
CHAPTER ONE 

INTRODUCTION 

1.1 Background of the Research 

With the implementation of Grades 1 to 9 Curriculum in Taiwan, all public 

elementary schools have started English courses in the fifth grade since 2001, and will 

further extend the courses to grade three in 2005, proclaimed by the Ministry of 

Education (MOE). In fact, long before the practice of the English language policy, the 

private institutes of children’s English have been feverishly advocating the importance 

of learning English at an earlier age. In 1996, when English was not required at the 

elementary school level, Chen (1996) in her survey found that 83% of the 

sixth-graders have studied English for at least six months, and 88% of the parents 

hoped for English courses in the elementary schools. More recently, a survey on the 

English-teaching situation also revealed that about one third, in some areas even more 

than one half, of the elementary school students in Taiwan have studied English 

before receiving formal English courses (Lin, 2003). The increasing number of the 

students learning English at an early age indicated that most parents in Taiwan 

nowadays found it necessary for their children to start English studies as early as at 

the pre-school stage because of the fear of their children’s lagging behind their 

classmates in the English class when entering the elementary school (Child Welfare 

League Foundation, [CWLF], 2002). As the idea “pick up English very early to gain 

an edge” became a general trend, nearly 90% of elementary schools on this island 

were propelled to begin their English programs earlier than the policy of the MOE 

(Lin, 2003). Elementary schools in Taipei City, for example, began their English 

program in Grade 3 from the school year of 1998, and since 2002 all elementary 

schools in Taipei began offering at least two classes a week of English instruction 

from Grade 1 (Wu, 2003). 
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As more and more students receiving English instruction before the formal 

courses, a serious problem in English education arises—the gap among students’ prior 

learning experiences and knowledge of English might become wider (Tsou, 2002). 

According to Lin (2003), 76% of the elementary school English teachers in Taiwan 

perceived a wide knowledge gap among students’ English competency (Lin, 2003), 

which has been making English teaching difficult and ineffective (Chan & Chiang, 

2002; Liu, 2001; Lu, 1999). As a consequence, students receiving English instruction 

prior to the formal courses are less likely to have problems catching what the teacher 

says; they might even find the lessons too easy and get bored. By comparison, those 

who have not had any English prior to school study, as argued by Chang (2002), tend 

to find themselves in inferior positions and are very likely labeled as “slower 

learners,” “disadvantaged students,” or “underachievers” on their very first day of the 

English class. 

Similar to the phenomenon observed in most English classrooms of elementary 

schools, the gap among junior high school students’ English proficiency has been a 

long-existing problem as well. The experiences of junior high school English teachers, 

as indicated by Chou (2002), showed that students with underachievement make up 

about one third, and in some areas as much as one half, of all students. This argument 

was confirmed by the twin-peak distribution of the English part of the competency 

test held in 2002, 2003, and 2004 for junior high school graduates (Chang, 2004). 

From the polarization of English test results, the group of junior high school students 

with the lower test results could be interpreted as having completely given up on their 

English studies (Chou, 2002). In fact, for a long time, these underachieving students 

have been too often seen either in less advanced classes in the traditional 

ability-grouping system or in classes under the present standard mixed-grouping 

system for class division in junior high schools (Hsieh, 2002). 
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However, the ideal of equality of educational opportunity argued that all 

students, faster or slower, have the right to good quality of compulsory education. 

Since each individual differs in their background, teaching students in accordance 

with their aptitude and need, namely adaptive instruction, has become the guiding 

principle of educational reform (Huang, 1999; Hung, 2001; The Executive Yuan's 

Consultative Committee on Education Reforms, [EYCCER], 1996). For decades a 

certain group of students labeled as “underachievers” in English learning has been 

identified in the context of junior high schools, and recently, in elementary schools. 

Some of them are considered to be “underachievers” simply because they receive no 

pre-school or extra-school English instruction (Li, 2002). Others lack solid academic 

foundation or positive learning experiences. Still others lose their learning motivation 

and self-confidence and eventually give up on their English studies (Chang, Chiu, & 

Li, 2000; Chiu, 2000; Huang, 1999; Kai, 1997). To ensure that none of these students 

is left behind or even abandoned on the road of English learning, it is necessary for 

the frontline teachers to identify these students’ learning difficulties and needs in 

order to enhance the effectiveness of their learning with specific strategies (Chang et 

al., 2003; Chou, 2002). And remedial instruction is recognized as an important and 

necessary way to the ideal—brings every student up to grade level (Chang, 1997; 

Chang, 2001; Li, 1996). 

Helping underachievers with remedial instruction is one of the most important 

measures of contemporary educational reform. In 1996, the Executive Yuan's 

Consultative Committee on Education Reforms suggested the establishment of a 

sound remedial instruction system in which several aspects should all be carefully 

considered and evaluated, such as the development of diagnostic instruments, the 

administration of teacher training program, the curriculum design, and the 

arrangement of classrooms and teaching equipments. Moreover, in a research project 
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on the twin-peak distribution of junior high school graduates’ test results for the 

English part of the competency test, remedial instruction system is also suggested to 

be consolidated in order to effectively narrow the gap of junior high school students’ 

English proficiency (Chang et al., 2003). All these have pinpointed the important role 

that remedial instruction plays in school education. 

The actual practice of remedial instruction in each classroom relies on the 

cooperation of both internal and external classroom factors (Su, 2001). Teachers 

undoubtedly play the crucial role in classroom teaching, making all educational 

objectives possible (Hung, 2001). They are the keys to the success of remedial 

instruction (EYCCER, 1996), and their perceptions and practices of remedial 

instruction tend to be influenced by their characteristics, personal beliefs, professional 

knowledge, teaching experiences, etc. For example, though some of the English 

teachers in elementary schools and junior high schools had sensed the learning 

difficulties of some underachievers and had the intent of helping them, they were too 

often hindered by their insufficient knowledge and experience in identifying the 

students’ learning problems and in planning effective remedial instruction (Hsu, 

2003b). 

Other external classroom factors that contribute to the realization of remedial 

instruction include the support from school administration, parental involvement, and 

the integration of social resources (Su, 2001). As identified in the literature, the 

common difficulties encountered by most of the teachers when implementing 

remedial instruction were the lack of administrative support, the limit of instruction 

time, the heavy workload of teaching, the lack of parents’ cooperation, to name but a 

few (Chang, 2001; Kai,1997; Kuo, 1995; Meng & Chen, 1997; Wu, 1997). 

This shows that notwithstanding the great effort of the educational authorities, 

schools and the frontline teachers, there is still much room for improvement in terms 
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of the planning, implementation, and evaluation of remedial instruction. In view of 

the problems aforementioned, the present study hopes to investigate the current 

implementation of remedial instruction, understanding what actions the frontline 

English teachers take to deal with the underachievers and how effective the actions 

are. The researcher would further identify the difficulties encountered by the teachers 

and the support they need, proposing constructive and workable suggestions 

concerning the fulfillment of effective remedial instruction. The goal of this study is 

to manifest the significance of remedial instruction in the educational system, calling 

the educational authorities’ attention to establish a comprehensive remedial education 

system which provides the teachers with resources and support in accommodating the 

need of all students, especially the need of underachievers in English learning. In this 

way, the ideal that all students have the right to quality compulsory education could 

be realized. 

 

1.2 Purpose of the Study 

Teachers are active agents in their classrooms whose beliefs, perceptions, and 

attitude are the crucial factors in their teaching quality and their students’ learning 

outcomes (Nien, 2002; Shih, 2001; Su, 2001). In view of the important roles that 

teachers play in the effectiveness of education, the first purpose of the present study is 

to understand elementary school and junior high school English teachers’ perceptions 

and practices of teaching large multilevel classes1, especially the strategies and 

techniques in dealing with the underachievers. 

Secondly, though the issue of remedial instruction has attracted increasing 

                                                 
1 The term “large classes,” according to Hess (2001), refers to “classes of thirty or more students in 
elementary, secondary, adult, and tertiary settings (p.2). “Multilevel classes” are “classes that have 
been arranged by age-group with no thought to language ability” and “classes in which students vary 
considerably in their language and literacy skills” (p.2). 
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attention from the teachers, schools, and educational authorities, its implementation 

and effect remains unclear due to scarcity of research. Through the investigation of 

English teachers’ classroom practice of remedial instruction, including identification 

of target students, curriculum design, teaching materials, time arrangement, and 

evaluation of program effectiveness, the present study aims at generalizing possible 

factors supporting or constraining the implementation of remedial instruction, hoping 

to propose workable suggestions for teachers to practice remedial instruction in the 

elementary and junior high school English education. 

In addition to teachers, the establishment of a remedial instruction system 

requires the collaboration of school administrators, communities, parents, to name but 

a few. Thus the third purpose of this research is to find out the common problems and 

difficulties teachers encounter and the support they need when implementing remedial 

instruction, and to provide insights for practitioners and educators to take actions to 

increase the effects of remedial instruction programs. 

The ultimate goal of the present study is to emphasize the significant role that 

remedial instruction plays in every stage of education. It is hoped that this research 

could serve the purpose for improving the quality and efficiency of English teachers’ 

teaching, ensuring that all students, especially underachievers, have the right to equal 

educational opportunities and that no student is left behind. 

 

1.3 Research Questions 

In view of the existence of a certain group of underachievers in both elementary 

and junior high schools, the present study focuses on identifying elementary school 

and junior high school English teachers’ perceptions and practices of and concerns in 

the implementation of remedial instruction for underachievers. Other than 

investigating the general situation, further comparison and contrast between the 
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teachers’ responses in elementary and junior high schools are made to see what 

similarities and differences exist at these two school levels. This research intends to 

answer the following four questions:  

1. 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?  

2. 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?  

3. What difficulties do the English teachers encounter when implementing 

remedial instruction, and what support do they need?  

4. What are the teachers’ suggestions for and expectations of improving the 

quality of remedial instruction?  

 

1.4 Significance of the Present Study 

For most of the English teachers in elementary schools and junior high schools, 

it has been a great challenge to teach large multilevel classes and to deal with 

underachieving students, usually a minority of the class. By probing into the issue of 

remedial instruction for underachievers at the two school levels, and identifying 

specific strategies or programs that are implemented and have been proved to be 

effective, the present study is intended to serve as a reference for teachers with the 

similar problems helping underachievers. In this research, difficulties encountered by 

the teachers as well as the support they need would also be investigated for the 
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purpose of offering workable suggestions for the future planning and implementation 

of remedial education. With a more in-depth understanding of the issue of remedial 

instruction, the findings of the present study are conducive to enhancing the teachers’ 

teaching efficiency, to fostering students’ English learning, and to ensuring that every 

student has the opportunity to good English learning. 
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