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CHAPTER ONE 

INTRODUCTION 

The introduction consists of four parts. First, motivation and goal are presented 

in the beginning. Next, the purpose of the study is spelled out. Then, the significance 

of the study is mentioned. Finally, organizations of the study are provided in the last 

part. 

 

1.1  Motivation and Goal 

English has been considered the most widely used language in the world, and it 

is generally agreed that good English competence promises more and more 

opportunities in one’s life. In Taiwan, although English learning has been greatly 

emphasized in school education, our students still cannot learn it effectively. Zhu 

(2003) pointed out that the average TOEFL scores of Taiwanese students were 

dropping off and our students’ English proficiency ranked lower than many other 

Asian countries. In addition, according to the researcher’s observation in junior high 

school language classrooms, students’ English proficiency levels are observably in the 

division of two opposing extremes, which has caused great difficulty in language 

instruction. Thus in view of such a phenomenon, more attention should be paid to the 

issue of students’ language learning performance. 

Since 1970s, a significant amount of attention has been focused on the 

individual learner as a central element in the complex process of learning another 

language (Hansen & Stansfield, 1981). To explain how and why student performances 

vary in different language tasks, researchers have attempted to isolate particular 

learner characteristics and cognitive processes that enhance or hinder progress in 

learning another language. Such research has been conducted to provide a model of 

second language education that would promote more successful learning (Hansen & 
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Stansfield, 1982). Of the cognitive styles that have been identified, field independence 

-dependence (FI/FD) has received greatest research attention over the years (Witkin & 

Goodenough, 1981). FI/FD cognitive styles have been discussed as an educational 

factor which influences classroom behavior and subsequent achievement (Hansen & 

Stansfield, 1982). 

FI and FD are interpreted respectively as contrasting tendencies to rely 

primarily on either internal or external frames of reference in processing information. 

Theoretically, FI is believed to nurture greater cognitive restructuring ability in 

various perceptual and intellectual tasks, while FD is considered to foster greater skill 

in interpersonal relations or social behaviors (Witkin, Goodenough & Oltman, 1979). 

Research suggests that characteristics and behaviors associated with the two 

cognitive styles may have relevance to different aspects and language abilities. FI/FD 

might be differently related to success in language tasks (Carter, 1988; Jamieson, 

1992; Witkin & Goodenough, 1981). Brown (1978) proposed that FI individuals 

might be beneficial in the formal instructional situation, whereas FD individuals 

might augment second language development in the informal context. FI individuals 

might be good at language skills in which an analytic-type method was used such as 

learning rules, finding patterns and organizing to make generalizations; FD 

individuals, on the other hand, might be better at acquiring the language through 

integrative language use such as interaction with native speakers in social situations 

(Chapelle & Roberts, 1986). Thus, the relationship between FI/FD cognitive styles 

and success in a given task may depend on the nature of the task. 

Although it has been suggested that FI and FD individuals may achieve success 

in different kinds of language tasks, much research has shown superior performance 

of language competence among FI than FD students (Bialystok & Frohlich, 1978; 

Carter, 1988; Hansen & Stansfield, 1981, 1982; Naiman, Frohlich & Stern, 1975; 
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Naiman, Frohlich, Stern & Todesco, 1978; Paramo & Tinajero, 1990; Seliger, 1977; 

Tucker, Hamayan & Genesee, 1976). This finding calls into question the value of the 

construct as a cognitive style. The notion implies that individuals who have an 

opportunity to study by using their preferred style will do much better in the language 

tasks (Crozier, 1997). Thus, the match hypothesis has been proposed for in-depth 

study. Such hypothesis brings up an idea that students perform best when there is a 

match between the form of instruction and the students’ cognitive styles, i.e. FI 

students may perform better when the teaching method is also field-independent in 

structure. However, Kampwirth and Bates (1980) and McKenna (1990) reviewed 

many studies, which had addressed this question, finding little support for the 

matching hypothesis. The trend was that FI students did better than FD students 

whether or not they were taught by a FI or FD teacher; any match effect between 

students and teachers was very small relative to the overall superiority of FI students 

(Crozier, 1997). 

Although relevant studies have made important contributions to our overall 

understanding of the relationship between FI/FD cognitive styles and learners’ 

language performance, much work remains to be done before statements can be made 

about which combination of factors is ultimately crucial to second language 

acquisition in a particular situation. In addition, there are only few studies majoring in 

exploring the relationship of student-teacher FI/FD cognitive styles and students’ 

English performance in Taiwan EFL context, and even fewer or no in studying such 

relationship in Taiwanese junior high school. Therefore, the researcher sees the urgent 

need to probe into the issue. 

It is hoped that the present study will not only reveal important learner 

differences but also indicate appropriate individualized educational techniques which 

can promote a greater degree of language learning success among more foreign 
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language learners. 

 

1.2  Purpose of the Study 

Individual differences are becoming a focus of current instructional design and 

practice. Currently, many students and teachers are not consciously aware of their 

own individual differences in cognitive style (Jones, 1993; Summerville, 1999). Such 

awareness of one’s individual difference in cognitive style could facilitate foreign 

language learning and teaching. 

To arouse such awareness, this study made an effort to study the relationship 

between student-teacher FI/FD cognitive styles and students’ English performance. 

First, the study aimed to determine whether FI/FD cognitive styles could facilitate 

success in different language tasks, which mainly focused on linguistic competence of 

listening, reading and writing. Second, the study attempted to reveal the teaching 

effect of teachers with different cognitive styles in helping students with their 

language performance in different aspects. The third purpose was to explore whether 

student-teacher FI/FD match or mismatch could influence students’ language 

performance and if so, in what way FI/FD match or mismatch between students and 

teachers with similar or contrasting cognitive style would affect the language learning. 

As mentioned in the previous section, inconsistent and even contradictory 

results reveal the relationship between FI/FD cognitive styles and students’ language 

performance. In light of the present uncertainties, this researcher endeavored to 

collect more evidence on the relationship between field independence-dependence 

and students’ performance in a foreign language class, to provide some pedagogical 

implications for English teachers or dedicators in the field of English instruction as 

well as to suggest avenues for future research.  
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1.3  Significance of the Study 

Students are different individuals who perceive, interact with and respond to the 

learning environment differently. How the teachers cope with the individual 

differences may have great influence on how learners learn successfully. Therefore, 

only when the learners’ individual differences are noticed can the teacher improve the 

effectiveness of instruction. 

For greater language success in learning and teaching, the importance of 

exploring the relationship between student-teacher FI/FD cognitive styles and foreign 

language performance can not be overemphasized. After a cautious search, the 

researcher found that in Taiwan EFL learning context, there are only two related 

theses on junior high school classroom. Lieu (2000) explored the relationship between 

student field independence-dependence and tasks of identifying English clauses. 

Huang (2004) studied the relationship between student FI/FD cognitive styles and 

English academic performance. In line with these two studies, the present study also 

focuses on providing more evidence on the relationship between FI/FD cognitive 

styles and language performance; in addition, the present study also aims to probe into 

the relationship between student-teacher FI/FD match/mismatch and students’ English 

performance, which is not disclosed by the previous two studies. Thus, due to 

insufficient relevant research in this area, it is hoped that this study can help arouse 

the awareness of how cognitive styles influence foreign language performance in 

Taiwan EFL learning context. 

With such awareness, teachers can therefore adjust and take better care of 

students’ individual needs. Students, on the other hand, can also adjust and make use 

of their own strengths, compensate for their own weakness in different language skills, 

and hence, learn English more efficiently and effectively. 

Finally, this study may provide useful suggestions and educational implications 
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for English teachers or dedicators in foreign language teaching as well as supply other 

researchers with a better knowledge of the differences and characteristics of foreign 

language learners. Hopefully, the present study can provide some constructive insights 

into English education and draw the attention of other researchers to carry on similar 

studies in this area. 

 

 

1.4  Organizations of the Study 

There are totally five chapters in this thesis. The first chapter is the introduction of 

the motivation and goal of the research, the purposes and the significance of the study. 

The second chapter is literature review. Many theoretical points and researches related 

to this study are reviewed in this chapter. They are reviewed under the title of 

cognitive style which involves the development of field independence-dependence, 

field independence-dependence students and second/foreign language learning, field 

independence-dependence teachers and teaching behaviors and field 

independence-dependence match and mismatch between students and teachers. In 

addition, research questions and hypotheses are also presented in this chapter. The 

third chapter provides descriptions and explanations of the methodology adopted in 

this study, including the selection of participants, the instruments, procedures, and 

data analysis. The fourth chapter presents the results of the study, respectively 

reporting the relationship between students’ FI/FD cognitive styles and students’ 

English performance, the relationship between teachers’ FI/FD cognitive styles and 

students’ English performance, and the relationship between student-teacher FI/FD 

match/mismatch and students’ English performance. Besides, the result of the 

interview with FI/FD teachers and students are also delivered in this chapter. Chapter 

five discusses some major research findings and concludes with limitations of the 
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study, pedagogical implications of the study and recommendation for future research. 

 


