
CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

 This introductory chapter is an overview of the research.  It first specifies the 

researcher’s motivation in conducting the research, in which the background and the 

rationale of the study are presented.  The purposes and the research questions of the 

research are then stated, followed by the discussion of the significance of the research.  

Finally, the framework of the research is given.  

 

1.1 Background and Motivation 

1.1.1 Culture learning in language learning 

Many scholars and practitioners in the field of second and foreign language teaching 

have long advocated that cultural teaching should be incorporated into language teaching.  

As Brown (2000) claimed, “whenever you teach a language, you also teach a complex 

system of cultural customs, values, and ways of thinking, feeling, and acting” (p.177).  A 

language is a part of culture, so is a culture a part of a language; they two are intricately 

interwoven (Brown, 2000).  Brooks (1997:14) also asserted, “We can not know what the 

new language means to the native speakers until we know in some systematic and fairly 

extensive way the meaning he attaches to the words and phrases he uses.”  Indeed, 

language learning is not just a matter of acquiring a series of linguistic symbols and skills 

in order to communicate with others.  In other words, when it comes to teaching a 

language, it should be supposed to guide students to gain both linguistic knowledge and 

cultural knowledge so that they can carry out successful communication without 

breakdown when confronting the authentic situation (Seeyle, 1993).   

The incorporation of cultural learning into language learning has been issued and 

stressed for years, whereas a variety of factors attribute to its difficulty.  As Tseng (2002) 

observed that “culture is often neglected in EFL and ESL teaching/learning, or introduced 
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as no more than a supplementary diversion to language instruction” (p.11).  Nowadays 

in Taiwan, English teachers also face up with obstacles in combining cultural teaching 

and language instruction.  Tsai (2002) identified four problems of cultural instruction in 

Taiwan’s EFL classrooms as: (a) deficiency of teachers’ cultural knowledge, (b) 

inadequacy of the cultural elements in textbooks and teacher’s manuals, (c) difficulty in 

obtaining cultural teaching materials and resources, and (d) time constraint.  To put it 

differently, in spite of its crucial role in language learning, culture learning in the 

language classroom is often given “lip service” only—most of the time and energy of a 

teacher is devoted to the instruction of grammar and vocabulary, which usually dry up 

students’ interest in foreign language (Lafayette, 1988). 

 

1.1.2 Low-achievers in junior high school in Taiwan 

   The twin-peak distribution of junior high school students’ English scores in the 

Fundamental Academic Aptitude Test which has existed in the past two decades indeed 

tells something about the English learning in Taiwan (Chang, 2002; Yeh 2003).  While 

some students can obtain the shortcuts to English learning, others labeled as English low 

achievers just find it frustrating and even desperate to learn this foreign language well 

(Chen, 2003; Li, 1999).  With the implementation of Nine-Year-Consecutive Curriculum, 

quite a few changes are made for our students to learn English more effectively, 

efficiently, and willingly.  Starting from the 2001 academic year, students in the fifth and 

sixth grade in elementary schools are also required to learn English (Shih, 2001).  While 

without a complete well-designed English education milieu and systematic English 

teaching context, this measure has brought about the diverse discrepancy in junior high 

students’ English proficiency (Li, 1999; Shou, 1997).  Some are able to make simple 

conversations in English, while others are even unable to dictate the alphabets.  This 

results in the difficulty and inefficiency of teaching English to junior high students, and a 
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lot of English teachers simply neglect what low achievers need.  In addition, though the 

goal of Nine-Year Consecutive Curriculum is to develop students’ oral communicative 

competence in English, many school and parents still put most of their attention to the 

preparation of admission tests.  Therefore, it is still a common practice in Taiwan to 

stream students in different classes in accordance with their academic performance.  

According to the researcher’s observation and other researchers studies (Shao, 1997; 

Chen, 2003), this measure seriously demolishes a lot of low achievers’ motivation to learn, 

since it makes them feel despised, derided, neglected and thus become frustrated.  

Gradually, these low achievers lag behind seriously and finally can do nothing but give up 

learning.  The aforementioned can untie the puzzle why the polarization of junior high 

school students’ English proficiency test results becomes even more evident than before.  

It is a crucial but tough task for an English teacher to motivate English low achievers to 

keep learning.   

These educational status quo and teaching dilemmas certainly trigger the 

researcher’s interest in low achievers’ English learning.  Indeed, it has been a great 

challenge for most of the English teachers in elementary school and junior high school to 

deal with underachieving students (Chen, 2003).  Nevertheless, those minorities—low 

achievers should not be given up.    

 

1.1.3 Culture learning and low-achievers’ language learning motivation 

There are several characteristics for low achievers’ English learning in junior high 

schools.  Hsu (1993) thought that English low-achievers are no longer naïve; while 

undergoing the intellectual, biological, and psychological changes of adolescents, they 

have become fragile in their self-concept and quite ego-centered.  They usually lack the 

extrinsic motivation to learn because of their deficient performance in language learning 

on the one hand and parents’ and schools’ neglection on the other; thus, their intrinsic 
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motivation to learn English can hardly be elicited (Hsu, 1993).  However, students of 

this type are still full of interest to know and to learn, so long as teachers can supply them 

with what they truly want (Li, 1993; Hsu, 1993; Fang, 1994).  Brooks (1997:16) 

postulated “the reasons for the systematic pursuit of cultural studies throughout the 

language course are the involvement of the student’s interest, attention, and active 

participation.”  In order to satisfy students’ eager curiosity about what life is outside 

their familiar geographical background, cultural learning indeed provides an avenue to 

quenching their desire to know.  

Any teacher with a minimum of experience in the foreign language learning 

classroom is sure to perceive the fact that low achievers, in spite of their lack of 

motivation to learn, are still keen to know more about something new—they enjoy 

knowing something about the world and even the differences and similarities between the 

foreign culture and their own culture.  English low achievers’ desire for a cultural 

accompaniment into language learning may incite their motivation in language learning.  

What has been discussed so far points out the significance of culture learning toward 

low achievers of English in junior high school.  English teachers in practice should be 

aware of the importance of culture learning and try their best to search for any possibility 

of motivating low achievers of English to learn English through culture learning. 

  

1.2 Research Rationale 

More and more scholars recognize the importance of culture learning toward 

language learning; nevertheless, there are still quite a few studies questioning the positive 

relationship between foreign language learners’ positive attitude toward foreign culture 

and language learning (Oller et al., 1977; Clement and Kruidenier, 1983; Svanes, 1987).  

Some researchers also utter a call for more empirical research to clarify the controversial 

topic (Haque, 1989; Pimsleur, 1964, and etc.).  In responding to several prior 
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researchers’ suggestion that the more students are exposed to a foreign/second language 

and cultural information about other groups the better their attitude toward other groups 

and language learning (Muller and Miller, 1970; Jacobsen and Imhoof, 1974; Spolsky, 

1969; Gardner and Smythe, 1975), the present research is meant to examine this 

hypothesis further in a different context－a low achievers’ foreign language learning 

classroom. 

With scholars in Taiwan recognizing the importance of low achievers’ English 

learning, more and more books and studies inquire deeper into the strategies and 

programs of assisting the learning of English low achievers.  Researchers have adopted   

peer tutoring (Wu, 1989), learning strategies (Yeh, 2003), children storybooks (Jiang, 

2004), individual educational program (Shao, 1997), CAI (Wang, 2003) to exemplify 

their effect on low achievers’ English learning.  A variety of strategies and teaching 

programs are also employed inside or outside the classroom by serving tteachers to 

“empower” English low achievers.  While most of the studies on low achievers of 

English tend to focus on improving learners’ linguistic ability or cognitive ability, few 

studies pay attention to affective factors such as learning motivation and attitude.  The 

significance of learning attitude and motivation toward language learning has been 

stressed in the past studies only theoretically.  Social psychology suggests that learners’ 

attitudes and motivation bring about the difference of students’ achievement.  Haque 

(1989) also asserted that students’ attitude toward what they are learning and motivation 

toward what they have to learn can make a difference to the success they will have in 

learning.  Stevens (1990) reminded of the importance of holding low achievers’ interest 

and enhancing their learning motivation by choosing a topic that can really interest them.  

Some domestic scholars (Hsu, 1993; Chou, 1993; Li, 1993) also asserted that more 

effective teaching materials, practices, programs should be explored to try to bring forth 

the low achievers’ learning motivation which is the crucial factor leading to their 
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successful English learning.  Therefore, what we need here is to put theory into 

practice—to apply some teaching techniques to motivate our students to learn.  The 

present study, motivating low achievers through culture learning, evolves to reply the 

expectation above. 

Though culture teaching and learning have caught more and more attention in 

Taiwan now, most studies have focused only on theoretical discussion of culture and 

language teaching－the effects of culture instructions on language teaching or some 

methods and activities to teach culture (e.g. Tseng, 1999; Tseng 2002).  Accordingly, 

more empirical studies on how to teach culture and how students can learn culture well 

are really needed.  Responding to Tsai’s suggestion in her study “the investigation of the 

language teachers’ perception and instruction of culture” (2002) that students’ 

perspectives may lead to a different line of thinking and shed new insight into culture 

instruction in the foreign language classroom, a study on investigating English low 

achievers’ cultural learning preferences and characteristics is needed and worthwhile.   

 

1.3 Purpose of the Study 

There are two purposes in the study.  The first purpose of the present study is to 

investigate whether culture learning can efficiently and effectively improve 

low-achievers’ English learning attitude.   

The second purpose of this study is to observe low achievers’ cultural learning and to 

understand the characteristics of their learning.  What are their feedbacks toward culture 

learning?  What cultural learning activities do low achievers prefer? 

 By implementing a carefully-planned culture learning program to English low 

achievers and analyzing the results, the researcher aims to get more ideas about the low 

achievers’ culture learning modes and helps develop a beneficial cultural learning 

program for the low achievers. 
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1.4 Importance of the Study 

 This study aims to raise teachers’ awareness of the importance of culture learning 

and its necessity for low achievers but also the government, school authorities, textbook 

writers, and publishers can exert more efforts and attention to language learning of 

English low achievers.  English practitioners can really pay more attention to the needs 

of low achievers’ language learning and culture learning and also get more ideas about the 

relevance between cultural learning and English low achievers. 

 

1.5 Research Questions 

By conducting this study, the researcher intends to understand the role of culture in 

low achievers’ English learning, to find out the appropriate culture learning for the low 

achievers, and to seek ways to overcome the difficulties of conducting culture learning in 

this kind of classroom. 

Below are the major research questions to be answered: 

1. Can culture learning experience effectively improve and enhance low achievers’ 

attitude toward English learning?  

2. What are the English low achievers’ feedbacks toward culture learning?  What kind of 

culture learning do the low achievers like?  Are there any characteristics in the low 

achievers’ cultural learning preferences in terms of content and process of cultural 

learning?  

 

1.6 The Framework of This Study 

 This study is comprised of five chapters.  Chapter 1, as it should be clear by now, is 

an introduction of the research motivation and background, rationale, purposes, 

importance and focus of the study.  Chapter 2 explores the literature relevant to the 

present study, including knowledge on attitude and motivation in foreign language 



 8

learning, knowledge on culture learning, and knowledge on low achievers.  Chapter 3 

gives an account of the methodology of the present study.  The subjects, sampling 

method, data-collecting instruments, and methods of data analysis are described.  

Chapter 4 presents the results and details some findings of the present study, including the 

results on the efficiency of culture learning on English low achievers’ English learning 

attitude and the investigation of English low achievers’ preferable cultural learning mode.  

Finally, Chapter 5 discusses main themes based on the research questions, followed by 

suggestions for future research and a conclusion. 

 


