
Chapter One 

Introduction 

      Teacher training is an indispensable part in efforts to enhance education quality.  

Teachers equipped with abundant teacher knowledge are identified as one of the most 

powerful factors influencing student achievement (Darling-Hammond, LaFors & 

Snyder, 2001) because students’ actual classroom learning experience is shaped by 

what teachers know, what teachers do and how they do it (Darling-Hammond &  

Spykes, 2000).  What teachers know stems mainly from teacher training, and what 

teachers have learned is very likely to influence what they will do in their classroom.  

There is so close a connection between teacher learning and students' classroom 

learning experience that teacher learning and student learning in TESOL (Freeman, 

2001) and teacher preparation and development (Bailey, 2001) were identified, along 

with other issues, as research priorities in the TESOL field. 

Teacher learning encompasses both the pre-service teacher education and the 

in-service ongoing professional development.  In the past, a teacher’s knowledge and 

competence were judged largely by the pre-service teacher education.  Nowadays,     

with the fast expansion of knowledge, initial teacher education tends to appear 

insufficient for teachers to stay current in the teaching field to effectively educate 

students.  Furthermore, when rapid social changes have called for educational reforms, 

teachers, who are the key to the success of the reforms, have to be engaged in different 

kinds of in-service learning to help reach the goal of the reforms.   

Since the mid-1980s, there were many new educational policies proposed and 

implemented in Taiwan.  Some changes have a great impact on English teachers at 

different school levels.  First of all, to give students an earlier start in developing the 

English communicative competence, the implementation of English education was 

lowered to the elementary school level.  Teaching English to students at elementary 



school level is apparently a new challenge to many teachers.  Secondly, nine-year 

consecutive education has been implemented since 2001.  It features the integration of 

courses, the existence of flexible curriculum, the development of students’ abilities, 

and the school-based courses.  This reform requires teachers to be equipped with 

ability to teach collaboratively, to select materials, to design and develop courses, to 

conduct action research, and to pursue life-long learning (Chen, C.S. 2003).  Thirdly, 

the multi-route program for college admission has caused the changes in the college 

entrance exams in terms of the types of examinations and the types of test questions.  

Two types of English tests, including the SAET (Scholastic Achievement English Test)  

and the DRET (Department Required English Test), have been implemented.  The 

two types of examinations are used for different channels of college admission.  The 

types of test questions in these two tests are to some extent different from those used in 

the past.  For example, in the SAET, there is one section that focuses on discourse 

competence, which is a competence that many senior high school teachers did not 

acquire in their initial English teacher education.   The new type of test questions 

requires teachers to develop their own competence in this regard so that they know 

how to help students develop such a competence.  What’s more, there is a required 

English proficiency level set for college graduates.  What can be done to help students 

to meet the requirement of graduation has become a great concern for college English 

teachers.  How can English teachers cope with the changes competently and 

confidently?  Upgrading teachers’ knowledge and skills is believed to be the key to 

the success of national initiatives in curriculum and assessment forms (Day, 1999).       

     Teachers upgrade their knowledge and skills through teacher learning, which is 

broadly categorized into two types-- explicit /formal teacher learning, and implicit / 

informal teacher learning (Freeman 2001; Knight 2002).  The former refers to 

teachers’ engagement in structured pre-and in-service teacher training programs often 



offered by external providers; the latter refers to the understanding teachers gain about 

teaching through their lives in the real teaching context.  The formal teacher learning 

is intended to provide a broad and solid academic knowledge base for teachers to draw 

on in their teaching context.   However, teachers themselves accumulate knowledge 

about what works in their own teaching contexts through informal teacher learning.  

The interaction between teachers’ academic knowledge and practical teaching 

experience will determine teachers’ classroom practices.    

Teachers acquire their academic knowledge mainly through their pre-service  

education, usually undergraduate programs.  After they teach for several years, some 

of them choose the in-service graduate program to upgrade their professional 

knowledge because it offers a more comprehensive and systematic learning experience 

than any other in-service teacher learning activities.  With such a learning experience, 

teachers are expected to update their understanding of teaching and learning, and to 

transfer their new knowledge to their teaching practices so that students can benefit 

from their teachers’ learning.  

 

Motivation 

     In Taiwan, for the purpose of promoting continuous learning and enhancing the 

professional knowledge and skills of educators, the in-service graduate program in 

English teaching started in 1999 in place of what was called “ Forty-Credit Program” 

offered for in-service English teachers.  The main difference between the new 

in-service graduate program and the “Forty-Credit Program” is that teachers enrolling 

in the new in-service graduate program are required to complete a master’s thesis in 

addition to taking specialized courses related to English teaching during summer 

vacations or nights on weekdays.  The program comprises mainly two 

clusters —theory and application in English education as well as research methodology 



in language education.  Such a curriculum design aims to enhance the knowledge and 

skills needed for a successful career in English teaching as well as to develop teachers’ 

abilities to conduct research to improve the quality of teaching.   

     However, such programs are faced with some challenges.  Being an intensive 

training program, the time constraint makes it almost impossible for courses to be 

delivered in a comprehensive manner.  Another problem is how much the participants 

can really learn when struggling to meet the course requirements within a tight 

schedule.  Besides the problems arising from the time constraint, a deeper issue exists.  

There seems to be a discrepancy between what in-service graduate students want to get 

from the courses and what they really get.  It is often the case that what they want 

most is courses which may help enhance their instructional techniques; however, what 

they are offered in the in-service graduate program is mostly theory and research that 

their practices are hoped to be grounded in (Kirby, 2006).  Thus, Hu (2005) believes it 

is necessary to evaluate to what extent the participants’ professional needs have been 

met and to what extent participants’ teaching has improved as a result of such a kind of 

in-service training program.  

 

Purpose of the Study 

It is believed that teachers’ in-service training focuses on three objectives: 

increasing the knowledge base of the teacher, increasing the quantity or quality of 

skills possessed by the teacher, and changing attitudes through meaningful experience 

(Hall, Benninga & Clark, 1983).  Day (1999) claimed that when in-service education 

fits the needs of teachers, it is likely to accelerate teachers’ professional growth in 

terms of the addition of knowledge, skills, and understanding or transformation of 

beliefs, knowledge, and understanding.  In Taiwan, the establishment of the in-service 

English teaching graduate programs is expected to enhance English teachers’ quality of 



instruction.  Therefore, it is necessary to know what influence the programs have on 

English teachers, especially on their teaching.  This study aims to investigate how 

in-service English teaching graduate programs influence the professional growth of 

senior high school English teachers in Taiwan in terms of their professional attitudes, 

knowledge and teaching practice.  The three aspects are among the important 

indicators of the effectiveness of a professional development program (Richardson & 

Anders, 1994; Kutner, et al, 1997; Belzer, 2003).      

 

Significance of the Study 

      In the past, the “Forty-Credit Program” was criticized for offering courses 

much like what was offered in the pre-service teacher education, and for not being very 

helpful in the enhancement of teachers’ knowledge and skills (Huang & Chen, 1996).  

Since the in-service English teaching graduate programs started in 1999, very little 

research has been done about the influence such programs have on English teachers.   

Studies on teachers’ in-service training done before tapped into mostly the current state 

(Chang, 2003; Chen, C.M., 2003; Lin, 2007), and teachers’ self-perceptions of the 

effectiveness of those trainings (Chang, 2003; Chen, 2004; Su, 2003) but didn’t 

explore the connection between the trainings with the changes in the classroom 

practices.  This study does not only examine in-service teachers’ perceptions of the 

impact the in-service English teaching graduate programs have on their professional 

attitudes, knowledge but also explore how they adapt their new knowledge to their 

actual classroom practices.  This study will provide valuable information for the 

curriculum design and implementation of such in-service programs so that they can 

better achieve the goal of enhancing the professional knowledge and skills of English 

teachers in Taiwan.  Besides, it will provide in-service senior high school teachers 

with the ideas of how knowledge and skills gained through in-service training 



programs can be applied to their classroom teaching.  To sum up, the information 

provided in this study will not only help better the quality of senior high school English 

teachers’ continuous learning but also help better English teaching practices in senior 

high schools. 

 

Research Questions 

The questions guiding this study are as follows. 

1. What aspects of senior high school English teachers’ attitudes towards English 

teaching are influenced by the in-service English teaching graduate programs? 

2. Do the in-service English teaching graduate programs help senior high school 

English teachers broaden their knowledge about the English language and English 

teaching?  

3. How do senior high school English teachers apply their professional knowledge 

gained from the in-service English teaching graduate programs to their classroom 

practice?   

   Although it is generally believed that graduate programs enhance in-service 

teachers’ professional growth, it is not clear in what aspects and to what extent such 

programs support participants’ professional growth.  Even more unclear is how such a 

teacher learning experience support students’ learning in their classroom context.  The 

result of the present study would give a clearer picture of how such professional 

development programs benefit experienced senior high school English teachers’ 

learning and how the learning experience reshape their classroom practices. 

 


