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CHAPTER FIVE 

CROSS CASE ANALYSIS AND DISCUSSION 

This chapter will answer and discuss the three research questions that guided this 

case study of three elementary school English teachers. In this section, significant 

themes are discussed in depth regarding the similarities and differences of the 

participants’ teacher’s knowledge and how their knowledge relates to their classroom 

practices. Then, the sources that influence teacher’s knowledge and teaching acts are 

examined. 

5.1 Addressing research question 1 & 2 

Question #1: What are the differences and similarities of the knowledge of three EFL 

English teachers in the Taiwanese elementary school context? 

Question # 2: How do they relate their knowledge to their classroom practices? 

The previous chapter compared and contrasted the three teachers in terms of their 

knowledge and classroom practices. The differences revealed were not to highlight 

what experienced teachers, like Elsa and Lydia, can do, while Olivia, as a novice, 

cannot. However, the focus was to examine how the teachers perceived and 

understood language teaching and learning. Several researchers have indicated that 

teachers’ beliefs and personal conceptions of teaching and learning would create 

powerful influence on their classroom practices (Borg, 2003; Burns, 1996; Chang, 

1996; Tsui, 2003). In other words, how teachers perceive language learning and 

teaching are manifested their classroom practices. 

Considering the framework of this study (See Figure 2), Borg (2003) revealed 

that there is a mutual influence between teacher’s knowledge and classroom practices: 

how the teachers perceive and understand teaching and learning shape their classroom 

practices. In reverse, teacher’s reflections on their teaching practices also shape their 

knowledge as they come to a new understanding of teaching.  
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From the interviews and classroom observations, the three teachers drew 

different aspects of teacher knowledge in order to attain their instructional objectives. 

Elsa believed that the purpose of learning languages is to use them for communication. 

Therefore, from her classroom instruction, it was evident that she drew wide range of 

teacher knowledge in order to attain her goal of creating an enriched language 

learning environment. First, Elsa’s knowledge of linguistics was evidenced by her 

instruction on verb tenses. She introduced the concept of past and future tenses 

through conversations with students, directing them to recall events from the past, and 

then predict the future. Another example was her providing situations to let students 

understand the function of sentence structures. The second aspect was her knowledge 

of teaching, particularly communicative language teaching. This could be seen when 

she used meaningful drills and information gaps in order to create genuine need for 

communication. The third aspect was her knowledge of students. The classroom 

activities she designed showed her understanding of students’ language level. For 

example, for high level students, she would provide language tasks like book reports 

or project works in order to enhance their learning; on the other hand, she would offer 

remedial classes to low level students to help them make up their language skills. On 

the other hand, she was able to engage her students into English small talks by 

bringing up everyday life experiences. In addition to relating her knowledge to the 

instructional objectives, Elsa also generated new knowledge after reflections on her 

teaching practices. She would modify her teaching plans when she discovered 

something went wrong in the previous class and then implemented new ways of 

instruction in the next class.    

Lydia’s teaching objective was to ensure that her students understood everything 

in their textbooks. Another objective was to prepare her six graders for future junior 

high school English courses. Therefore, her teaching style was teacher directed. Her 
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knowledge of language form enabled her to make clear explanations on word meaning 

and sentence structures. Her classroom activities were mainly repetition drills, 

memorization of texts and copy writing of sentences. Considering her knowledge of 

students, Lydia was aware of her students’ learning differences. However, due to big 

class size and limited time, she could only focus her teaching on moderate and high 

leveled students who made up the majority in class. But she would send students who 

were low achievers to remedial classes after school. On the other hand, Lydia was 

aware of her students’ affective needs. She wanted her students to feel comfortable 

and relaxed in her classes. For example, she would use Chinese in her classes so that 

her students could comprehend and would chitchat with her students to enliven the 

classroom atmosphere.  

As for Olivia, who was still a novice, her knowledge base was least developed 

due to her limited teaching experience. In the interviews, she was unable to fully 

articulate the rationale of her teaching and was uncertain about her instructional 

objectives. Her conceptions of language teaching and learning mostly derived from 

her memories of past learning experiences and the theories that she had learned from 

teacher’s college. In practice, she used language activities such as information gaps 

and guessing games. Nevertheless, she failed to attain the goal of communication but 

used the activities to train her students to memorize sentence patterns. Although 

Olivia was still in the initial stage of learning to teach, her discussions with her 

colleagues about her practices and teaching difficulties also helped her to enhance 

knowledge on teaching.  

 To summarize, Elsa and Lydia’s knowledge bases were more elaborated and 

developed than Olivia because they were more experienced. The difference between 

Elsa and Lydia was due to their different conceptions of language teaching and 

learning. Elsa believed that language must be learned in meaningful and 
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communicative context and students should be provided with opportunities to use the 

target language. Thus, her focus of attention was always on creating situations for 

communication. As for Lydia, her teaching objective was to prepare her students for 

junior high school English courses. Therefore, she used grammar translation method 

in her class. On the other hand, she was sensitive to her students’ affective needs.        

Even when she was conducting teacher fronted teaching, she would be able to enliven 

her classroom atmosphere by cracking jokes and chitchatting with her students.  

 While the above description provided an analytic view, the differences of the 

three teachers’ knowledge base can also be observed in two dimensions: One is how 

they conducted similar activities in the classroom yet bearing different teaching 

outcomes; while the other is how the teachers responded to similar working contexts. 

I. Qualitative differences of how teachers perceive similar activities 

Different views on engaging in small talks in order to motivate students 

 Several researchers claimed that the teachers’ views and interpretations of 

teaching methods and learner behaviors play an important part in their choice of 

classroom activities and how the activities are carried out (Chang, 1996;Tsui, 2003; 

Woods, 1996 ). One incident that had allowed me to delineate differences in my 

participants is the way the three teachers taught through small talks and their 

rationales for using this strategy. Despite the fact that the three teachers shared the 

view that small talks can be used to motivate students and allow them to engage in 

more interaction in class, the three teachers actually differed in how they conducted 

such conversations with their students and what objectives they intended to attain. As 

discussed in the previous chapter, Elsa’s intention was to induce her students to use 

the target language within a real-world context. In discussions with students, she used 

the target sentence structure to involve the whole class in talking about their life 

experiences, such as the Moon Festival holiday, in English. Lydia, on the other hand, 
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used Chinese in her small talks, with the intention to make herself more 

comprehensible and make her students feel comfortable, even though the class may 

seem off task in such discussions. Olivia also used Chinese to chat with her students, 

with the purpose of enlightening classroom atmosphere. Her chatting was never as 

long as that observed in Lydia’s classes. As soon as students regained their focus, 

Olivia would return to her lessons conducted in English.  

 Based on what could be observed in the three teachers’ classroom, the small talks 

in Elsa’s and Lydia’s classes were more geared toward language learning goals, while 

those in Olivia’s cases were less language-goal oriented. Elsa’s small talks were also 

more consistent with the Communicative Language Teaching approach, in that the 

discussion was made more meaningful and authentic through students’ real-world 

experiences (Widdowson, 1978). Lydia’s, on the other hand, seemed more concern 

about using Chinese as mediation for English learning. Olivia’s small talks could be 

regarded as simply a strategy for classroom management. The same small-talk activity 

was indeed very differently adopted in the three teachers’ classrooms.  

 Teacher’s self-image  

 Connelly and Clandinin (1987) pointed out that teachers usually build up a 

certain “image” of themselves, which would influence their instructional practices. In 

this study, it can also be observed that the three teachers had different identities in 

mind when they teach. Lydia perceived herself as her students’ “friend”, rather than an 

authoritative figure in class. She believed that through setting up a friendly image, her 

students would sustain their interests on learning English. Hence, Lydia would spend 

more time bonding with her students rather than attaining their learning goals. By 

contrast, both Elsa and Olivia were more concern of their students’ learning. Olivia 

perceived herself as a “caretaker”. She hoped that she could “take care of every 

individual student’s learning needs”. Therefore, she was willing to “spend more time 
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to get to know her students” (012606 interview). Such evidence can be seen in her 

way of working one-on-one with low level students. On the other hand, Elsa viewed 

of herself as a “facilitator” of students’ learning. She expected her students could 

develop their capabilities of using the target language. Thus, it is evident that most of 

her language activities are communicative.   

 

II. Qualitative differences of how the teachers respond to their working contexts 

In Tsui’s (2003) viewpoint, teacher’s knowledge should be understood in terms 

of how teachers respond to their contexts of work. In Leinhardt’s (1988) term, it is 

referred as situated knowledge. Johnson (1999) indicated that in actual classroom 

settings, teachers do not only rely solely on their subject matter knowledge, but their 

situated knowledge when dealing with teaching tasks and solving problems. In this 

section, the researcher would examine how three teachers respond differently to 

similar working contexts.  

The working contexts of the three teachers were alike. All of them were teaching 

at a public school setting. The number of students was large, nearly thirty five 

students in each classroom and the hours of teaching is limited, only eighty minutes 

every week. In the interviews, the teachers pointed out that the two most important 

issues they have to confront in an elementary school context are handling classroom 

discipline and dealing with multi-level students. 

Handling classroom discipline 

Several researchers claimed that experienced teachers have developed rich 

knowledge and well-established routines about how to conduct their lessons and 

manage their classrooms. They also noted that novice teachers lack elaborated 

knowledge and well rehearsed routines, which resulted in facing difficulties 

maintaining students’ attention and their teaching flow (Borg, 2003; Borko & Putnam, 
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1996; Tsui, 2003). However, the theories do not match with the findings of this study. 

Although Elsa was the most experienced of the three teachers, she still faced 

difficulties on handling classroom discipline. In the interviews, she pointed out that 

some students in Class A, the classroom being observed during this study, were 

having behavior problems such as tardiness, talkativeness, and forgetting learning 

materials. Her measures of curbing students’ inappropriate behavior were oral 

warnings, deducting scores and adding more homework. Yet, the effects were limited. 

Sometimes, Elsa lost her temper when too many students committed the same 

mistakes. By contrast, the classroom discipline problems mentioned above seldom 

happened in Olivia and Lydia’s classes. Olivia was merely bothered her students’ 

inattentiveness in class, but she was able to regain their attention by reminding them 

to stay focus. Although Lydia’s students were sometimes noisy and talkative, she 

could tolerate them because she treated them as friends. Why was Elsa unable to 

handle her classroom discipline effectively despite the fact that she was more 

experienced than Lydia and Olivia? The interview data cited above showed that this 

might have been due to her emphasis on keeping things under control in the classroom.   

Calderhead (1987) and Johnson (1994) indicated that the demands teachers face in 

managing and controlling classroom behavior often affect their teaching outcome. 

Among the three teachers, Elsa was most vigilant of her students’ behavior. She 

reacted to nearly all student misbehavior regardless of the immediate circumstances. 

Consequently, she ended up facing more student problems, sometimes interrupting the 

flow of her instruction, rather than have her discipline problems solved.  

 Aside from classroom discipline, all three teachers pointed out that how to teach 

varied level of students should be taken into consideration. 

Working with multi-level students  

Ever since English was introduced to the elementary school curriculum in 2001, 
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parents started to send their children to private language schools. Some of them have 

begun learning English as early as preschool. Consequently, such phenomena have 

been causing problems for English teachers that they usually confront classes with 

mixed ability students. One of the problems was designing adequate language 

curriculum to fulfill different needs of the students. Another was finding ways to help 

low level students. All three teachers showed particular concern to their low level 

students. Lydia and Olivia would help low level students by sending them to remedial 

classes, which were held by the school and taught by qualified English teachers. Elsa 

conducted her own remedial class. She would assemble low level students after lunch 

break and help them make up their lessons. In regular classes, Elsa would vary her 

language activities so that different level of students could benefit from them. As for 

Lydia and Olivia, they seldom modify their teaching techniques to fill up learning 

gaps existed among her students. Lydia stated that she could only target her teaching 

toward average level students due to class size and time limit. As for Olivia, she 

thought that most of her students could keep up with the lesson.  

 

5.2 Addressing research question 3 

Question # 3: How do the sources of influence affect their knowledge?  

According to Borg’s (2003) framework, teacher’s knowledge is influenced by 

three main sources, namely, learning experiences, teaching experiences and contextual 

factors. The findings of this study matched with the sources mentioned and would be 

discussed further in the following sections. 

I. Teachers’ learning experiences create a powerful impact on their knowledge that 

these experiences form the basis for how teachers conceptualize their teaching and 

carry out their classroom practices.  

Several researchers claimed that teachers’ past experiences of learning languages 



  

 

97

 

have created an impact on their concept of language learning and teaching (Borg, 

2003; Borko & Putnam, 1996; Freeman & Johnson, 1998; Johnson, 1994). Grossman 

et al (1989) mentioned that many teachers learned about teaching from their learning 

experiences in schools, in which Lortie (1975) referred as “apprenticeship of 

observation”. Elsa’s past experience of learning English and Spanish in a natural 

setting like American school in Argentina had made her realized that the purpose of 

learning language is to communicate. Therefore, when Elsa became a teacher, she 

applied a more communicative way of teaching in her classroom. In addition, Elsa 

was always concerned for her slow learners. This was due to her experience as a slow 

learner of English in the past. Elsa recalled her teachers in American school who were 

patient and enthusiastic on helping her. Thus, she could understand the learning 

difficulties faced by slow learners and she was willing to assist them with their 

learning by providing them remedial classes.  

In Olivia’s case, when designing the class curriculum, she would recall how her 

English teachers teach and emulate them. For example, she would put more attention 

on her students’ pronunciation because her former teachers had stressed on 

articulating the sounds correctly. Another example was her language activities, which 

were derived from the teaching courses she had took in teacher’s college.  

Borko & Putnam (1996) once mentioned that “teachers’ beliefs and knowledge 

are shaped by years of their own school experience and they are highly resistant to 

change”(p. 684). Such statement is reflected not only on Elsa’s and Olivia’s cases, but 

also in Lydia’s belief. Lydia believed that students would be motivated to learn in a 

low affective filter environment. Her past English learning experiences had been 

“relaxed, happy and fun”. She described her former English teachers as “kind, 

friendly and lovable” (062606 interview). She credited her teachers for sustaining her 

interest in learning English so that she was able gain success and become an English 
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teacher. Consequently, her positive image of her teachers had affected her that she 

wanted to create a good impression on her students which explains the reason why she 

did not put too much discipline toward her students and treated them as her friends.  

All three teachers were similar in the ways their previous learning experiences 

affect their teaching and learning concepts. Yet, what made a distinction between 

them is their teaching experiences which would be discussed in the following.  

II. Teacher’s knowledge evolves from experience of teaching 

Several studies of teacher’s knowledge have contended that teaching experience 

is a source of knowledge found mostly in experienced teachers (Calderhead, 1983; 

Carter, 1990;Chang, 1996; Li, 2001; Liu, 2002; Miyuki, 2003; Tsui, 2003). 

Experienced teachers were capable of developing norms and routines based on their 

previous teaching experiences.  

Lydia started to teach at Goodwill elementary and had been teaching English for 

five years. Her teaching style had been teacher directed, focusing on linguistic form 

and using mostly drills and memorization. She maintained that she rarely modify her 

teaching so long as she felt that the teaching procedures run quite smoothly in her 

classroom.  

Among the three teachers, Elsa was the most experienced English teacher for she 

had thirteen years of teaching experience. Before Elsa became an English teacher at 

Benefical elementary school, she had been teaching English to children and adults at 

language institutes for over seven years. She had developed her model of teaching, 

which were mostly games and interactive activities. Thus, when she started to teach at 

Beneficial elementary, she applied the same teaching techniques as she did in 

language schools. It did not took long before she realized that her previous ways of 

teaching were not feasible in the public school context, where she had to face large 

classes and limited time. She found out that she had to deal with student behavior 
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problems, which she had never encountered in language schools. She observed that it 

was difficult to maintain classroom discipline when too much games and activities 

were administered in class. Students would become rowdy and uncontrollable. 

Besides, there were times when students would refuse to participate for they reckoned 

that the activities were boring. As a result, Elsa had to cut down language games and 

redesigned her activities so that they become more structured. For example, she would 

conduct a lot of paired conversations rather than set up competitive games in groups 

when practicing a language structure.  

Tsui (2003) observed that how teachers respond to their contexts of work rely on 

their personal knowledge, which also shapes their classroom practices. But knowledge 

is also shaped by practice, according to Freeman and Johnson (1998), “what teachers 

know about teaching is socially constructed out through experiences in social 

contexts” (p. 401). As we could see in Elsa’s case, she initially relied on her previous 

experiences in language institutes when she began to teach at Beneficial elementary 

school. Then, she modified her teaching model after she realized that she had to adapt 

to the public school context. As for Lydia who had been teaching at the same school 

ever since, she seldom question her teaching as long as she felt that it work well in her 

classes. This also corroborates to Richards and Lockhart’s (1996) notion that the 

working contexts of the teachers may influence the perceptions of their teaching. The 

following section discusses more in depth about how contextual factors, referring to 

the teachers’ interactions with people in their contexts of work, would create an 

impact on their knowledge.  

 

III. Teachers construct their knowledge through interaction with their colleagues, 

students, and parents 

 Being a novice teacher, Olivia did not have any teaching experience to rely on. 
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She depended mostly on her colleagues’ advice. Thus, the teaching experiences shared 

by her colleagues who were experienced teachers have become her sources of 

teaching knowledge in terms of teaching techniques and classroom management. 

Similarly, Lydia also pointed out that her colleagues, mainly the English teachers, 

have been providing her with much support both professionally and emotionally. 

Quite often, she would discuss with them about student problems, teaching strategies 

and the school policy. Moreover, she would confide her personal life to the teachers 

from whom she could receive empathy and advice. Besides her colleagues, another 

source of influence that had affected Lydia’s concept of teaching was the junior high 

school teachers. It has been a routine that elementary and junior high English teachers 

of the same school district would meet annually to discuss about the English 

curriculum and students’ learning. Lydia stated that the junior high school teachers 

often mentioned that students who just entered junior high school often commit 

writing errors such as capitalization and punctuation. Therefore, considering the 

students’ future well-being, Lydia trained her students more on copywriting.  

Elsa also confronted similar issue of integrating with junior high school curriculum. 

Her beliefs on communicative way of teaching were altered when she heard from a 

colleague, also teaching upper grade English, claimed that grammar translation 

method benefits students’ learning. That colleague reasoned that since junior high 

school English teachers are spending a lot of time drilling students with grammar and 

translation, it would be worthwhile to provide students similar activities so that they 

can be acculturated to junior high school. Therefore, during the time of observation, 

Elsa started to explain grammatical items and use translation worksheets in class. 

From the discussion above, it is evident that the teachers have gained influence 

from interacting with their colleagues and counterparts. Hatton and Smith (cited in 

Johnson, 1999) indicated that the by talking about their teaching with other 
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professionals, teachers were able to “construct justifications for those actions, and 

explore alternative ways to approach their classroom practices” (p. 138). Johnson 

(1999) described that the teaching context is like a subculture, where “underlying 

values, norms, and expectations shared by the teachers and other professionals with 

whom they work will shape” their instructional considerations (p. 142).  

Other contextual factors, such as parents and students, would also cause a 

significant level of influence on the teachers’ beliefs and knowledge. Richards (1998) 

pointed out that a teacher might hold “a particular philosophy of teaching” yet 

eventually finds out that “this philosophy does not match with students’ or parents’ 

expectations” (p. 13). As a result, the teachers might encounter competing values that 

contradict with their teaching principles. Finally, some teachers would probably end 

up changes in their teaching behavior (Bailey, 1996). Such example can be seen in 

cases of Elsa and Lydia.  

As mentioned earlier, Elsa was influenced by her colleague’s concept of teaching 

that she applied grammar translation method in class. However, the students’ learning 

outcome was not satisfying. They still faced difficulty of learning grammatical rules 

and they had problems on doing translation exercises. Besides, Elsa never expected to 

“cram students with too much grammatical rules” for she thought that what they 

really need is “considerable language input so that they could comprehend abstract 

rules” (111506 workshop). Consequently, during the following semester, Elsa had 

stopped using translation worksheets and grammar exercises in her class and resumed 

a more communicative way of teaching.  

Lydia’s teaching was actually affected by students’ responses and parents’ 

reactions. As mentioned in the above section, her consideration on classroom control 

had hindered her from implementing interactive activities. On the other hand, Lydia 

was also sensitive to her students’ preferences. If she felt that students were not 
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interested in her activities, she would abandon her plans rather than modify them. 

Another issue of Lydia’s teaching which is worth mentioning is parents’ intervention. 

It had totally reverted Lydia’s teaching approach to a more traditional way. When 

Lydia was teaching lower grades, she attempted to conduct her classes mostly in 

English. Yet, Lydia received a complaint from an anonymous parent who opinioned 

that her using English as medium of instruction was causing stress and anxiety to 

students. Moreover, the school administration took the parent’s side and attempted to 

persuade Lydia to use more Chinese in class. Consequently, Lydia felt frustrated and 

isolated. To conform to the expectation of the complaining parent, she decided to give 

up using English in her instruction and apply grammar translation method since it had 

been very prevalent in English teaching field in Taiwan.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


