
CHAPTER TWO 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

This literature review is divided into six sections. The first part defines the key 

terms discussed in this study. The second illustrates models of remedial instruction in 

school education. In the third section, some of the pull-out remedial programs 

suggested in the literature are introduced. The forth addresses some of the popular 

classroom strategies in taking care of the underachievers within a large multilevel 

class. The fifth part reviews the related research on remedial instruction both in 

Taiwan and abroad. The last part discusses the guidelines for the present study. 

 

2.1 Definition of the Key Terms 

2.1.1 Remedial instruction 

The need of remedial instruction is based on two educational ideals: equity of 

education and excellence of education (Huang, 1999; Hung, 2001). Students at each 

educational stage have certain core competence to acquire. Thus their failure to 

acquire these competences implies the failure of achieving educational objectives. 

Remedial instruction is an effective strategy for equipping the underachievers with the 

core competence they are supposed to acquire (Li, 1996). For the underachievers to 

obtain the core competence, teachers need to teach these students in accordance with 

their abilities, providing them with more learning opportunities and paying more 

attention to them. In the present study, the scope of the term “remedial instruction” 

does not necessarily limited to the concrete and independent programs which take 

extra instruction time. Rather, remedial instruction can be realized into several 

different models in which either pull-out remedial programs or classroom strategies 

can be adopted flexibly for the purpose of assisting the learning of the underachievers. 

With adequate and timely remedial instruction, the learning interests and motivation 
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of these underachievers could be aroused, and eventually they are able to catch up 

with the mainstream students (Tu, 2001). 

 

2.1.2 Underachievers  

Underachievers refer to the students whose intelligence is within normal limits 

but fail to achieve the basic skills necessary for success in schools and in lives (Hung, 

1996; Li, 2001).  According to Kirk and Gallagher (1989), reasons leading to a 

student’s low achievement could be divided into internal2 and external factors. The 

latter factor referred to the lack of learning opportunities, cultural disadvantages, 

low-socioeconomic background, and inadequate education. 

Adelman (1994) further argued that the internal and external factors influencing 

on students’ underachievement is not clear-cut. Not a small number of underachievers 

were affected by the interaction between the two sets of factors (Hung, 2001). 

Therefore, both internal and external factors should be taken into consideration when 

identifying the students’ learning difficulties and needs. 

Though the leading factors for students’ underachievement are of multi-facets, 

the present study confined its discussion to students’ underachievement which is 

affected mainly by the external factors, such as the lack of solid academic foundation, 

insufficient attention from the teacher, low parental expectations, etc (Kai,1997).  

 

2.2 Models of Remedial Instruction 

Remedial instruction is closely linked to the whole education process whose 

purpose is to help those who fail to acquire the basic skills from the regular classroom 

instructions to catch up with the rest of the class (Tu, 2001). It is assumed that the 

                                                 
2  Internal factors refer to identified physical or mental handicaps, such as mentally retarded, 
emotionally disturbed, and learning disabled (Kirk & Gallagher, 1989).  
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major cause for the students’ learning difficulties results from the lack of academic 

foundation (Snell, 2000); therefore, consolidating students’ basic skills and 

foundations is the primary objective of remedial instruction (Tu, 2001). To help the 

students obtain the core competence, the first priority is, as pointed out by Huang 

(1999), the identification of the students’ learning problems and needs through keen 

observations and with valid diagnostic instruments. Having individual student’s need 

in mind, the teacher then can develop and implement remedial instruction. 

Throughout the process, the students’ progress and learning outcomes should be 

evaluated. Figure 2.1 illustrated the basic procedures of remedial instruction (Huang, 

1999). 

 

 

Figure 2.1: Procedures of Remedial Instruction 

 (Huang, 1999, p.56) 

 

In a similar vein, Chiu (2000) proposed a two-stage remedial instruction model 

of English teaching. As shown in Figure 2.2, students who do not pass the post-test 

should receive “group-teaching (remedial instruction: stage 1)” in which only five to 

ten underachieving students are put together to take extra instructions. Students 

receiving the first stage remedial instruction are assessed throughout and after the 

process. Those who do not achieve the minimum requirement after the first stage then 

further take “individualized instruction (remedial instruction: stage 2).” 
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 Figure2.2: Two-stage Remedial Instruction Model 

 (Chiu, 2000, p.121) 

 

Based on the two models above, it is obvious that remedial instruction is in fact 

a spiral process of “assessment—teaching—re-assessment” (Tu, 2001) through which 

the academic needs of every student could be adequately accommodated. Tu (2001) 

further divided the procedure of remedial instruction into three phases—transfer, 

assessment, and teaching—as in Figure 2.3.  
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Figure 2.3: Three Phases of Remedial Instruction Procedure 

 (Tu, 2001, p.437) 

 

Echoing Huang (1999), Tu (2001) also suggested the identification, diagnosis, 

and transfer of the target students to be of the primary importance of remedial 

instruction. In the “transfer” phase, the teacher identifies possible students who would 

need remedial instruction through classroom observations, quizzes, and gathering 

information from the parents. 

After the preliminary analysis of the students’ learning problems, the teacher 
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then moves further to the “assessment” phase. The purpose of assessment is to 

provide the teacher with more information about the students’ difficulties and needs 

so as to design individualized instruction for them. Several modes of assessment were 

suggested (Thurman & Widerstrom, 1990; Tu, 2001) as follows.  

Curriculum-based assessment. The focus of the assessment is on the content 

of the student’s learning materials in order to evaluate the extent to which the student 

achieves the course objectives.  

Norm-based assessment. A norm of all the students’ test results should be set 

first.  The student’s results then are compared with that of the others with the 

reference of the norm in order to evaluate the outcomes of the student’s learning.  

Systematic assessment. It is an objective assessment with which the teacher 

observes, records, and evaluates the student’s everyday learning. With systematic 

assessment, it is possible for the teacher to gain a more comprehensive picture of the 

student’s strengths and weaknesses. Therefore, the teacher can provide students with 

appropriate feedback and can modify the teacher’s teaching and the student’s 

learning in order to help reduce the learning difficulties of the student.  

Based on the assessment results, the teacher then could analyze and identify the 

need of their students, undertaking the planning of the remedial lessons. In lesson 

planning, the teacher should take into consideration of the students’ personal 

background, prior knowledge, and relevant learning experience. When moving into 

the “teaching” phase, the teacher could use formative assessment throughout the 

process to evaluate their teaching efficiency as well as students’ learning outcomes 

(Hsu, 2003b). In this way, the teaching and assessment would be more likely to meet 

students’ unique needs, thus greatly reducing the number of underachievers who 

would need extra help. Moreover, teachers can also help students build up their sense 

of achievement and self-confidence throughout their learning process by developing 
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motivating and adaptive activities (Hsu, 2003a). In other words, instead of dealing 

with the students’ learning problems after summative assessment, teachers need to 

keep monitoring students’ learning throughout the process, offering remedial 

instructions whenever necessary.  

 

2.3 Pull-out Remedial Programs 

The issue of mixed-ability in elementary and junior high school English 

classrooms in Taiwan has long been recognized by frontline teachers and educators. In 

order to help those who are fallen behind, schools and teachers need to plan some 

remedial programs and adopt multi-dimensional strategies to facilitate the learning of 

the underachievers in English classrooms. Several common pull-out remedial 

programs and in-class strategies were discussed in the literature. The former is 

described in this section, while the latter is further elaborated in section 2.4.  

 

2.3.1 After-school sessions and summer/winter remedial instruction programs  

The after-school session in Taiwan has long been misused in junior high schools 

as an extra class for teaching new materials or conducting examinations rather than 

planning individualized instructions for underachievers. The same is true for the 

summer and winter remedial instruction programs. Therefore, it is necessary for 

schools and teachers to recognize the original intention of remedial instruction, 

identifying students with special needs and planning appropriate remedial instruction 

programs for them in order to enhance the effectiveness of their learning (Chang et al., 

2003; Cheng, 2000; Chung, 1997; Kai, 1997; Yang, Chung, Shih, & Yang, 1997; Wu, 

1998). 
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2.3.2 Resource programs  

The pull-out resource program is one of the good ways to deal with 

mixed-ability classes whose purpose is to realize the ideal of adaptive instruction. 

Students with underachievement are pulled out from their normal English classes to 

the resource program in which they are taught in accordance with their English ability 

and are provided with more opportunities for practice. However, the issue of labeling 

needs to be considered with caution (Tu, 2001; Yeh, 2003). 

 

2.3.3 Computer assisted instruction  

Computer assisted instruction (CAI) is a mode of teaching with which the 

learning materials are presented by the computer. Its application to remedial 

instruction would overcome the limits of human resources and time that hinder 

teachers to offer individualized instructions to underachieving students. There are 

several advantages of adopting CAI. First, the computer system can provide students 

with immediate feedback. Second, students can proceed with the learning at their own 

pace. Third, students can practice repeatedly, and fourth, teacher’s workload of 

teaching can be greatly reduced (Su, 2000; Huang, 2001; Tu, 2001). 

 

2.3.4 Summary of the section  

In this section, only some of the after-class programs are introduced. In fact, 

each remedial program has its strength and weakness. It takes teacher’s knowledge 

and understanding of different remedial programs to make a good decision on how to 

help the underachievers in an effective way. 

 

2.4 In-class Strategies for Remedial Instruction 

Other than the pull-out remedial programs aforementioned, the teacher can also 
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make use of each English class helping the underachievers with specific teaching 

strategies. Several common strategies suggested in the literature are peer tutoring, 

in-class ability grouping, cooperative learning, etc. 

 

2.4.1 Peer tutoring  

Peer tutoring is a strategy of instruction in which both higher-achieving tutors 

and their tutees, in most cases the underachieving students, help each other and learn 

by teaching. The purpose of peer tutoring is to enhance the learning of both tutors and 

tutees, leading them to achieve better learning outcomes and further encouraging their 

motivation to deep learning (Chang et al., 2003; Rubin, 1995; Schniedewind & 

Davidson, 2000; Tsou, 2002). To ensure the success of peer tutoring, the tutors should 

be well-trained in terms of their English proficiency, interpersonal skills, and attitude 

(Wu, 1990). This strategy can be further extended into a school-wide remedial 

program, offering more opportunities for students to receive individualized 

instructions, and at the same time reducing the teachers’ workload substantially (Lai, 

2001). 

 

2.4.2 In-class ability grouping 

Different from the traditional ability-grouping system, in-class ability grouping 

is to put several classes together whose English courses are arranged in the same class 

period. All students in these classes are grouped into two or three levels based on 

individual students’ English proficiency, learning different materials at different 

paces . This grouping system, as claimed by Chan and Chiang (2002), were proved to 

be effective, while still many problems should be overcome, such as the arrangement 

of school timetable and the teacher’s classroom management (Tsou, 2002; Yeh, 2003).  
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2.4.3 Cooperative learning  

Cooperative learning has been found to be effective in solving a variety of 

educational problems (Jacobs, Lee, & Ball, 1995). It helps to increase students’ 

achievement, to improve their self-esteem, to promote positive attitudes toward 

learning, to improve inter-group relations, and to encourage higher-level thinking 

(Johnson & Johnson, 1999; Slavin, 1995). Students with mixed abilities, different 

skills, and learning experiences are grouped together, completing given tasks through 

collaboration and mutual support in which every student, faster or slower, contribute 

to the success of the group goal (Chang et al., 2003; Slavin, Karweit, & Madden, 

1989). Effective heterogeneous cooperative learning helps students to collaborate 

while challenging each individual in the context of a group effort, and encourage 

students to appreciate their peers’ diverse competencies and experiences 

(Schniedewind & Davidson, 2000).  

 

2.4.4 Differentiation of tasks by complexity and quantity  

Teachers can adjust the level of difficulty of classroom activities and posing 

questions according to students’ English abilities. When the gap is too large, it is 

suggested that teachers selects different learning materials according to the learner’s 

ability level (Schniedewind & Davidson, 2000; Yeh, 2003).  

 

2.4.5 Explicit instruction of learning strategies  

Not knowing how to learn is claimed to be one of the factors of 

underachievement. Thus teachers need to give explicit instructions to students on how 

to facilitate their learning with positive learning attitude and effective learning 

strategies (Yeh, 2003). 
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2.4.6 Summary of the section 

The in-class teaching strategies discussed above all serve the function of 

narrowing the gap of students’ English proficiency during teaching and learning 

process so as to reduce the need of pull-out remedial instruction. That is to say, 

besides teaching English, teachers need to have keen observations about students’ 

responses to the learning activities and to make frequent assessment of students’ 

progress in order to identify the problems and needs of individual students, and take 

necessary actions to help them. 

 

2.5 Related Research on Remedial Instruction  

2.5.1 Related research on remedial instruction in Taiwan 

Recognizing the pressing need and learning difficulties the underachieving 

students have, the educational authorities over the past decade have been promoting 

the implementation of remedial instruction programs on this island. For example, the 

Taipei City’s Department of Education in 1994 administered remedial instruction in 

elementary schools and junior high schools during the summer vacation. This 

program’s effects and problems were examined by Kuo (1995), who collected the 

opinions of teachers, administrators, students, and parents on remedial instruction 

from questionnaires, interviews, and forums. The results showed that the teachers, 

students, and parents were generally positive of the outcomes of this program, such as 

helping students overcome their learning difficulties, promoting students’ interests 

and motivation, and fostering students’ learner autonomy. However, there were still 

some problems encountered by the teachers when administering this program, 

including the lack of valid diagnostic instruments, the difficulties in classroom 

management, the lack of adaptive teaching materials, the students’ low learning 

motivation, the lack of parents’ cooperation, etc. Furthermore, in order for remedial 
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instruction to have good and long-term effect on students’ learning, it was argued by 

the teachers that, other than the summer remedial instruction programs, everyday 

remedial instruction should be offered to meet the students’ needs throughout their 

learning process. Further suggestions provided by the researcher included establishing 

a sound remedial instruction system, developing valid diagnostic instruments for 

identifying underachievers, planning teacher training programs of remedial instruction, 

and integrating resources from the community nearby. 

Later during the winter in 1998, the MOE spent a hundred million dollars 

promoting the administration of remedial instruction in junior high schools island 

wide, which were generally known as “potential development classes” (Chen, 1997; 

Wu, 1998). Students identified as underachievers received five to fourteen days of 

remedial instruction, during which students developed their basic skills and learning 

strategies instead of just repeating the lessons in their textbooks. The outcomes of this 

program were quite encouraging in that many students began to take a positive 

attitude toward English learning. Concluding the opinions of the teachers from 

different junior high schools, the key elements for the success of this program were 

specific criteria for identifying the target students, explicit statement of the teaching 

objectives, careful planning of the remedial instruction curriculum, and realization of 

adaptive and individualized instruction. However, most of the teachers also pointed 

out that only a winter of remedial instruction would never be enough, and everyday 

remedial instruction should be implemented to keep helping students with special 

needs (Wu, 1998). 

Among a small number of studies on the effects of English remedial programs, 

Chang, Chiu, and Li (2000) examined the teaching effects of the resource program on 

nine 7th graders with learning difficulties who received twenty-seven weeks of 

remedial instruction on English listening, speaking, and writing. The remedial 
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instruction showed positive effects on the subjects’ academic performance; however, 

the maintenance effects were not significant. This program also helped improve the 

subjects’ learning interests and motivation and enhance their positive attitude toward 

English learning. It was suggested that remedial instruction be implemented as early 

as possible so that students’ learning problems could be timely dealt with. Moreover, 

realizing individualized remedial instruction and designing learning materials 

appropriate for underachievers were also strongly recommended. 

Other than empirical studies on remedial instruction, Hung (2001) surveyed 838 

teachers’ remedial strategies in teaching disadvantaged students caused by the 

external factors3 in order to understand how the students’ needs were accommodated 

in compulsory education stage in Taiwan. Hung divided remedial instruction into 

individual teachers’ in-class remedial strategies and school-wide implementation of 

remedial education programs. The findings revealed that the former was more 

frequently reported than the latter. In-class remedial strategies, such as encouraging 

students, individualized instruction, peer tutoring, and intended arrangement of the 

seat in the class, were adopted by 20% to 50% teachers, while the administration of 

highly promoted school-wide remedial instruction programs, such as after-school 

session, English club, and resource program, were in fact less than 20%. It was 

suggested that other than the top-down remedial education programs which were 

planned by the educational authorities or the school administration, the bottom-up 

remedial instruction by the frontline teachers should be encouraged and supported, for 

these in-class remedial strategies would be more available and appropriate in meeting 

the needs of disadvantaged students. 

Recognizing the limits of instruction time and human resources in elementary 

                                                 
3 According to Hung (2001), these disadvantaged students caused by the external factors were 
categorized as family disadvantaged, cultural disadvantaged, and aboriginal students. 
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schools and junior high schools, the Taipei County’s Department of Education since 

the year 2002 had been promoting the project of “Introducing the college resources 

for the promotion of elementary school students’ English learning.” The purposes of 

this school-university partnership were, first, incorporating more human and material 

resources available to help improve the quality of English education in elementary 

schools. Secondly, this project served as a training program for the college students to 

apply the skills they had learned at schools. According to Chen and Li (2004), in the 

school year of 2003 there were thirty-five elementary schools in Taipei County that 

implemented the school-university partnership project, introducing college students to 

help the English learning of elementary school students. In their research, it was 

found that “learning guidance and assistance” and “remedial instruction” were 

urgently needed in most elementary schools. In other words, it was hoped that the 

collaboration with college students can solve the problem of school teachers’ lacking 

instruction time and energy to provide slower learners with remedial instruction 

(Chen, & Li, 2004). 

More recently in 2003, the Taipei City’s Department of Education held a 

five-day Underprivileged English Summer Camp for aboriginal and poor students 

during the summer vacation, which was aimed at shortening the gap in English 

learning ability between the rich classes and the poor (Huang, 2003). This program 

was claimed to serve as a special opportunity for children of minority groups to 

improve their English speaking abilities, in which students learned practical and 

useful words and expressions through authentic activities. However, so far the 

researcher of the present study has not found relative evaluative reports on this 

program, so its effects and limitations still remained unclear. 

In conclusion, it is obvious that despite the educational authorities’ attention and 

promotion of remedial education, its implementation in schools and classrooms did 
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not seem to be as frequent as expected. And teachers and schools also encountered 

some problems and difficulties in administering remedial instruction, such as the 

collaboration of the school administration, teachers, students, and parents. In terms of 

school administration, problems in planning an appropriate schedule for remedial 

instruction and providing necessary financial support and human resources were 

frequently reported. As for the teachers, they were too often overloaded with school 

work and had no extra time and energy for planning remedial instruction and 

designing adaptive learning materials. The students’ lack of learning motivation and 

fear of carrying a negative label, and the parents’ disapproval of remedial instruction’s 

effects were also not uncommon (Chang, 2001).  

 

2.5.2 Remedial programs in U.S. 

Traditionally, most students with underachievement were labeled as inferior and 

placed in remedial instruction programs which were less demanding, slower in pace, 

and lower in expectation, for the basic assumption was that students must learn the 

fundamentals before they can be offered anything more challenging (Wu, 2003). 

However, such programs would be very likely to block the educational improvement 

for the underachievers instead of narrowing the achievement gap between them and 

their peers (Levin, 1987). In view of the shortcomings of traditional remedial 

education, Levin (1987) concluded that: 

An effective approach to educating disadvantaged students must be 
characterized by high expectations, deadlines by which they will be 
performing at grade level, stimulating instructional programs, planning by 
the educational staff who will offer the program, and the use of all available 
parental and community resources. At its heart, however, the educational 
intervention must be transitional. It must be designed to close the 
achievement gap after a period of intervention so that students can benefit 
from regular instruction. (p. 20) 
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Based on this underlying assumption, Levin and a group of his colleagues at 

Stanford University’s School of Education proposed the “Accelerated School 

Project,” a transitional elementary school designed for the purpose of bringing 

disadvantaged students up to grade level by the end of sixth grade. This program, with 

the involvement of school staffs, students, parents, and community resources, was 

aimed at creating a learning environment in which every student had the opportunity 

to succeed. Its implementation has resulted in notable gains in students’ basic and 

higher order thinking skills, parental involvement, staff decision-making and 

responsibility, and improved school climate (Bowers, 1990; Goldberg, 2001; Levin, 

1987; Wu, 2003). 

Similar to the “Accelerated School” which made good use of community 

resources, the Learning Enhancement and Progression (LEAP) clinic, sponsored by 

Department of Special Education at the University of Wisconsin-Eau Claire, was a 

unique collaborative partnership between the university and the public schools that 

provided eight-week summer remedial instruction to children from the surrounding 

communities (Conderman, Snider, & Crawford, 1997), with the university provided 

the student-teachers and the curriculum materials, and the public school district 

contributed the physical settings. This program offered remediation for school-aged 

students in the areas of reading, spelling, written expression, math, study skills, and 

social skills, while at the same time provided the university students with authentic 

opportunities to apply the skills they had learned through their coursework. Both the 

formative and summative evaluation of this remedial program showed a high level of 

satisfaction from the parents, students, school teachers, and university students. 

Another example of remedial programs is “Benchmark School,” a laboratory 

school founded three decades ago to design and evaluate programs for teaching 

children with reading difficulties. The central goal of “Benchmark School” was, and 
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still is, “to create a research-based curriculum for teaching delayed readers the skills 

and strategies they need to perform in regular classrooms at levels commensurate with 

their abilities and no lower than the median of their classes” (Gaskins, 1998, p. 537). 

Based on her Benchmark experiences, Gaskins, founder and Director of “Benchmark 

School” concluded the following four crucial elements for quality remedial programs 

(Gaskins, 1998). 

 Staff development. The teachers’ understanding of research-based 

instructional principles and theories allows them to make informed decisions about 

long-term program planning and on-the spot instruction.  

Quality instruction and support services to address the roadblocks. Other 

than receiving high-quality instruction that includes explicit explanations, modeling, 

and scaffolded practice that is engaging and meaningful, students also need additional 

support services to address social and emotional needs.  

Congruence between the remedial program and regular classroom 

programs. At-risk and delayed readers have the best chance for success if regular 

classroom instruction and pull-out remedial instruction are not only of high quality 

but also congruent. That is, remedial teachers must prepare delayed readers with the 

skills and strategies they need for success in regular classrooms.  

Ample time in which to learn and apply what has been taught. Ideally, 

programs for every at-risk and delayed reader should begin as early as possible and 

continue across the curriculum throughout the elementary and middle school years. 

Based on Benchmark experiences, it is believed that “programs that work are the 

result of dedicated teachers and support staff who, based on a foundation of sound 

theory and research, evaluate their programs and are open to new possibilities for 

meeting students’ needs” (Gaskins, 1998, p. 545). 
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2.6 Guidelines for the Present Study  

Generalizing from the related literature, it is obvious that any strategy for 

helping students with underachievement must begin at an early stage and continue for 

many years (Gaskins, 1998; Levin, 1987). And prevention and early intervention are 

much more promising than waiting for learning deficits to accumulate and then 

providing remedial education services (Slavin et al., 1989). As a key person in 

fostering students’ classroom learning, teachers need to constantly monitor their 

students’ learning progress and detect their difficulties so as to offer timely assistance, 

preventing the learning problems to increase. To enhance and ensure the teacher’s 

teaching efficiency, it is also crucial to seek support from the school administration, 

parents, and community resources. Through the investigation of English teachers’ 

perceptions and implementation of remedial instruction, it is hoped that this research 

can provide insights for practitioners and educators in planning and practicing quality 

remedial instructions for the benefits of students’ learning. 
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