learning activities, the slower learners’ attitude towards English learning became more 

positive than before, and the faster learners would learn to recognize their peers’ 

different competencies and keep improving their own English abilities.  

Other than “peer tutoring” and “cooperative learning,” two of the interviewees 

also recommended “the silent task time,” or “the learning break” as an effective 
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classroom strategy in enhancing the learning of the whole class. The teachers could 

leave five to ten minutes during or at the end of the class for the students to digest the 

lessons taught and to raise questions. During this period of time, the teachers walked 

around the classroom to check how much the students had learned right after the 

teacher’s instruction, and in the meantime to pay more attention to the students in 

need of help. Whenever the students’ learning problems were detected, the teacher 

could provide the learners with timely assistance. As identified in the interviews, 

though “the silent task time” in each class period was relatively short, the teacher’s 

consistent attention to and interaction with the underachieving students helped set up 

a good relation between the teachers and the students. In this way, the teachers could 

keep track of the students’ learning situation in every single English class.  

In addition to the specific teaching strategies, findings of the teacher interviews 

also suggested that adjusting the teachers’ attitude towards their students were 

immediate and effective in fostering the students’ learning. As agreed by all the 

interviewees, the teachers’ constant encouragement, and positive reinforcement had a 

profound influence on the students’ learning motivation and attitude. And showing 

supportive and caring attitude towards the underachievers was found to be one of the 

most powerful remedial techniques. The results were in accordance with Hung (2001) 

who found that teachers’ encouragement to and support for the students were widely 

recognized by the experienced teachers as effective remedial instruction strategies. 

Generating from the results of the questionnaires and the teacher interviews, it 

was found in the present study that remedial instruction was not necessarily an 

independent and a concrete program. It was more inclusive of the teachers’ attitude 

towards the students and the classroom strategies adopted by the teachers in regular 

classrooms. This finding was consistent with Hung’s (2001) argument that remedial 

instruction did not necessarily take extra time and human resources, for many 
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workable remedial strategies could be implemented in regular classrooms, such as the 

teachers’ positive attitude.  

In all, whatever teaching strategy was adopted, its major purpose was for the 

teachers to obtain a complete picture of the students’ learning, so as to offer necessary 

assistance when learning difficulties were found. The findings of the present study 

implied that the frontline teachers were the ones who had the most direct and frequent 

interaction with the students, their attitude and classroom instruction would deeply 

influence their students’ learning motivations and achievements.  

Other than the in-class strategies discussed above, about one-third of the 

teachers (32.6% and 35.3% in elementary schools and junior high schools 

respectively) were currently implementing remedial instruction outside of the regular 

English classes. The most commonly adopted program was the “after class assistance” 

(79.8%) in which the teacher made use of the morning sessions, lunch breaks, or the 

“eighth period” to give extra instruction to the underachieving students. When asked 

about their purposes of implementing remedial instruction, 35.3% of the teachers 

selected “promoting students’ interests and motivation” and 27.1% picked “helping 

underachievers in time in case they will fall further behind in the future.” The former 

one accounted for the findings from the questionnaires that the lack of learning 

interests and motivation was the most troublesome factor leading to the students’ 

underachievement (40.3%). While the latter purpose of the teachers who were 

implementing remedial instruction, again, echoed back to the major focus of the 

present study—prevention and early remediation were much more promising than 

waiting for the learning problems and difficulties to accumulate.  

 

5.3 Current Administration of Remedial Instruction in Elementary and Junior 

High Schools 
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In the elementary schools, only a small proportion of the teachers’ schools 

(33.0%) were implementing school-wide remedial programs in the present school year. 

The two main programs currently adopted in elementary schools were the 

“after-school session” (57.5%) and the “incorporation of parents and community 

resources” (25.5%). In junior high schools, on the other hand, the “pull-out resource 

program” (81.8%) and the “after-school session” (59.8%) were commonly 

implemented remedial programs. As aforementioned, the “after-school session” 

usually required the teachers to provide extra instruction during the mornings, the 

lunch breaks, or the time after school. Based on the results of the questionnaires, the 

teachers’ evaluation of the general effects showed that among the 27 elementary 

school teachers whose schools were adopting this program, 13 (48.2%) claimed “the 

effects are not yet evaluated,” 8 (29.6%) considered the effects to be “acceptable,” 4 

(14.8%) reported “only short-term effects,” and only one (3.7%) evaluated this 

program to have “remarkable effects.” Similarly, 53 (67.1%) out of the 79 junior high 

school teachers found the effects of the after-school session to be “acceptable,” 10 

(12.7%) selected “the effects are not yet evaluated,” and only 4 (5.1%) considered the 

program to have “remarkable effects.”  

The findings revealed that the most widely implemented remedial program in 

elementary and junior high schools had only moderate effects in improving the 

students’ learning, and for most of the time, the effects of the program were not even 

carefully evaluated. In other words, there seemed to be an incompatibility between the 

widespread implementation of the “after-school session” and its actual effects. The 

possible limitations of this remedial program were found in the teacher interview data. 

One of the interviewee whose school had administered this program pointed out that 

some schools offered this remedial program to all the students rather than to the 

underachievers only. Thus, students with diverse language abilities were still merged 
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in one large class in which the underachievers were still left behind. 

As for the other two common remedial programs, “incorporation of parents and 

community resources” and the “pull-out resource program” reported in elementary 

and junior high schools respectively, the teachers also evaluated the effects to be only 

moderate or to have only short-term effects. Still some of the teachers indicated that 

the effects of the programs were not yet evaluated. 

The findings of the present study showed that the frequently used remedial 

programs were not necessarily more effective and the effectiveness of the remedial 

programs were often unevaluated by the schools and the teachers. Since the original 

intention of remedial instruction is to foster the learning of the underachievers, the 

students’ needs should be put as the first priority when the school administrators and 

the teachers are planning and implementing the remedial programs. It is only when 

the program could actually and fully assist the learning of the students could it be 

considered effective. Therefore, the implication for the present study is that 

throughout the process of remedial instruction, systematic and comprehensive 

evaluation of the remedial program plays an important role in understanding how 

successful the program is on improving the students’ learning outcomes. In fact, 

remedial education is a spiral process of “assessment—teaching—re-assessment,” as 

proposed by Tu (2001). If no consistent evaluation on the remedial programs are 

conducted, it would be impossible for the teachers to know whether a certain program 

is effective or not, and nor could the teachers modify the lesson plans to adapt to the 

actual needs of the students.  

Additionally, it was found in the questionnaires that the “computer-assisted 

instruction (CAI)” and “school-university partnership” were rarely adopted in both 

elementary and junior high schools. No case was found in using the “CAI” and only 

three junior high school teachers adopted the “school-university partnership.” In fact, 
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these two programs could be the future trend of remedial instruction, for these 

programs had been proven to be effective in the previous studies (Chen & Li, 2004; 

Huang, 2001), and was recommended as a solution to the lack of human resources and 

instruction time in administering remedial programs (Chen and Li, 2004; Conderman 

et al., 1997; Huang, 2001; Levin, 1987). The findings thus implied that for the future 

implementation of quality remedial programs, designing computer-assisted programs 

and incorporating university resources could be taken into account when planning the 

remedial instruction curriculum. 

 

5.4 Difficulties and Necessary Support in the Implementation of Remedial 

Instruction  

In this section, several difficulties found in the questionnaires and the teacher 

interviews were discussed in detail. The necessary support identified by the teachers 

was then presented as possible solutions corresponding to each specific difficulty. 

It was found in the present study that the common difficulty encountered by 

most of the teachers (46.6%) was “overloaded with teaching and administrative work” 

whether they were currently implementing remedial instruction or not. Other than this 

problem, the difficulties identified by the teachers were different at the elementary 

and junior high school levels. In the elementary schools, “lacking a complete set of 

remedial instruction measures” was reported by over half of the elementary school 

teachers (54.9%). Parallel to the less frequent implementation of school-wide 

remedial programs in the elementary schools, as discussed in the previous section, the 

result implied that a comprehensive planning and administration of remedial programs 

was more a concern in the elementary school context. On the other hand, most of the 

junior high school teachers found it “difficult in raising students’ motivation and 

interest” (41.4%) and viewed “limited progress of students’ English ability” (38.6%) 
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as another problem. As identified earlier, the leading factors in the junior high school 

students’ underachievement were “lacking learning motivation” and “having almost 

given up on English learning.” The findings then suggested that the students’ learning 

interests and motivation was of the major concern of most junior high school teachers.  

Additionally, analysis of the factors hindering the teachers’ implementation of 

remedial instruction indicated parallel results with the general difficulties discussed 

above. In the questionnaires, the 154 subjects who were not conducting remedial 

instruction in the present school year considered the factors to be “no specific hours 

for remedial instruction” (74.0%), “heavy teaching work” (62.3%), “most 

underachievers have almost given up on English studies” (44.4%), and “parents do 

not pay enough attention to their children’s English learning” (58.4%). Comparing the 

results with the difficulties encountered by the teachers in their implementation of 

remedial instruction, it was found in the present study that, the major problem at the 

school administrative level was the lack of an overall planning of remedial programs 

in which specific hours were arranged for remedial instruction and the relative 

measures were made clear. At the teacher’s level, heavy teaching and administrative 

work very often hindered the teachers to spend extra time and effort conducting 

remedial instruction. As for the student factors, it was difficult for the teachers to 

teach students who were not motivated in leaning or who had already given up on 

their English studies. 

The results of the questionnaires showed that the major factor constraining the 

teachers’ implementation of remedial instruction was “most underachievers have 

almost given up on English studies.” This difficulty was identified by a relatively 

higher proportion of the junior high school teachers, compared to that of the 

elementary school teachers, and the teachers’ responses between the two school 

contexts achieved the level of significance (p=.021) via the Chi-square test. Based on 

 101



the data of the questionnaires and the teacher interviews, it was found that though the 

gap among the junior high school students’ English language abilities was relatively 

larger and the numbers of underachievers were also higher, there were more junior 

high school teachers reported the students’ lack of learning motivation as the factors 

constraining their administration of remedial instruction. This finding seemed to 

imply a reciprocal causation in that the students’ underachievement and low 

motivation could be due to the teachers’ insufficient attention to the students’ learning 

needs, while the teachers’ not adopting the remedial instruction could also be the 

consequence of the students’ lack of motivation in English learning and of their 

negative attitude towards English classes or even towards the teacher. To conclude, 

the implication for the present study was that the practitioners and the educators 

should give weight to the importance of early remedial instruction, and take necessary 

actions to help the underachievers before they give up. 

In response to the elementary and junior high school teachers’ difficulties 

discussed above, 50.6% of the teachers at both school levels wished to reduce their 

workload in view of their heavy teaching and administrative work. Other than this, the 

necessary support identified by the teachers varied in the two school contexts. Most of 

the elementary school teachers considered the necessary support in implementing 

remedial instruction to be “gaining support and cooperation from the parents” (47.8%) 

and “incorporating the community resources to help underachievers” (42.4%). The 

result implied that in addition to the teachers’ wish for passively reducing the teaching 

workload, the more active actions, such as integrating all available parental and 

community resources in the neighborhood, were also recognized by the elementary 

school teachers in realizing effective remedial instruction. It also echoed back to the 

literatures which argued that making use of the college resources in promoting the 

effectiveness of remedial instruction at the elementary school and junior high school 
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level was a practicable solution to the teachers’ lacking time and energy in conducting 

remedial instruction other than the regular classes (Chen & Li, 2004; Conderman et 

al., 1997).  

 The necessary support in junior high schools was mainly “providing 

underachieving students with appropriate learning materials” (50.3%). And 44.8% 

also called for “implementing ability grouping for English courses.” The findings 

were correspondent with the teachers’ concerns about the large gap among the 

students’ English language ability which has made English teaching really difficult or 

even inefficient. As suggested in the previous studies, the implementation of ability 

grouping for English courses divided the students into two or three levels based on 

their English abilities (Tsou, 2002; Yeh, 2003). And students at different levels studied 

different materials appropriate for their own levels at their own pace. Though the 

effects of ability grouping for English courses were found to be effective (Chan & 

Chiang, 2002), it should be practiced with caution to avoid problems such as negative 

labeling.  

 

5.5 Future Directions of Remedial Instruction 

In the present study, the teachers’ perceptions and current implementation of 

remedial instruction were investigated in the hope that the findings of this research 

could help specify the important role that remedial instruction played throughout the 

overall education process and help shed light on the establishment of a more effective 

remedial education system. In this section, directions to the future establishment of a 

quality and comprehensive remedial instruction system was discussed in terms of the 

following dimensions, namely the practicing teachers, the school administrations, and 

the educational authorities.  

 As pointed out in the literature, the frontline teachers had the most direct and 
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immediate interaction with the students (Huang &Wang, 1999; Hung, 2001), and were 

considered to play crucial roles in the success of the students’ learning (EYCCER, 

1996). Therefore, the present study suggested the establishment of a bottom-up 

remedial instruction system in which the practicing teachers were encouraged to adopt 

effective classroom strategies to enhance the learning of all students and constantly 

monitor the students’ learning outcomes with multiple assessment activities (Yeh, 

2000). Whenever the students’ learning difficulties were detected, the teachers could 

adopt remediation strategies in helping the students in need. However, if no extra 

instruction time was available, the support from the school administration should 

come into play. 

The school administration served to provide necessary assistance for the 

teachers in their implementation of remedial instruction. For example, arranging 

specific instruction hours and reducing the teachers’ teaching workload were the two 

necessary support identified in the present study. Besides, the school administrators 

could also integrate the community resources and collaborate with the universities in 

the neighborhood, serving as possible solutions to the lack of human and material 

resources, the common problems encountered by the practicing teachers. Furthermore, 

with respect to the better connections of the English curriculum between the 

elementary and junior high school levels, it is necessary for the schools in the same 

district to keep close interactions with each other.  

In order for the school policy to work, it is crucial to gain financial support from 

the local government. As was argued in the teacher interviews, the schools’ 

implementation of remedial programs very often depended on whether specific budget 

was allocated from the local government. Therefore, allocating special funding for the 

schools to take care of the disadvantaged students was considered to be one of the 

most important elements contributing to the effective implementation of remedial 
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education. That is to say, other than the bottom-up implementation of remedial 

instruction by the frontline teachers, a top-down support from the educational 

authorities is also crucial for the realization of a quality and comprehensive remedial 

instruction system. 

In sum, to establish a remedial instruction system for the underachieving 

students and to fully realize the system into every English classroom, it takes the 

interaction between the bottom-up and top-down processes of remedial instruction to 

make the goal possible. In fact, whatever strategies, measures, and programs are 

implemented, the central idea of effective remedial instruction is to meet the needs of 

the students, especially of the disadvantaged students. And the ultimate goal of the 

system is to foster the learning of all students, and to realize the idea that all students 

have the right to quality compulsory education.  
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