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國立政治大學英國語文學系碩士班 

碩士論文提要 

 

論文名稱：探究教師於程度差異大班級教學的認知與實務：一位英語教師之個案

研究 

指導教授：招靜琪博士 

研究生：莊雯婷 

 

論文提要內容： 

現有文獻指出在程度差異大班級中的英語教學相關研究傾向將研究重點置

於教師遇到的困難以及他們發現可有效解決問題的教學實務方法。少有研究會進

一步研究教師的心理層面以解釋這些教學實務方法是如何以及為何被使用在特

定教學時機與場域，也因此使他們的研究討論僅流於教學的表層。 

為了呈現一個對程度差異大班級中的英語教學較為全面且深入的理解，本研

究採用教師敘事、訪談、觀察以及文件分析來研究一教師如何在程度差異大班級

中教英語、她在這樣的班級中教英語時抱有什麼教學認知以及她如何發展出這樣

的認知。 

研究結果顯示此研究對象之教師持有四大教學認知與實務，包括（一）瞭解

並同理其學生、（二）使其教學實務多樣化以容納學生的多樣性、（三）將學習

標準層級化以照顧學生的多樣性，以及（四）接納有些事情乃是其力所不逮。經

分析後，研究者發現這四大教學認知與實務乃是研究對象之教師基於她所持有的

廣泛經驗，不論其發生於教室內或外，所進行省思後，構成並再次構成的教學認

知與實務。然而，儘管懷有這四大教學認知，研究對象之教師並非總能落實符合

其認知的教學實務。事實上，研究者發現研究對象之教師能實施符合其認知之教

學實務的程度乃是她個人落實其教學認知的能力與外在教學場域願意提供多大

空間予其落實其認知於實務之互動下的結果。 

試圖促進在程度差異大班級中的英語教學與研究，本研究向在此種班級中的

四大主要族群，包括教師、教師培育者、研究者以及此班級下的其他相關人士提

出相關建議。 

 

關鍵字：教師認知、程度差異大班級、學習英語為外語、質化個案研究 
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Abstract  

A review showed that existing literature on teaching English in multilevel 

classrooms tends to focus on the difficulties teachers encounter and practices they find 

to be effective in addressing the problems in teaching such classes (Chen, 2009; 

Chiang, 2003; Liu, 2004; Maddalena, 2002; Xanthou & Pavlou, 2008). Few studies 

have probed further to investigate the mental dimension of teaching that accounts for 

how and why certain practices are adopted in particular periods of class time and 

specific teaching contexts (Lu, 2011; Teng, 2009), hence rendering the discussions 

rather superficial touching only the surface of teaching.  

To present a more holistic and in-depth understanding of teaching large 

multilevel English classes, the present study drew on a teacher narrative, interviews, 

observations and document analyses to investigate how the teacher participant taught 

large multilevel English classes, what cognitions she held in teaching such classes and 

how she developed such cognitions.  

The findings revealed that the teacher held four major cognitions and practices in 

teaching large multilevel English classes, including (1) knowing and empathizing 

with her students; (2) building variety into teaching practices to accommodate the 

diversity of students; (3) adding differentiation into criteria to attend to the diversity 

of students and (4) admitting that things can be beyond her control. The four major 

cognitions and practices were found to have structured and restructured through the 

reflection that the teacher undertook on the vast experiences that she had accumulated 

both inside and outside the classroom. However, despite holding these cognitions, the 

teacher could not always implemented practices that conformed to her cognitions. In 

fact, it was found that the extent to which the teacher could implement practices 

congruent with her cognitions was the interactive result of her internal capacity to find 
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spaces to realize her cognitions and the surrounding teaching contexts’ willingness to 

allow room for her to put her cognitions into practices.  

In an attempt to facilitate instruction and research in large multilevel English 

classrooms, the study yielded implications for four parties working in the relevant 

contexts, including teachers, teacher educators, stakeholders of teaching contexts 

other than teachers, and researchers.   

 

Keywords: teacher cognition, large multilevel classes, EFL, qualitative case study 
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CHAPTER ONE 

INTRODUCTION 

1.1 Background of the Study 

With the recognition that English has become one of the most widely spoken 

international languages (Crystal, 2003), an increasing number of researchers have 

devoted themselves to the research of teaching and learning English in a hope to 

understand how to learn English effectively. One of the research focuses in the field of 

teaching and learning English is the study of English teaching as it is considered to be 

one of the crucial driving forces for successful English learning on the part of learners. 

However, this tradition of inquiry did not receive the same amount of attention as it 

does nowadays. In the earlier years of the study, teachers were viewed simply as 

followers of dominant teaching methods and objects of study (Johnson & Golombek, 

2002; Woods, 1996). While there was an abundant amount of research on the 

acquisition of second and foreign languages, a largely far less number of studies was 

conducted to systematically examine how teachers instruct second and foreign 

languages. It was not until more recently that teachers began to be recognized as 

active thinking agents and knowing professionals (Borg, 2003, 2006; Johnson & 

Golombek, 2002; Woods, 1996) and a growing interest has been paid to such study, 

especially in the domain of teacher cognition. Teacher cognition is a collective term 

used by Borg (2003, 2006, 2009) to refer to the unobservable mental dimension of 

teaching including “what teachers know, believe, and think (Borg, 2003, p.81).”  

As a matter of fact, in an attempt to develop a better understanding of language 

teacher cognition and promote continued research on this domain of inquiry, Borg 

(2006) published a book about language teacher cognition, where he gave a general 

outline of teacher cognition research from which studies of language teacher 

cognition drew their conceptual basis, and studies that have been conducted from a 
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language teacher cognition perspective. In reviewing the existing studies, Borg found 

out that a large number of studies on teacher cognition, whether in the context of 

mainstream education or that of language teaching, supported a sociocultural view of 

teacher cognition and teacher learning. As Johnson (2009) noted, such a perspective 

sees teachers as learners of teaching who learn what and how to teach by personally 

engaging in learning and teaching activities and teacher cognition is developed from 

the participation of these activities. Based on his review, Borg suggested that the 

nature of teacher cognition is personal, practice-oriented and dynamic and also 

proposed a framework to illustrate how teacher cognition and practice are constructed 

and reconstructed from teachers’ personal learning and teaching experiences. What 

are implied in the framework are the interrelated and interactive relationships among 

language teachers’ learning, cognition and classroom practice, which indicate that to 

have a holistic and in-depth understanding of a language teacher and her teaching, one 

cannot avoid studying either of the three.  

Of the numerous contexts studied in the field of English teaching, one teaching 

context that has received much attention is teaching in multilevel classrooms. 

Multilevel classes are also known as mixed-ability or heterogeneous classes (Baurain 

& Phan, 2010), and are defined by Hess (2001) as “the kinds of classes that have been 

roughly arranged according to ability, or simply classes that have been arranged by 

age-group with no thought to language ability” (p.2). A multitude of factors have been 

reported to contribute to such classes, including difficulties to place students into 

different classes according to their English proficiency levels due to financial 

resources deficit or policies, and individual student factors, which are factors that vary 

across learners and may lead to diverse pace of learning, such as age, learning styles, 

personalities, and willingness to communicate (Mathews-Aydinli & Van Horne, 2006; 

Roberts, 2007). Teaching in such classes thus presents a variety of challenges for 
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teachers. Difficulties that have been mentioned frequently by teachers teaching in 

these contexts include difficulties of managing classroom effectively, of meeting the 

various needs and enhancing the motivation and interest of students with adequate 

materials and activities, of paying sufficient individual attention to students, and of 

assessing students effectively and appropriately (Baurain & Phan, 2010; Chang, 2009; 

Chen, 2009; Chiang, 2003; Hess, 2001; Liu, 2004; Lu, 2011; Maddalena, 2002; 

Mathews-Aydinli & Van Horne, 2006; Teng, 2009; Ur, 1991; Xanthou & Pavlou, 

2008).  

To address the teaching difficulties encountered in multilevel classrooms, many 

teachers and researchers in the field of Teaching English to Speakers of Other 

Languages (TESOL) invest considerable time and energy to study and share the 

practices and approaches that have worked effectively in their contexts and for their 

students. Approaches said to work in multilevel classrooms include differentiated 

instruction (King-Shaver & Hunter, 2003; Quiocho & Ulanoff, 2009; Rothenberg & 

Fisher, 2007; Tomlinson, 1999; Tomlinson, 2001) and cooperative learning 

(MacDonald & Smith, 2010). In addition to these approaches, practices that are 

recognized to be effective in addressing difficulties in teaching multilevel classes 

include practices such as conducting needs analysis prior to teaching, using classroom 

management strategies, using grouping strategies flexibly, providing self-access 

materials, using multilevel tasks and assessment and adopting leveled teaching 

materials and homework (Chen, 2009; Chiang, 2003; Hess, 2001; Liu, 2004; Lu, 2011; 

Mathews-Aydinli & Van Horne, 2006; Roberts, 2007; Shank & Terrill, 1995; Teng, 

2009; Ur, 1991; Xanthou & Pavlou, 2008).  

Although the literature on teaching multilevel English classes receives not a 

small coverage; however, most is not research-based. Of the relevant studies that the 

researcher reviewed, only eight articles are research-based. Among these, only three 
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were conducted in countries other than Taiwan. These thee studies were carried out in 

three different countries and with quite diverse research designs. Each provided 

different aspects of understandings about teaching English in multilevel classrooms, 

but few, except for the study conducted by Freedman, Delp and Crawford (2005), 

mentioned much about the interaction between teacher cognition and practice in such 

contexts. The study of Freedman et al. (2005) examined how an experienced teacher, 

Delp, taught in an untracked English literacy class and how her students thought of 

her teaching to understand how to successfully meet the needs of diverse students in 

untracked classrooms. Though providing a holistic and in-depth understanding of 

teaching and learning in untracked English classrooms, the study of Freedman et al. 

(2005), however, was conducted in an English literacy class and placed its focus on 

teaching English literacy through literature studies, thus rendering itself rather hard to 

shed light on teaching EFL in multilevel classrooms. Another study conducted by 

Xanthou and Pavlou (2008) investigated how 114 EFL teachers of public primary 

schools in Cyprus dealt with teaching multilevel classes. In employing questionnaire 

as their main research method for collecting data, Xanthou and Pavlou (2008) could 

only provide a general understanding of how the teacher participants in Cyprus taught 

and thought how they should teach in multilevel English classes. Also studying 

teaching English in multilevel classrooms, Maddalena (2002) however focused his 

study mostly on learners’ perspectives, that is, the examination of how his Japanese 

adult students responded to and perceived the use of advanced learners as teaching 

assistants, and offered few specific details about his cognition and practice of inviting 

advanced learners to be his teaching assistants in teaching the mixed-ability class.  

In Taiwan, a considerable number of scholars and researchers also noticed the 

numerous difficulties that teachers face in teaching multilevel English classes, and 

started to commence studies examining factors leading to such classes and what 
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effective practices could be employed in teaching such classes. In the year of 2003, at 

the request of Ministry of Education, Chang, Chou, Chen, Yeh, Lin and Hsu (2003) 

conducted a nation-wide study to investigate factors contributed to the bimodal 

distribution of students’ English abilities. In the research report, Chang et al. indicated 

that in addition to the normal class grouping policy, the development gaps between 

urban and rural areas, the socioeconomic gaps among families, the instruction of 

teachers, and the learning of students both in and outside of the classroom were also 

contributory factors of the phenomenon.  

In the following years, with an attempt to gain a better understanding of what 

specific difficulties that teachers encounter and how they address them, several 

researchers in Taiwan also conducted studies to investigate teachers’ teaching in large 

multilevel classrooms. By employing questionnaire as his main research instrument, 

Chen (2009) examined the perceptions of 204 elementary school English teachers in 

southern Taiwan toward large multilevel classes and their reported remedial practices. 

Likewise, Liu (2004) also investigated the teaching difficulties that eight junior high 

school expert teachers of four different subjects encountered in large multilevel 

classrooms and the effective instructional strategies that they adopted to deal with the 

problems. But unlike Chen (2009), Liu (2004) collected data with interviews and 

classroom observations and derived more in-depth analyses to answer her research 

puzzles. Based on the assumption that the use of classroom management strategies 

could address the difficulties that teachers encountered in teaching large multilevel 

classes, Chiang (2003) examined with a two-phase study design how 14 EFL 

elementary school teachers with varying amount of teaching experience employed 

such strategies in their classrooms.  

These studies together inform our understanding of teaching large multilevel 

English classes in Taiwan; however, they in various degrees fail to account for the 
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cognitive dimension of teaching and how this dimension of teaching is related to 

actual practice of teaching, which are viewed to be central to a deepened 

understanding of a teacher and her teaching (Borg, 2006; Freeman, 2002). Chen (2009) 

only devoted to derive general patterns of teachers’ perceptions toward their 

difficulties and remedial practices. Liu (2004) despite adopting classroom observation 

as one method of data collection, presented only teachers’ reported difficulties and 

practices in teaching English in multilevel classrooms. Chiang (2003), despite 

conducting a two-phase study to investigate the effective strategies that primary 

school English teachers employed in teaching multilevel classes, focused mainly on 

teachers’ shared practices with limited consideration of their personal cognitions.  

Two more recent studies (Lu, 2011; Teng, 2009), with the recognition of the 

interactive relationship between teachers’ cognition and classroom practice, 

investigated the beliefs and practices that teachers held in teaching large multilevel 

English classes. However, as Teng (2009) only examined the beliefs and practices of 

two experienced elementary school English teachers, she could hardly explain the 

correspondence between the two teachers’ beliefs and practices further other than the 

attribution to their rich teaching experiences. Lu (2011), though studying the issue 

more holistically by incorporating the development process of the teachers’ beliefs in 

large multilevel English classes, failed to produce a genuine picture and 

understanding due to her somewhat inappropriate method design and data 

presentation.  

 

1.2 Significance of the Study 

In order to provide a more genuine, holistic and in-depth understanding of 

teaching English in multilevel classrooms, this study explored the learning to teach 

and teaching experiences of a junior high school English teacher in multilevel 
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classrooms and examined the cognitions and practices she developed in teaching and 

learning to teach such classes. The findings may inform teachers, researchers and 

other stakeholders of multilevel English classes about teaching and learning in 

multilevel English classes.  
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CHAPTER TWO 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

The following literature review aims to provide an orientation for the present 

study and it covers five major sections. The first section begins with an introduction 

to existing research on language teacher cognition, which includes elaboration of the 

notion of language teacher cognition, a brief introduction of teacher cognition 

research where language teacher cognition research draws its conceptual basis, the 

numerous perspectives from which this field of research have been studied and the 

perspective from which the study was undertaken. Then, the second section elaborates 

Borg’s (2006) framework of elements and processes in language teacher cognition, 

which was employed as the theoretical framework of this study, and the existing 

studies that have been conducted through the theoretical lens of Borg’s framework. 

The third and fourth sections respectively examine the issue of teaching English in 

multilevel classes in general and a focused discussion of the issue in Taiwan. These 

four sections then lead to the final section, which illustrates the rationale and the 

research questions of the present study.  

 

2.1 Research on Language Teacher Cognition 

Over the years, as increasing recognition has been given to the characterization 

of teachers as active thinking agents and knowing professionals (Borg, 2003, 2006, 

2009; Johnson & Golombek, 2002; Woods, 1996), more and more researchers have 

engaged themselves in studying the psychological dimension of teaching and its 

impacts on teachers’ actual practice of teaching. Studying respectively from various 

perspectives and on different aspects of the issue, researchers have proposed a 

multitude of terms to describe, wholly or partially, the psychological context of 

teaching, which resulted in a “definitional confusion” (Eisenhart, Shrum, Harding & 
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Cuthbert, 1988). Given the complex, multidimensional and intertwined nature of the 

psychological dimension of teaching, Borg (2003, 2006, 2009), in studying this issue 

in the context of language education, proposed language teacher cognition as a 

collective term, to refer to the unobservable mental dimension of teaching, which 

includes “what language teachers think, know, and believe (Borg, 2006, p.1)”.  

According to Borg (2003, 2006, 2009) and Freeman (2002), research on 

language teacher cognition emerged from general educational teacher cognition 

research and did not start to take hold until the mid 1990s. As the conceptual basis of 

language teacher cognition research, general education research on teacher cognition 

has a longer history, which traces its origin back to the 1970s. Before the 1970s, the 

field of educational research was fairly under the sway of a positivist epistemological 

perspective (Borg, 2006, 2009; Freeman, 2002; Johnson, 2009). Knowledge is 

understood to be objective and generalizable from a positivist view. Consequently, the 

educational research at that time was dominated by a large amount of 

“process-product” research, which sought to identify effective teaching behaviors that 

would lead to greater learning outcomes so that other teachers could follow the 

behaviors normatively. However, such an epistemological perspective started to suffer 

growing criticism since the 1970s. In a critical response to the positivist paradigm, an 

interpretative epistemological perspective began to take hold in educational research. 

An interpretative perspective considers knowledge to be socially constructed and hard 

to be abstracted from the social practices and contexts where it emerged. Adopting an 

interpretative perspective in conducting research on teaching thus means the need to 

go beyond the descriptions of teaching behaviors and to delve into what and how 

teachers know about their work and why they do what they do in their teaching 

contexts. From this stance, it was revealed that how and why teachers do what they do 

were largely informed by their previous experiences and teaching contexts they are 
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situated, which characterizes a sociocultural perspective of teacher learning. And it is 

based on such a perspective about human learning, either partially or fully, that a 

substantial amount of research on teacher cognition evolves (Johnson, 2009).  

As Borg (2006, 2009) noted, teacher cognition research was initiated at the year 

of 1975, when one group of experts in the field of education convened in a conference 

and argued that researchers needed to study the relationships between teachers’ 

classroom practices and the thoughts that underpinned their practices so to have a 

better understanding of teachers. From then on, there was a steady growth of studies 

examining the cognitions of teachers, which over the years have shifted their 

predominant perspectives. In the early years of the inquiry into teacher cognition, 

studies mainly focused on teachers’ planning, judgment and decision-making, which 

however were later recognized to be not sufficiently holistic in studying teacher 

cognition. From the 1980s, works that adopted a more holistic perspective to view 

teacher cognition and practice began to emerge; these included studies of teachers’ 

knowledge (Clandinin & Connelly, 1987; Connelly, Clandinin & He, 1997; Elbaz, 

1981; Shulman, 1986, 1987), learning to teach process (Calderhead, 1988; Carter, 

1990), and beliefs (Pajares, 1992; Thompson, 1992).  

It is based on the research of teacher cognition in the context of mainstream 

education that language teacher cognition research develops (Borg, 2003, 2006, 2009; 

Freeman, 2002). Drawing on the various perspectives from which studies about 

teacher cognition in the general education context have studied, research on language 

teacher cognition has been conducted from a substantial number of views to study the 

mental lives of language teachers, including reasons for instructional decisions, 

rationale for improvisational teaching, beliefs, and practical knowledge, to name a 

few.  

Informed by the general educational research on teachers’ decision-making, a 
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number of studies about language teacher cognition focused on the examination of 

factors accounting for the decisions language teachers made with regard to their 

instruction and improvisational teaching (Johnson, 1992; Osam & Balbay, 2004; 

Richards, 1998; Smith, 1996; Ulichny, 1996; Yang, 2010). In the early stage of 

inquiry into the decisions teachers made prior to and during their teaching, the 

research focus was placed primarily on the identification of the immediate 

antecedents to the decisions (Johnson, 1992; Richards, 1998; Smith, 1996). For 

example, in examining the instructions and decisions of six pre-service ESL teachers, 

Johnson (1992) found that the instructional decisions of these teachers were largely 

influenced by “unexpected student behavior (p. 527)”, a finding that was also reported 

in Smith (1996). In her study of the pedagogical decisions of a group of experienced 

ESL teachers, Smith noted that “student affective states (p. 210)” were of major 

concern in the teachers’ interactive decisions. It did not seem to be later that the 

research on language teachers’ decision making started to examine the issue more 

holistically by relating the decisions that teachers made with the larger other than the 

immediate contexts where the teachers were situated (Osam & Balbay, 2004; Yang, 

2010). In the studies of Osam and Balbay (2004) and Yang (2010), the researchers 

found that the institutional and ethic cultures that dominated the teaching contexts of 

the teachers could also have a major impact on their decision making.    

In addition to the teachers’ decision making, a portion of research on language 

teacher cognition, drawing from mainstream educational research on teachers’ 

knowledge, examined language teacher cognition more holistically from this 

perspective (Ariogul, 2007; Chen, 2005; Chou, 2008; Golombek, 1998; 

Ruohotie-Lyhty, 2011; Sun, 2012; Tsang, 2004; Woods, 1996). Employing the notion 

of personal practical knowledge proposed by Clandinin and Connelly (1987), 

Golombek (1998) studied the personal practical knowledge (PPK) of two ESL 
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teachers and found their PPK, which was composed of knowledge of self, subject 

matter, instruction and context and was constructed from their previous learning and 

teaching experiences, informed their practice by serving as an interpretive framework 

and shaping their practice. Examining the PPK of an immigrant Chinese language 

teacher, Sun (2012) also confirmed the impact of previous personal experiences on a 

teacher’s PPK, but added “how profoundly an immigrant teacher’s identity and 

cultural heritage can shape personal practical knowledge and teaching practice (p. 

766)”. Also focusing on the examination of the knowledge of language teachers, 

Woods (1996) however employed a different concept, that is, beliefs, assumptions and 

knowledge (BAK) in an attempt to recognize the interconnected nature within. Using 

this notion to examine the teachers’ prior experiences and interpretation of classroom 

events, Woods (1996) found a teacher’s BAK evolved through her learning and 

teaching experiences and played a role in both the “perceiving and thinking about (p. 

247)” the classroom events and the “structuring and organizing (p. 247)” of the 

instructional decisions.  

Like Woods, Borg (2003, 2006) in reviewing the existing literature on teacher 

cognition in the contexts of mainstream education and language teaching, recognized 

the interwoven nature of the various constructs within the mental lives of teachers. 

Hence, instead of compartmentalizing the sub-constructs for the sake of clarity, Borg 

(2003, 2006) proposed and used teacher cognition as an inclusive term to “embrace 

the complexity of teachers’ mental lives (Borg, 2003, p. 86)”. Based on the studies he 

reviewed, Borg (2006) also proposed a framework for the conceptualization and 

investigation of language teacher cognition to illustrate the interrelated and interactive 

relationships among teachers’ learning, cognition and classroom practice. As the 

present study aimed to explore a Taiwanese junior high school English teacher’s 

teaching in large multilevel English classes holistically, Borg’s (2006) framework of 
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elements and processes in language teacher cognition was thus employed as the 

theoretical framework of this study to assist the researcher in examining the teacher 

participant’s cognitions, practices and learning-to-teach process in large multilevel 

English classes from a sociocultural perspective in an in-depth and holistic manner. In 

the following section, the framework of Borg and the studies that have been 

conducted based on the framework are elaborated.  

 

2.2 Borg’s (2006) Framework of Elements and Processes in Language Teacher 

Cognition 

Based on his review of existing studies on language teacher cognition, Borg 

(2006) proposed a framework to conceptualize the cognitions of language teachers, 

how they developed and related their cognitions to their classroom practices. The 

framework could be represented by the following figure.  

 

Figure 1. Elements and processes in language teacher cognition (from Borg, 2006, p. 283) 
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According to Borg (2006), language teacher cognition played a critical role in 

teachers’ professional lives. Language teachers had cognitions about many aspects of 

their work, which ranged from personal understandings of self and colleagues, to 

those of subject matter, curricula, materials, activities, assessment and context and 

more generally to those of teaching, teachers, learning and learners. Language 

teachers constructed and reconstructed these cognitions throughout their professional 

lives. During the schooling phase, language teachers might develop preconceptions 

about teaching from their interactions with significant others such as their parents and 

teachers. Then, they carried these preconceptions to teacher education programs, 

where their existing cognitions and their participation in the program exercised a 

mutual impact on each other. The mutually interactional relationship also existed 

between language teachers’ cognitions and classroom practices, which were mediated 

by the interaction between their cognitions and the contextual factors in their teaching 

contexts that were so critical and integral to the teachers’ classroom practices. In 

addition to the contextual factors, language teachers’ prior teaching experiences could 

also have an impact on their cognitions and practices in an unconscious manner or 

through conscious reflection.  

With this framework, Borg provided an orientation for conceptualizing existing 

and conducting further research on language teacher cognition. A review of existing 

studies revealed that Borg’s (2006) framework of elements and processes in language 

teacher cognition have been employed by a number of recent studies, with many of 

them being thesis and dissertation studies (Attia, 2011; Martinez, 2011; Mori, 2011; 

Nishino, 2009, 2012; Sasajima, 2012; Shih, 2011). To investigate the cognition and 

use of Information and Communications Technology (ICT) of three in-service 

teachers of teaching Arabic to speakers of other languages (TASOL) in Egypt, Attia 

(2011) utilized Borg’s (2006) framework as a conceptual springboard to explore her 
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research problems. Based on data collected from a variety of sources, she found that 

teachers’ cognitions about teaching, learning and themselves, which were developed 

and redeveloped from their prior experiences, mediated their practices of integrating 

ICT into instruction and determined how they perceived and responded to the 

challenges within their teaching context. While affirming the role that the framework 

of elements and processes in language teacher cognition played in guiding her 

exploration of the relationships between teacher cognitions and use of ICT, Attia 

(2011) still proposed four major modifications to the framework to make it more 

reflective of her study. First, she downgraded the elements that language teachers had 

cognitions about to the overarching concept of ICT. Second, she replaced the 

schooling and professional coursework boxes with boxes of early experiences as 

learner and teacher education to make the framework more accurately descriptive of 

the elements within her study. Third, she connected the boxes of early experiences as 

learner and teacher education through the box of language teacher cognition in an 

attempt to highlight the relationships among the three. Lastly, she positioned 

contextual factors in teaching around both classroom practice and language teacher 

cognition to emphasize that language teacher cognition was studied within the context. 

In another dissertation study (Martinez, 2011), Borg’s (2006) framework was also 

employed to be one of the theoretical lenses to view the research puzzles. In her study, 

Martinez (2011) used the conceptual frameworks of social constructivism and 

language teacher cognition to examine the cognitions of five first-year teacher 

assistants (TAs) and how they developed and redeveloped their cognitions and 

practices during their learning-to-teach process in a university in the U.S.. In the 

research process, Martinez (2011) recognized the value of the language teacher 

cognition framework in guiding her to conceptualize the mental processes through 

which teachers made sense of their prior experiences and classroom practices. But she 
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also found Borg’s (2006) model to be rather limited as it did not account for the 

learning and teaching experiences that language teachers developed outside of the 

classroom, which she believed could also be critical forces that shaped the cognitions 

of language teachers.  

In addition to the aforementioned two studies, another four studies conducted in 

the context of Eastern countries such as Japan and Taiwan also adopted Borg’s (2006) 

model of elements and processes in language teacher cognition as their conceptual 

framework or a basis to formulate their own frameworks. In employing a mixed 

method research design to investigate the beliefs and practices with regard to 

communicative language teaching (CLT) of Japanese high school teachers, Nishino 

(2009, 2012) drew on Borg’s (2003) framework to develop a hypothesized path model 

of her own. Based on Borg’s (2003) framework, which was grounded in his review of 

mainstream educational teacher cognition research and was the basis of his later 

framework proposed in the year of 2006, Nishino formulated a path model of teacher 

beliefs and practices to expound the relationships among teachers’ beliefs, practices, 

prior learning and teacher training experiences, perceived teaching efficacy and 

contextual factors. With her research results, Nishino found her results were more in 

line with the framework of Borg (2006) than that of Borg (2003), and emphasized the 

closely interconnected relationship between teachers’ classroom practices and their 

teaching contexts. Recognizing from her study that teachers’ classroom practices were 

highly contextualized, Nishino also suggested that the framework of Borg (2006) 

might be more suitable to be used as a conceptual framework of qualitative studies. 

Also studied from a teacher cognition perspective, Mori (2011) adopted the 

framework of Borg (2006) as the theoretical lens to view how the cognitions of two 

post-secondary English as a foreign language (EFL) teachers in Japan shaped their 

corrective feedback practices. Noticing that the inquiry into teachers’ corrective 
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feedback practices from such perspective was still rather limited, Mori, with her study, 

stressed how study teachers’ cognitions that underpinned their corrective feedback 

practices could produce a more nuanced understanding of the practices and the wider 

contexts where these practices were adopted. While Nishino (2009, 2012) and Mori 

(2011) affirmed the value of Borg’s (2006) framework in guiding them to examine 

teachers’ cognitions within their contexts, Sasajima (2012) in utilizing the language 

teacher cognition framework to investigate the cognitions of Japanese secondary 

school English teachers, however, found it hard to reflect the situated, social and local 

nature of the cognitions of his participants, and thus proposed a modified framework 

which was developed based on that of Borg (2006). Another study that was also 

conducted in the context of secondary schools employed Borg’s framework of 

elements and processes in language teacher cognition to examine the cognitions and 

practices of two Taiwanese English teachers with varying amount of teaching 

experiences in teaching aboriginal junior high school students in a remedial program 

(Shih, 2011). With the research findings, Shih confirmed Borg’s (2006) framework 

concerning the impacts of the teachers’ prior learning and teaching experiences and 

teaching contexts on their cognitions. However, she found the framework of Borg 

(2006) to be not sufficiently detailed in terms of its explication of contextual factors. 

While Borg used contextual factors to refer to “the social, psychological and 

environmental realities of the school and classroom (Borg, 2003, p. 94)” generally, 

Shih noted that the roles that teachers played in their teaching contexts could also had 

an impact on the power they enjoyed and in turn the classroom practices they 

employed in the contexts. In her study, Shih thus suggested that a more elaborate 

definition of contextual factors should be included in the framework.  

The review of studies that have been conducted through the theoretical lens of 

Borg’s (2006) framework showed that Borg (2006)’s framework of elements and 
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processes in language teacher cognition could be of considerable value in guiding 

researchers in conceptualizing language teachers’ cognitions, how they developed and 

related their cognitions to their classroom practices. As the current study aimed to 

develop a holistic and in-depth understanding of a Taiwanese junior high school 

English teacher’s psychological and actual practice of teaching in large multilevel 

English classes, Borg’s (2006) framework was taken as the conceptual framework that 

guided the researcher throughout the research process. In the following section, a 

general introduction is given to multilevel classes and studies concerning teaching 

English in such classes.  

 

2.3 Teaching English in Multilevel Classrooms 

Multilevel classes, also known as mixed-ability or heterogeneous classes 

(Baurain & Phan, 2010), are defined by Hess (2001) as “the kinds of classes that have 

been roughly arranged according to ability, or simply classes that have been arranged 

by age-group with no thought to language ability (p.2).” The issue of teaching English 

in multilevel classrooms has attracted particular attention because of the many 

problems reported by teachers in teaching such classes. The teaching difficulties vary 

somewhat as the teaching contexts differ, but generally the reported problems include 

difficulties of managing classroom effectively, of meeting the various needs and 

enhancing the motivation and interest of students with adequate materials and 

activities, of paying sufficient individual attention to students, and of assessing 

students effectively and appropriately (Baurain & Phan, 2010; Chang, 2009; Chen, 

2009; Chiang, 2003; Hess, 2001; Liu, 2004; Lu, 2011; Maddalena, 2002; 

Mathews-Aydinli & Van Horne, 2006; Teng, 2009; Ur, 1991; Xanthou & Pavlou, 

2008).  

To address these difficulties, many teachers and researchers have invested 
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considerable time and energy to investigate and report effective practices and 

approaches, hoping to identify what constituted effective teaching in such classrooms 

so to transfer such knowledge to other teachers. Two approaches reported to be 

effective in multilevel classrooms are differentiated instruction and cooperative 

learning. Differentiated instruction is an approach to proactively organizing teaching 

and learning that provide students with multiple access to the curriculum in response 

to student readiness, interest and learning profiles. With a scaffolding system inherent 

in the differentiated instruction, it is said to be able to meet the individual needs of 

learners in multilevel classrooms (King-Shaver & Hunter, 2003; Quiocho & Ulanoff, 

2009; Rothenberg & Fisher, 2007; Tomlinson, 1999; Tomlinson, 2001). Likewise, 

cooperative learning is also reported to be conducive to satisfying the diverse needs of 

individuals through student cooperation (MacDonald & Smith, 2010). In addition to 

the two approaches, effective practices in addressing difficulties in teaching English 

to multilevel classes include practices such as conducting needs analysis prior to 

teaching, using classroom management strategies, using grouping strategies flexibly, 

asking higher achievers to provide peer tutoring, providing self-access materials, 

using multilevel tasks and assessment and adopting leveled teaching materials and 

homework (Chang, 2009; Chen, 2009; Chiang, 2003; Hess, 2001; Liu, 2004; Lu, 2011; 

Mathews-Aydinli & Van Horne, 2006; Roberts, 2007; Shank & Terrill, 1995; Teng, 

2009; Ur, 1991; Xanthou & Pavlou, 2008).  

Despite the substantial coverage, most of the literature on teaching English in 

multilevel classrooms, however, is not research-based. Of the relevant literature that 

the researcher reviewed, only eight articles are research-based. Among these, 

Freedman et al. (2005) considered the reservation that people had about the practice 

of untracking; commenced a three-year research study to examine an experienced 

teacher, Delp’s teaching in an untracked English literacy class in the U.S. to 
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understand how to effectively meet the various needs of diverse students in untracked 

classrooms from the perspectives of both teacher and students. Their review of 

relevant literature revealed that a number of such studies focused on and emphasized 

the importance of implementing heterogeneous cooperative learning groups to 

accommodate student diversity. However, in investigating the cognitive and actual 

practice of instruction of how Delp taught English literary works to a group of 30 

academically and socioculturally diverse students throughout a semester, the 

researchers found that instead of using small cooperative learning groups advocated 

widely by the researchers, Delp mainly employed whole-class multimodal activities 

combined with individual teacher-student interactions in class. Freedman et al. hence 

suggested what truly mattered in the success of Delp’s teaching in the untracked 

classroom might be a set of principles grounded in Vygotskian and Bakhtinian 

theories rather than the participant structures that she utilized in class. These 

principles included “building a long-term curriculum, which promotes the recycling 

of structures and ideas, with room for ever-deepening levels of complexity; 

considering learners to be in control of their learning and building structures that 

support them in challenging themselves; building a learning community that respects 

and makes productive use of diverse contributions from varied learners; providing 

opportunities for diverse ways of learning; providing support to individuals as needed; 

challenging all students, and keeping learners actively involved (pp. 118-119)”. In this 

way, the researchers concluded that the recommendations that seemed more useful 

were not specific suggestions about participant structures but “general principles, 

supported by examples that provide a variety of activities for teachers to choose from 

and that provide stimulus for teachers to invent their own activity systems, with their 

own participant and activity structures (p. 118)”.  

Although Freedman et al. (2005) provided insightful analysis with their holistic 
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and in-depth investigation, their study, nonetheless, was conducted in English literacy 

class whose focus was on teaching English literacy through literature studies, which 

rendered itself rather hard to shed light on teaching EFL in multilevel classrooms. To 

have a deepened understanding of the issue, one may need to undertake a review of 

studies more directly concerning teaching English as a language to multilevel classes.  

Out of the recognition of the numerous difficulties in teaching English to 

multilevel classes, two studies were also conducted to investigate what practices could 

work effectively in the context of EFL multilevel classrooms. Xanthou and Pavlou 

(2008), based on a review of related literature, conducted a mixed-method research 

design study to examine how 114 EFL teachers of public primary schools in Cyprus 

dealt with teaching multilevel classes. By consulting a considerable portion of 

research on how to effectively teach multilevel English classes, Xanthou and Pavlou 

formulated a questionnaire and hypothesized that flexible grouping methods, 

cooperative and communicative activities, word games and various differentiated 

tasks might properly accommodate the varying English abilities among the students. 

To supplement the research findings from the questionnaire data provided by the 114 

EFL school teachers, the researchers also conducted six classroom observations of a 

Level 1 class in an urban public primary school. With the analyses of the 

questionnaire and observational data, Xanthou and Pavlou confirmed their hypothesis 

suggesting that flexible use of grouping strategies, cooperative activities, open-ended 

and differentiated communicative tasks and games could be capable of 

accommodating the various needs of students with diverse English proficiency levels. 

To encourage and sustain teachers’ incorporation of these practices into their classes, 

Xanthou and Pavlou also proposed that more teaching hours should be allowed for 

teaching in such classrooms. Likewise, Maddalena (2002) affirmed Xanthou and 

Pavlou’s finding of the value of student collaboration. Maddalena (2002) in teaching 
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English to a group of students with diverse proficiency levels in Japan, found that it 

was hard to take care of the various needs of students with different proficiency levels. 

To solve the problems encountered, Maddalena conducted action research to study 

how the students and the teacher, that is, himself, perceived the use of advanced 

learners as teaching assistants With data obtained through a questionnaire and 

classroom discussions, he reported that most students, regardless of their proficiency 

levels, were in favor of and benefited from this device. Maddalena hence suggested 

that advanced learners could serve as teaching assistants offering aid to their 

lower-level peers in the multilevel class.  

Despite of their provision of some understandings of teaching English in 

multilevel classrooms, the two studies of Xanthou and Pavlou (2008) and Maddalena 

(2002) offered only a general or incomplete picture of the issues being studied. By 

employing questionnaire as their main data collection method, Xanthou and Pavlou 

(2008) provided a general account of the experiences and views of the 114 EFL 

teachers in Cyprus on how to deal with multilevel English classes. However, they 

could hardly offer further information about how and why each of those teachers 

utilized such practices, that is, the cognitive dimension of teaching that underpinned 

their actual teaching of practice. Similarly, Maddalena (2002), by affording findings 

mostly from students’ perspectives, also provided few specific details about his 

cognitions and practices of using advanced learners as teaching assistants in teaching 

the multilevel class.  

With a hope to achieve a more holistic and in-depth understanding of teaching 

English in multilevel classrooms, in the following section, the researcher elaborates 

the issues further with relevant studies conducted in Taiwan.  

 

2.4 Teaching English in Large Multilevel Classrooms in Taiwan 
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According to the Compulsory Education Law promulgated in 2004, students in 

all elementary and junior high schools in Taiwan should be randomly grouped based 

on normal class grouping so to promote students’ adaptive learning. Along the 

implementation of the policy was the inevitable accompaniment of multilevel English 

classes (Chang, 2009). According to some domestic researchers (Chang et al., 2003; 

Tsai, 2008), in addition to the policy, a variety of other factors resulted in varying 

English abilities among students, including the development gaps between urban and 

rural areas, the socioeconomic gaps among families, the instruction of teachers, and 

the learning of students both in and outside of the classroom. Multilevel English 

abilities among students were hence no new phenomenon. However, in recent years, 

such multilevelness of students’ English abilities has been further intensified with the 

fact that more and more students started learning English in private English institutes 

before receiving formal English education at school (Chen, 2009; Chiang, 2003; Liu, 

2004; Lu, 2011; Teng, 2009; Tsai, 2008).  

Besides, most of the English classes in elementary and secondary schools in 

Taiwan are not only multilevel, but also large (Hess, 2001; LoCastro, 2001; Ur, 1991), 

which poses even more challenges to teachers’ instruction. Although there is no 

consensus as to what a large class is, it is agreed by many that what class size is large 

or too large depends mainly on teachers’ perceptions (LoCastro, 2001). Many of the 

English classes in elementary and secondary schools in Taiwan are comprised of more 

than 30 students, and in some cases, even more than 40 students, which is considered 

by many teachers to be large classes (Liu, 2004; Lu, 2011; Teng, 2009). In teaching 

such large multilevel classes, teachers reported many teaching difficulties, which 

included not only the difficulties encountered in multilevel classes, but also some 

other pedagogical, management-related, and affective problems (LoCastro, 2001).  

Faced with such large multilevel English classes, several researchers in Taiwan 
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have thus commenced studies on teachers’ teaching in these contexts hoping to gain a 

better understanding of what specific difficulties they encountered and how they 

addressed those problems. Of these studies, Chen (2009) examined the perceptions of 

204 elementary school English teachers in southern Taiwan toward large multilevel 

classes and their reported remedial practices. By asking his teacher participants to 

complete a questionnaire, Chen found that teachers of different age groups and levels 

of education and teaching in different contexts had dissimilar perceptions toward 

difficulties encountered in teaching large multilevel classes. Despite so, most of the 

teachers reported that they addressed the difficulties with similar practices. During 

in-class teaching, most of the teachers said they would ask higher achieving students 

to provide tutoring to their less competent peers, employ multiple assessments and 

textbooks of appropriate challenge levels to take care of the needs of students with 

varying English proficiency levels. Many teachers also reported that they adopted 

additional practices to facilitate the learning of higher and lower achievers. With the 

former group of students, the teachers provided them with supplementary learning 

materials of more challenging levels, whereas with the latter group, they offered more 

guidance, opportunities for practice, multimedia and remedial instruction to assist 

them in learning English. In another study, Chiang (2003) also explored what 

difficulties elementary school English teachers encountered in teaching large 

multilevel classes and how they dealt with those problems. But unlike Chen (2009), 

Chiang (2003), based on an unarticulated assumption that proper use of classroom 

management strategies could effectively address the problems, focused mainly on 

what classroom management strategies that the teacher participants employed to cope 

with the difficulties they faced in teaching large multilevel English classes. With a 

two-phase study design, she examined how 14 EFL elementary school teachers with 

varying amount of teaching experience employed such strategies in their classrooms. 
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In the first phase of her study, Chiang had telephone interviews with six first-year 

novice elementary school English teachers to understand what classroom management 

strategies were adopted in their classes. In the second phase, she conducted interviews 

and classroom observations of six more experienced teachers in two elementary 

schools in Northern Taiwan to examine the classroom management strategies they 

reported to use and they actually used to solve the difficulties they faced in large 

multilevel classes. From her study, she came to conclusions that both novice and 

experienced teachers had difficulties in teaching large multilevel classrooms and 

addressed the issue with various classroom management strategies. In view of the 

large multilevel classes accompanied by the normal class grouping policy, Liu (2004) 

also conducted a study to investigate what specific difficulties and practices that eight 

expert teachers of four different subjects encountered and adopted in large multilevel 

classes in the context of junior high schools. With qualitative data elicited from 

teacher interviews and classroom observation, she found that the two expert English 

teachers encountered similar difficulties and held the same beliefs in encouraging 

students and innovating teaching but resorted to different instructional practices. Liu 

concluded her study by arguing that teachers should engage themselves in teacher 

development activities such as workshops, seminars and communication with expert 

teachers to develop and enhance their professionalism.  

Drawing from teachers’ perspectives, the studies of Chen (2009), Chiang (2003) 

and Liu (2004) together informed our understanding of teaching large multilevel 

English classes in Taiwan; however, none of these studies accounted much for the 

cognitive dimension of teaching, which according to Freeman (2002) are fundamental 

to a holistic and in-depth understanding of a teacher and her teaching as they form the 

“hidden side of teaching (p.1)”. By utilizing quantitative questionnaire data as the 

main research data of his study, Chen (2009) could only derive general patterns of 
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teachers’ perceptions toward their difficulties and remedial practices and could hardly 

provided us with further understandings of how the teachers’ perceptions impacted the 

instructional practices they adopted. Chiang (2003), despite employing a two-phase 

qualitative case study design to compare novice and experienced teachers’ reported 

and actual teaching, seemed to focus largely on identifying the shared classroom 

management strategies that the teachers employed and did not delve much into the 

cognitive basis that underpinned each teacher’s instructional strategies. Similarly, Liu 

(2004) though adopting classroom observation as one source of data collection, did 

not present the similarities and differences between teachers’ reported and actual 

classroom practices in teaching large multilevel classes, nor did she examine them 

with much reference to the teachers’ cognitions.   

Also aiming at exploring teacher’s teaching in large multilevel English classes, 

two more recent studies, Teng (2009) and Lu (2011), studied the issue more 

holistically by investigating not only teachers’ practices, but also the cognitions they 

held in teaching large multilevel classes. To study teachers’ beliefs and practices in 

teaching large multilevel English classes, Teng (2009) collected data from 

questionnaire, interviews and classroom observations of two experienced elementary 

school English teachers. From the data, she found that the two veteran teachers, like 

many other teachers, encountered difficulties in teaching large multilevel English 

classes, but they were capable of implementing effective practices, such as providing 

guided practice, employing flexible grouping methods and assigning multilevel 

assignments, that reflected their beliefs. In discussing the two teachers’ beliefs and 

practices, Teng (2009) attributed the congruence between the teachers’ beliefs and 

classroom practices to their rich teaching experiences but did not further investigate 

these experiences from which the two teachers developed and redeveloped their 

beliefs. Lu (2011) in studying four experienced junior high school English teachers’ 
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beliefs and practices, incorporated the development process of the teachers’ beliefs to 

make her investigation more holistic. From her study, she found that the four teachers 

constructed their beliefs based on their prior learning and teaching experiences, and 

could not always implement practices congruent to their beliefs owing to some 

contextual factors. For example, one teacher reported that the pressure from the 

school and students’ parents was one force that kept her from carrying out practices 

that reflected her beliefs. But despite so, the teachers could still enumerate several 

teaching practices, such as employing effective classroom management strategies, 

having students participate in cooperative learning, providing various activities and 

peer tutoring, that they found to work effectively within their teaching contexts. In 

this way, by studying the teacher participants’ beliefs, practices and the factors that 

impacted the formation of beliefs and implementation of practices, Lu provided a 

more holistic picture of what teaching in large multilevel English classes was. 

Nevertheless, her interview protocols which comprised several leading questions and 

failure to deconstruct teacher beliefs into specific beliefs and to distinguish these 

beliefs hampered the contribution of her study.  

 

2.5 Rationale and Research Questions of the Present Study 

As the previous review indicated, many studies on teaching English in 

multilevel classrooms only placed their research focus on the identification of 

effective teaching practices in such contexts. However, according to existing language 

teacher cognition research, it is quite evident that if one attempts to acquire a more 

holistic and in-depth understanding of a language teacher’s teaching, one can not 

merely examine her actual practice of teaching in the classroom, but has to study the 

cognitive dimension of teaching that underpins her classroom practices as well. Hence, 

this study, in an attempt to gain a deepened understanding of teaching in large 
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multilevel English classrooms, aimed to investigate the cognitions and practices that a 

junior high school English teacher held and employed in teaching large multilevel 

English classes. But unlike the previously reviewed studies on teaching English in 

large multilevel classrooms that were mostly conducted to identify effective 

classroom practices and the pedagogical beliefs and thoughts that supported these 

practices, this study hoped to delve into the issue in a way that was more open-ended 

and thorough by employing Borg’s (2006) framework of elements and processes in 

language teacher cognition to view the teacher’s teaching practices, the content and 

development process of cognitions that she held in large multilevel English 

classrooms holistically.  

Two research questions were used to guide the current study:  

1. What cognitions did one Taiwanese junior high school teacher hold in teaching 

large multilevel English classes? How did she develop such cognitions?  

2. How did the teacher’s cognitions interact with her actual classroom practices?  
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CHAPTER THREE 

METHODOLOGY 

This chapter illustrates the methodology whereby this study was conducted. It 

covers four major sections, and begins with the first section which elaborates the 

research design of the current study. The second section describes the background 

information of the participants of the study, including the teacher participant and the 

students in the three classes that she taught. The third and four sections respectively 

note down how the research data were collected and analyzed.  

 

3.1 Research Design 

This study aimed to explore the cognitions and practices of a junior high school 

English teacher by examining her teaching and learning-to-teach experiences in large 

multilevel classrooms. The complex and multifaceted nature and the research interests 

of this study (Hood, 2009; Merriam, 2009; van Lier, 2005) suggest that a qualitative 

case study serves as an appropriate research design. A case study is defined by 

Merriam (2009) as the study of a “bounded system (p.40)” and by Yin (2009) as “an 

empirical inquiry that investigates a contemporary phenomenon in depth within its 

real-life context when the boundaries between phenomenon and context are not 

clearly evident” (p.18). In this study, the researcher hoped to study the “bounded 

system,” that is, how one junior high school English teacher, with her cognitions that 

were constructed and reconstructed from her previous learning and teaching 

experiences, taught in large multilevel classrooms, with a case study design, as which 

affords knowledge that is concrete, contextual, and open for interpretation (Merriam, 

2009) that is required to answer the research questions. Various sets of data were 

collected to derive in-depth and holistic understandings of teaching large multilevel 

English classes.  
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3.2 Participants 

Teacher Participant 

The teacher participant of the current study, Joy (pseudonym), was an expert 

teacher who had rich experiences in teaching and other education-related activities 

and work. She was invited to participate in the study for two main reasons. First, Joy 

was an experienced teacher who had extensive experiences in teaching large 

multilevel English classes. Besides, she was an expert teacher who by the time the 

researcher commenced this study, had been appraised highly by many teachers, 

students and school administrators and won several awards for her expertise and 

commitment to teaching. In addition, she had been assisting organizations such as the 

English Advisory Committee for Junior High School in Taipei, Taipei Teachers’ 

Association, National Teachers’ Association, and Ministry of Education in 

undertaking education-related work. The work that she had been engaging in touched 

a variety of issues, one of which was teaching in large multilevel English classes. 

Considering the vast experiences and understandings that Joy had accumulated about 

teaching in large multilevel English classes, the researcher earnestly invited her to be 

the teacher participant of the present study.  

Joy was a 44-year-old female teacher who had accumulated 20 years of 

teaching experience by the time of the study. She grew up and received elementary 

and secondary school education in eastern Taiwan. Then, she continued her studies in 

a university of education situated in central Taiwan, where she majored in English. 

However, at that time, most of the courses there did not interest her. After graduating 

from the university, since she did not find much passion in teaching, she did not 

engage herself in the work of teaching, like many of her classmates did. It was not 

until one year after graduation that she started teaching at the repeated request of a 
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school inspector living nearby. On the request of the school inspector, Joy started her 

teaching career by working as a substitute English teacher in La La junior high school, 

which was a fairly remote junior high school in eastern Taiwan with great difficulties 

in recruiting teachers. Despite being recruited as an English teacher, Joy had to teach 

other subjects such as history and geography as well. After finishing the one-year 

substitute teaching, she received the offer to teach in an elementary school. Having 

spent three years teaching in two elementary schools both situated in northern Taiwan, 

she found herself more fond of teaching in junior high schools and again started her 

job hunting for teaching positions in junior high schools. In the next year, she 

obtained the admission to teach in a junior high school in a remote area of central 

Taiwan, where she came to feel restraint in the exam-oriented school, which thus 

drove her to apply for a teaching position in the Fa Fa junior high school. Fa Fa junior 

high school was in an urban area of northern Taiwan; at the time of the study, Joy had 

been teaching there for 14 years.  

In addition to the rich teaching experiences, Joy also had extensive 

education-related work and learning experiences. In the year of 2001, Joy started her 

learning in an in-service teacher education MA program in northern Taiwan. In the 

same year, she also began working for Taipei Teachers’ Association and as a member 

of the English Advisory Committee for Junior High School in Taipei. In the following 

years, she successively worked for National Teachers’ Association and Ministry of 

Education. But at the same time, she still taught a particular number of classes in Fa 

Fa junior high school. In the years of 2008, 2009 and 2012, Joy also earned the 

opportunity to attend three overseas educational visits. Among the three overseas 

educational visits, she considered the one she had to Holland, Belgium, and France in 

the year of 2008 to be the overseas educational visit experience that had the greatest 

impact on her cognitions and practices of teaching large multilevel English classes.  
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Below is a table that summarizes Joy’s teaching and other education-related 

experiences in a chronological order.  

 

Teacher 

Participant 

Teaching Experiences  Other Education-Related 

Working Experiences   

Advanced Study and 

Overseas Educational 

Visit Experiences  

Joy  1992-1993: As a 

substitute English 

teacher in La La junior 

high school situated in a 

remote area in eastern 

Taiwan  

 

1993-1995: As a teacher 

in Co Co elementary 

school situated in an 

urban area in northern 

Taiwan 

 

1995-1996: As a teacher 

in Bo Bo elementary 

school situated in an 

urban area in northern 

Taiwan 

 

2001-2002: Taipei 

Teachers’ Association 

 

2001-2008: The English 

Advisory Committee for 

Junior High School in 

Taipei 

 

2002-2003: National 

Teachers’ Association  

 

2003-2005: As a seed 

teacher of 9-Year 

Integrated Curriculum in 

Ministry of Education 

 

2006-2007: Textbook 

Editing for Ministry of 

Education 

2001-2007: MA 

in-service teacher 

education MA program  

 

2006: Summer Study in 

Boston  

 

2008: Overseas 

educational visit to 

Holland, Belgium and 

France 

 

2009: Overseas 

educational visit to 

Germany and 

Switzerland  

 

2012: Overseas 

educational visit to 
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1996-1998: As an 

English teacher in Wa 

Wa junior high school 

situated in a remote area 

in central Taiwan 

 

1998-the time of the 

study: As an English 

teacher in Fa Fa junior 

high school situated in an 

urban area in northern 

Taiwan 

 

2007-2008: As a central 

curriculum and teaching 

advisory teacher in 

Ministry of Education  

 

2008-the time of the study: 

Textbook Auditing  

Australia 

Table 1: Teaching and other education-related experiences of the teacher participant 

 

Student Participants 

All of the three classes that Joy was responsible for teaching were large 

multilevel classes, that is, “classes that have been arranged by age-group with no 

thought to language ability (Hess, 2001, p.2)” and that often consist of more than 30 

students and are considered by teachers to be large. To observe how Joy actually 

taught in large multilevel English classes, the students in the three classes that Joy 

was responsible for teaching were also invited to participate in the classroom 

observations of the current study. The reason to observe Joy’s teaching in the three 

classes rather than just one or two classes was because the intensity of multilevelness 

of students’ English abilities was perceived by Joy to be different in the three classes. 

Out of a hope to study whether Joy taught differently in response to the varying 
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degree of multilevelness of students’ English abilities, and if yes, how she taught 

differently in the three classes, the researcher hence decided to observe Joy’s teaching 

in the three classes.  

All of the students were 9
th

-grade students in Fa Fa junior high school, situated 

in an urban area in northern Taiwan. According to Joy, the residents in the school 

district where Fa Fa junior high school was located were of highly varying 

socio-economic statuses, which might be one of the reasons that resulted in the large 

multilevel English classes in Fa Fa junior high school.  

At the initial stage of data collection, the participating students were not asked 

to share their experiences or express their opinions, and simply participated in the 

classroom observations of the study. But as the data collection proceeded gradually to 

the final stage, it was found to be of growing necessity that the voice of students of 

varying English abilities should be heard to shed additional light on the experiences 

and opinions of the teacher and ensure the trustworthiness of the data provided by the 

teacher. Ten students, three to four students from each of the three classes, were hence 

invited to participate in the informal student interviews.  

Heterogeneous sampling method was employed in selecting student 

interviewees “to search for common patterns across great variation (Glense, 2011, 

p.45)”. Based on their final grades of English in the last semester, the students were 

classified into three groups: students with beginning, intermediate and advanced 

levels of English proficiency. The researcher then asked the teacher participant to 

select one to two students from each group in each class who were willing and more 

capable of articulating their opinions to take the student interviews. Consequently, 

three students from Sun and Sky classes respectively, and four students from Sea class 

participated in the student interviews. In this way, the researcher had interviews with 

three students from each class, and each student interviewee represented one group of 
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the students with varying English proficiency levels. Except for students in Sea class, 

four students participated in the student interviews, with two belonged to the group of 

advanced level students.  

 

3.3 Data Collection and Procedures 

To ensure “credibility (p.301)” and “confirmability (p. 318)” of the study 

(Lincoln & Guba, 1985), the researcher employed various data collection methods, 

including teacher narratives, teacher semi-structured interviews, informal student 

semi-structured interviews, classroom observations, and copies of relevant course 

content materials to collect data and triangulate findings.   

  Teacher Narratives 

Teachers construct their knowledge about teaching mainly from their 

experiences (Johnson & Golombek, 2002). It is believed that the most appropriate and 

authentic way of exploring such experiences is through narrative as people think and 

make sense of their experiences via story telling (Bell, 2002; Clandinin & Connelly, 

2000; Connelly & Clandinin, 2006; Johnson & Golombek, 2002). When teachers 

narrate their experiences, they invest the experiences with their interpretations 

(Golombek & Johnson, 2004), rendering narrative the most suitable tool to understand 

teacher learning and teaching from teachers’ points of view. Over the years, more and 

more researchers have been using teacher narratives to explore teachers’ knowledge 

and teaching practices within the sociocultural contexts where they teach and learn to 

teach and how they make sense of their development process (Clandinin & Connelly, 

2000; Golombek & Johnson, 2004; Johnson & Golombek, 2002).  

The “legitimate knowledge” (Johnson & Golombek, 2002, p.4) that teachers 

produce out of their narratives of lived learning and teaching experiences (Golombek 

& Johnson, 2004; Johnson & Golombek, 2002) is the research interests in the present 
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study. Thus, in this study, the teacher participant, Joy, was asked to recount her prior 

English learning, teacher training and teaching experiences. From the personal and 

contextualized narratives, the researcher hoped to learn, from Joy’s perspectives, 

about her progressive internal development process through which she continually 

constructed and modified her cognitions and practices concerning teaching large 

multilevel classes within the sociocultural contexts where she taught and learnt to 

teach. In other words, the researcher hoped to understand Joy’s internal cognitive 

development process of what and how she came to know about teaching in multilevel 

classes. The interview protocol for teacher narrative is included in Appendix A; it is 

designed based on Borg’s (2006) framework of language teacher cognition and 

Webster and Mertova’s (2007) and Carspecken’s (1996) guidelines.  

  Semi-structured Interviews  

The researcher also conducted semi-structured interviews with Joy and ten of 

her students. Two types of semi-structured interviews were undertaken with Joy: one 

was to confirm, clarity and broaden the issues emerged from the teacher narrative; the 

other was to further investigate what had been noted through classroom observations. 

As noted earlier, at the later stage of data collection, it was recognized that there was a 

need to hear voice from the students so to add additional perspectives on and ensure 

the trustworthiness of the data provided by Joy. Informal interviews were hence 

conducted with ten of Joy’s students that were with varying English proficiency 

levels.  

One semi-structured teacher interview lasting about three hours was conducted 

to further probe into the significant events recounted in the teacher narrative and more 

contextual information about the teachers’ current teaching context. With the data 

elicited, the researcher developed a clearer understanding of Joy’s cognitive 

development in teaching large multilevel English classes. The exact questions in the 
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semi-structured interview were subject to the narrative data.  

In addition, since how a teacher utilizes her cognitions in classrooms is largely 

interpretive (Johnson & Golombek, 2002), to further investigate how Joy externalized 

her internal cognitions concerning teaching multilevel classes into actual classroom 

practices and to examine how the formation of material practices were facilitated 

and/or inhibited within the teaching context, the researcher undertook a 

post-observation semi-structured interview every three or four days, depending on the 

teacher’s availability. In total, four post-observation semi-structured interviews were 

undertaken, each lasting one and a half to two and a half hours. The interview 

protocol for post-observation semi-structured teacher interviews is included in 

Appendix B; it is also constructed based on Carspecken’s (1996) guidelines.  

At the later stage of data collection, it was found that data from the students 

should also be collected to shed additional light on the data provided by Joy. Informal 

individual interviews were hence undertaken with ten of Joy’s students. Each 

interview took about ten to fifteen minutes to probe into how students of varying 

English abilities perceived their own English abilities, Joy’s teaching in large 

multilevel English classes and Joy’s interactions with students of diverse English 

abilities.  

Near the end of data collection for the study, two follow-up interviews were 

conducted with Joy to clarify some issues that had not been answered quite clearly in 

the previous interviews.  

Classroom Observations  

As evident in the literature, teachers use their cognitions in teaching in a way 

that is constantly negotiated within the sociocultural contexts where they teach (Borg, 

2003, 2006; Johnson & Golombek, 2002). Therefore, to investigate the interactive 

relationship between teacher cognitions and classroom practices within the teaching 
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context, the researcher conducted classroom observations of Joy’s teaching and 

interactions with the students. To avoid interruption (Carspecken, 1996), the 

researcher carried out classroom observations passively sitting in the back of the 

classroom. To guard against unnoticed biases towards the observation, the researcher 

followed Carspecken’s (1996) suggestions of “the use of a flexible observation 

schedule (p.48).” Despite so, three focuses could be identified: the procedures, 

content and manners of the teacher’s teaching, the responses of the students to their 

teacher’s teaching, and the interaction between the teacher and her students. The 

priorities of observation were the teacher, the students that interact with her, and the 

rest students. To ensure that the field notes produced are trustworthy in a certain 

degree, the researcher adopted Carspecken’s (1996) advice in constructing thick 

description. Besides, to assist the researcher in constructing field notes, the researcher 

also video-taped the observations of Joy’s teaching and interactions with her students 

after gaining her admission.  

The researcher conducted two phases of classroom observation. The first phase 

of classroom observation was conducted before the first mid-term and covered the 

nine to ten periods that the teacher spent to finish teaching Lesson 2. In teaching Sun 

Class and Sky Class, it took ten class periods for Joy to finish teaching Lesson 2, but 

only nine for Sea Class. The second phase of class observation was conducted before 

the second mid-term and covered the seven to eight class periods that Joy used to 

finish teaching Lesson 5. She spent eight class periods to finish teaching Lesson 5 to 

Sky Class, while used seven class periods to finish teaching the same lesson to the 

other two classes. After the observation of several class periods, the researcher would 

conduct a post-observation interview with the teacher to delve into the questions 

emerged from the classroom observations.   

Besides the data collection methods mentioned above, relevant course content 
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materials, such as lesson plans, supplementary teaching and learning materials, 

assignment sheets, and test and exam papers, were also collected to triangulate and 

elaborate the findings.  

With the permission from the participants, the data collected through narratives, 

semi-structured interviews, and classroom observations, were audio and/or 

video-taped and transcribed for further analysis (Carspecken, 1996; Nunan, 1992). 

The researcher’s memos and research journals, where she recorded her own attitudes, 

assumptions, and any changes that occur were also put to analyze to maintain a 

critical perspective on the data (Hood, 2009).  

 

3.4 Data Analysis 

To analyze the data, all of the collected raw data were transcribed verbatim, 

except for the videotaped classroom observation data, which added up to videotapes 

of 51 class periods. Each class lasted 45 minutes. Since it would take much more time 

and effort than what the researcher could manage within a limited length of time and 

budget to transcribe the videotapes of all 51 classes, hence only relevant segments of 

the videotapes were transcribed.  

All of the analyses began with the researcher listening to the audiotapes and 

watching the videotapes recursively for several times and then transcribing the data. 

With respect to the classroom observation data, after watching the videotapes of each 

class for several times, the researcher, building on the classroom observation records 

she made during the observations, strived to make the descriptions as thick as possible 

concerning the three aspects, that is, the procedures, content and manners of the 

teacher’s teaching, the responses of the students to their teacher’s teaching, and the 

interaction between the teacher and her students. And when any segments showed 

themselves to be relevant to the two research questions of the study, the researcher 
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transcribed the segments word by word.  

Afterwards, the data were initially analyzed based on Charmaz’s (2006) 

grounded theory and Webster and Mertova’s critical events approach (Webster & 

Mertova, 2007) to investigate what and how the teacher constructed and modified the 

cognitions she held concerning teaching in multilevel English classrooms and how the 

cognitions interacted with her classroom practices. According to Charmaz (2006), 

data analysis in grounded theory began with coding, which was composed of three 

phases of analyses, namely, initial coding, focused coding and axial coding. When 

engaging in initial coding, one studied small segments of data, which could be words, 

lines and incidents to examine their meanings analytically and generated codes that 

closely reflected the insider’s view. Among these initial codes, one then selected 

codes that were of the greatest significance and/or the highest frequency and used 

them to study larger segments of data. Focused codes were generally “more directed, 

selective and conceptual (p. 57)” than initial codes. Then, one continued to the next 

phase, axial coding, which was to identify the relationships between categories and 

subcategories and specify such relationships. Throughout the coding process, one had 

to employ “constant comparative methods (Glaser & Strauss, 1967)”, that is, to 

constantly compare data with other data, and codes with other codes so to make sure 

that codes were produced out of the data rather than one’s prior perspectives.  

Besides, a critical events approach (Webster & Mertova, 2007) was also 

adopted in analyzing and coding the narrative and interview data. Such an approach 

for data analysis assisted the researcher in identifying the events that were 

“instrumental in changing or influencing understanding (p. 71)” and subsequent 

behaviors of the storytellers and thus were of significant support to the researcher in 

recognizing the transitions of the development process of the teachers’ cognitions. In 

analyzing the narrative and interview data, the researcher assigned the events 
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recounted by Joy into “critical events (p.73),” “like events (p. 78)” or “other events (p. 

78).” According to Webster and Mertova (2007), a critical event was an event that had 

an impact and caused a change of understanding and possibly also behaviors of the 

storyteller. The identification of such critical events can be verified by the recognition 

of like events and other events. The former refers to events that “occur at the same 

level as critical events (p. 78)” but happen with different people, whereas the later 

refers to events that “reveal the same issues and inform the critical and like events (p. 

78).” The recognition of like and other events could be used to confirm and/or 

elaborate issues emerge from the critical events.  

With the attention to the critical, like and other events, the researcher kept 

scrutinizing the data, generating codes and categories out of the data and specifying 

the relationships within them, from which salient themes emerged and were identified 

and extracted to make comparisons with Borg’s (2006) framework of elements and 

processes in language teacher cognition.  

The methods of data analysis are as outlined above. To increase the 

trustworthiness of the analysis, peer debriefing and member checking were 

undertaken (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Throughout the process of data collection and 

analysis, any questions concerning the interpretations of reported data were constantly 

discussed with, clarified and corroborated by the teacher and student participants 

through member check. A graduate student in the same TESOL MA program that the 

researcher participated in was also invited to engage in peer debriefing to enhance the 

trustworthiness of the present study.  
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CHAPTER FOUR 

FINDINGS 

As mentioned in the previous chapter, the present study employed a variety of 

data collection methods, including teacher narrative, teacher semi-structured 

interviews, informal student semi-structured interviews, classroom observations and 

copies of relevant course content materials to study the cognitions and practices that 

Joy, the teacher participant of the present study held in teaching large multilevel 

English classes. The obtained data were analyzed in relation to the two research 

questions proposed in the study: (1) what cognitions did one Taiwanese junior high 

school teacher hold in teaching large multilevel English classes? How did she develop 

such cognitions? And (2) how did the teacher’s cognitions interact with her actual 

classroom practices?  

As teacher cognitions and practices are personal mental and actual dimensions 

that teachers possess with regard to their work of teaching, teacher narrative, teacher 

semi-structured interviews and classroom observations were utilized as the main data, 

with the other data serving as supplementary data to answer the two research 

questions. From the data emerged four themes that were extracted and analyzed to 

answer the two research questions. These themes are four major cognitions and 

practices that Joy held in teaching large multilevel English classes, including (1) 

knowing and empathizing with her students; (2) building variety into teaching 

practices to accommodate the diversity of students; (3) adding differentiation into 

criteria to attend to the diversity of students and (4) admitting that things can be 

beyond her control.  

During the data collection and analysis, it was found that Joy’s view on diverse 

English abilities among students seemed to be central to the four themes. In one of the 

interviews, Joy expressed her view on diverse English abilities among students, which 
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was often referred to as the phenomenon of bimodal distribution by her:  

I think there’s not going to be any solution to the phenomenon of bimodal 

distribution, definitely not. Because you have to admit that people are born to 

be different. (S1, p.40)  

 

Rather than seeing the phenomenon of bimodal distribution as a problem that 

needed to be tackled, Joy viewed it as a very common phenomenon as people were 

born with different abilities and their abilities varied across different dimensions. 

Neither did she think she needed or could find “any solution to the phenomenon of 

bimodal distribution (E-mail, March, 14
th

, 2013)” or “reshape the distribution (E-mail, 

March, 14
th

, 2013)”. Instead, she believed what she should do was to appreciate “the 

diversity among students” and conduct teaching in a way that served the diversity in 

the students.  

As Joy recounted how she taught large multilevel English classes, her 

perception of diverse English abilities among students was found to permeate and 

influence in some way her cognitions about teaching in such classes. Below, the four 

major cognitions and practices that Joy held in teaching large multilevel English 

classes were presented and elaborated together with how she developed such 

cognitions.  

 

4.1 Knowing and Empathizing with Her Students 

In discussing how she taught in large multilevel English classes, Joy expressed 

a deep and genuine concern about students, which could be learnt from her narration 

of teaching experiences. Whenever she mentioned a student in sharing her 

experiential stories, she paused for a while to give the researcher some background 

information about that particular student, which often included more than the English 
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achievement of that student but also his personality, familial background and learning 

history. When asked about why she had such rich knowledge about students, she 

explained: “[I] have to know [my students]”, and then related to her somehow painful 

senior high school English learning experience. According to Joy, she encountered 

serious frustration in learning English in senior high because:  

She [her English teacher, Ms. Chiang (pseudonym)] didn’t know that the 

children from the city, probably because they had learnt in cram schools or 

private institutes before, they had access to much more English resources than 

we [children from the countryside] did. They were really used to the reading 

load that she gave, but we simply could not digest all the materials…. So I was 

really frustrated then. (N1, p.15) 

 

Thinking back, Joy said the experience as a lower achiever in senior high had 

an impact on her in two major ways. One was the realization of the need for a teacher 

to dig and accumulate rich knowledge about students, one category of which was the 

learning histories of students; the other was the ability to empathize with lower 

achievers. As she said with a bitter smile on her face,  

[In senior high school,] I felt that it’s really painful not being able to 

learn….Even till now, sometimes I still woke up from terrible nightmares about 

not being able to memorize two hundred vocabulary words, yeah, even till now. 

So I can deeply feel the pain that these kids go through of not being able to 

learn. Yeah, so I never punish a student just because of his poor performance on 

a test. (POI6, p.18)  

 

Such realization of the need to accumulate knowledge about students and 

empathize with students was later reinforced in Joy’s early teaching experiences in 
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two junior high schools both situated in remote rural areas of Taiwan. When talking 

about her first-year teaching experience in a small school in Hualian, where the 

majority of the students were indigenous, Joy mentioned how the students there gave 

her a knock on her head:  

[I was in] La La junior high school, and one day the students told me ‘Ms. Lee 

you teach us English, and we teach you our language’….Yeah they told me that 

and it was like a knock on my head….[I then started thinking] if today the 

official language were one of the indigenous languages, then it would be us 

who are the lower achievers that need to take remedial classes. (I1, p.31)  

 

While Joy had previously viewed lower achievers from a rather unitary and 

simplistic point of view, what the students told Joy acted like a catalyst that prodded 

her to reflect on and question her previous view about lower achievers and then 

further expand her knowledge about students to include the socio-cultural and 

socio-educational factors that had an impact on the students’ English learning. 

Moreover, the voice that the students made also drove her to have deeper empathy for 

the students and feel the pain they had when encountering difficulties in learning 

English: “What the students told me gave me a big shock. Yeah, so we can’t think that 

hey why you’re so stupid, why you can’t learn, just because we’re good at English, 

just because it’s our thing, no, we can’t do that. (I1, p.32)” 

Another reinforcing experience that strengthened Joy’s cognition about the need 

to know her students occurred during her M.A. thesis writing. When she was 

collecting data for her thesis study, she found that her student participants 

demonstrated different learning styles that seemed to have an impact on the diverse 

needs they presented. Such finding about her student participants drove her to read 

relevant literature on learning styles and needs, where she further strengthened her 
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cognition about the necessity to broaden and deepen knowledge about students with 

theoretical support.  

While these sets of learning and teaching experiences worked as food for 

thoughts that provided experiential and theoretical support for Joy’s cognition of 

knowing her students in large multilevel English classes, her experience as a member 

of the English Advisory Committee for Junior High School in Taipei offered skill 

support. In narrating her experience of working as a member of the English Advisory 

Committee for Junior High School in Taipei, she attributed the enhancement of her 

skills in observing and knowing students to this experience:  

I was required to do demonstration teaching and give talks when working as a 

member of the English Advisory Committee…. Doing demonstration teaching 

trained me to observe student responses very closely and thoroughly [because I 

had to derive as much info about the students as possible within limited time so 

that my teaching would more likely be successful]. Maybe it’s because of this 

experience that I can know my students well within a very short time when I go 

back to my own classes. Yeah I was trained to do so. It was very tough training. 

(POI5, p. 14)  

 

With these experiences, Joy in the interviews, made repetitive references to the 

necessity, rationale, ways and benefits of knowing and empathizing with students in 

large multilevel English classes. For Joy, it was of vital importance to acquire 

knowledge of each student, or in her words, to know “the story behind each case” in 

such classes otherwise students could easily hide or be overlooked in these large 

heterogeneous classes. Moreover, as she saw students as multi-dimensional 

individuals who reached varying levels of achievement in different dimensions, she 

felt that it was significant to develop knowledge about students that is as holistic as 
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possible in such classes. As she put it, “If you can’t see and know every dimension [of 

a student], you’re doing harm to the student…. Because when you don’t know some 

other dimensions of the student, you’re misunderstanding him. (POI1, p. 32)” As a 

result, she stated repetitively the necessity to develop holistic knowledge about 

students which included understandings of cognitive development, learning styles, 

attention span, physical and mental states and the various dimensions of students and 

the factors that contributed to students’ current English proficiency levels such as their 

learning backgrounds and habits. Such knowledge about students, according to Joy, 

was essential for her to empathize with them and to conduct teaching that was tailored 

to them, including setting learner-tailored criteria, assigning learner-tailored learning 

tasks, and devising tasks and materials that were more likely to draw students’ interest 

and meet their proficiency levels.  

When talking about the rationale and benefits of acquiring understandings about 

students, Joy also elaborated on how she developed such sophisticated knowledge 

about students, which could be classified into two major approaches: one was drawing 

inferences through observation of relevant educational contexts and documents and 

conversations with other teachers of the students; the other was direct observation of 

student behaviors and performances. Unlike some teachers who knew their students 

mostly by observing how students acted in the classroom only, Joy acquired student 

knowledge from a wider range of resources, including observation of the school-level 

and classroom-level educational contexts where students were situated and reading 

the demographic information forms that contained students’ family backgrounds. 

Acknowledging that subject teachers could only access partial domain of information 

about students, Joy said she also developed her understandings from conversing with 

students’ homeroom teachers. Despite providing valuable information about students, 

these resources however could not offer first-hand information that was only available 
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in direct observation of student behaviors and performances. Therefore, Joy, though 

making good use of and benefiting from the first approach to knowing students, 

valued and relied more on the second approach to obtaining knowledge about students, 

that is, observing, which was sometimes achieved by walking around the classroom, 

how students performed and responded to particular learning and assessment 

materials, activities and practices.    

As a matter of fact, from the interview data emerged a mutually informing 

relationship between what and how Joy taught and assessed students and what she 

knew about students: Joy designed and enacted her teaching and assessment materials, 

activities and practices based on her knowledge about students, and at the same time 

observed how the students responded to the materials and activities while teaching 

and assessing so to feed the newly acquired knowledge about students to subsequent 

design. On more than one occasion in the interviews, she said: “Faced with [such 

diverse] students, I used various assessment methods, and various learning [materials 

and activities] to discover and know the different children. (POI3, P.30)” Such 

knowledge were then fed back to her subsequent teaching, as she said in a later 

interview explaining why she taught much faster in the 9
th

 grade: “I have taught this 

class for three years, well two, this is the third year. When I knew so much about the 

class, I am clear about what they want and how far they can go [and therefore I can 

teach more quickly and effectively.] (POI4, p.10)” 

A review of the data from classroom observations revealed that knowing and 

empathizing with students were more than reported cognitions and practices, but 

actual practices. In the three 9
th

 grade classrooms that Joy taught, Joy was noted to 

spend the majority of class time conducting teaching in a form of whole-class lecture 

that was based on her knowledge about students, that is, lecture that is addressed to 

the whole class and is from time to time modified in response to student 
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comprehension and performance in class. Such knowledge about students could be 

classified into long-acquired and newly obtained real-time student knowledge. The 

former refers to knowledge about students that Joy had already acquired prior to a 

particular class while the latter is knowledge about students that she obtained or 

inferred from students and their documents such as worksheets, workbooks and test 

papers in that class. During classroom observations, Joy was often observed to either 

carefully notice student responses and behaviors on the platform or walk around the 

classroom to know whether students were ready for an upcoming activity or on-task, 

how they comprehended her lecture and did on particular assignments and tests. As a 

classroom observation record noted:  

It was the 3
rd

 class period of today. Upon hearing the bell rang, the student 

assistant Lisa (pseudonym) in Sun Class [, of which Joy was an English subject 

teacher] distributed the test papers on unit 1 to the other students. Most students 

were quietly writing the test papers, with a few still lying on their desks asleep. 

A few minutes later, Joy came in, starting walking around the classroom to 

check how the students were doing on the test. When she walked near Peter 

(pseudonym), a lower achiever who was often found to lie on his desk in class, 

she placed her hands on his shoulder, as if she was giving a light massage, to 

wake him up. When he did, she then pointed at the test paper on his desk, which 

seemed to be a cue for him to start working on that. She then walked forward to 

wake up another girl in the same manner, and then walked slowly forward to 

see how other students were doing on the test. When she walked near Peter for 

the second time, Peter asked in a low volume whether he could take out his 

textbook to correct his answers. Quickly glancing over Peter’s test paper, which 

was almost left blank, Joy replied ‘Okay, then stay after school with [the 

students in] my class [Sky Class, of which Joy was an English subject and 
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homeroom teacher] to study tomorrow…. You don’t know how to write the test 

paper, do you? Stay after school tomorrow, I’ll accompany you.’ 

(COR-909091703) 

      

This excerpt showed how Joy acquired real-time student knowledge in an actual 

classroom. Later in the post-observation interview, Joy explained that her rationale for 

walking around the classroom was two-fold: one was to make sure that the students 

were on-task; the other was to learn how they were doing on the tests, assignments or 

activities.  

A closer look at the interaction between Joy and Peter also revealed how Joy 

exercised her knowledge about students with empathy. Finding that Peter again laid 

his head on the desk, Joy did not punish him; instead, she woke him up with an 

empathetic but firm attitude that was grounded on her thought that Peter might have 

found learning English rather hard and boring but still had to take the tests as the other 

students did. In addition, Joy’s exercise of empathy was also evident in another aspect. 

Faced with Peter’s request for giving up on the test and starting correcting the test 

paper, Joy granted his request, which she later explained that it was a decision 

informed by her knowledge about Peter. According to Joy, Peter was a slower learner 

on almost all of the school subjects, which might have much to do with the fact that 

he was diagnosed as only mentally 9-year-old. Informed by such knowledge about 

Peter and seeing his almost blank paper, Joy exercised her empathy by granting 

Peter’s request under the condition that he had to stay after school the next day. She 

said in the post-observation interview: “Well, Peter…I made him stay and memorize 

some vocabulary words” (POI1, p.24). Joy explained that by assigning a task that 

Peter was capable of doing, she tried to tell him that she understood certain activities 

and tasks might be too difficult for him to accomplish, but that she never thought 
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about giving him up just because he was behind most of the other students in his 

class.  

 

4.2 Building Variety into Teaching Practices to Accommodate the Diversity of 

Students 

Another key word in Joy’s talk about her teaching in large multilevel English 

classes was variety, which she believed to be essential to accommodating the diversity 

of students in such classes. Such cognition in variety, as she explained, was strongly 

related to her view of herself as one lacking in patience and in favor of variety:  

I’m a person having scant patience, so it would kill me if I have to teach with 

the same materials and activities to so many classes, for so many years. I have 

to make some sort of change. It’s for my own sake. Yeah at the beginning I did 

that for my own sake, but then I found that students benefited from that too. (I1, 

p.55)  

 

However, “making changes” was not simply a matter of externalizing a belief 

she held. In her early teaching experiences, Joy said sometimes she had to make some 

compromises between her belief in variety and the teaching contexts where she was 

situated. One time during the interview she even questioned in a bitter tone: “Why do 

people only start to accept your practices when you’re gaining some reputation 

outside the school? I had been doing this [designing and using various teaching 

materials and activities] for ten years inside the school, but what I received was 

merely disapproving words and reactions” (POI2, p. 13). She then recounted how she 

encountered difficulties in externalizing her belief when faced with the more 

conservative parents, principles and colleagues who thought her use of various 

materials and activities was merely tricks with no learning potential. Such reactions 
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prodded her to adopt a coping strategy: “I would ask the people in Academic Affairs 

Office not to assign me to teach in the classes whose homeroom teachers only care 

about preparing students for the entrance exam to senior high and can’t accept my 

teaching belief in variety” (POI2, p.30).  

Despite the disapproving voice from her teaching contexts, Joy stuck to her 

belief in variety, and in a later interview she elaborated how she gathered ideas for 

variety from her experience of serving on the recruiting committee for new teacher 

audition and as a member of the English Advisory Committee for Junior High Schools 

in Taipei, which required her to attend lectures and workshops and observe classes 

conducted by other teachers:  

And then, I became a member of the English Advisory Committee for Junior 

High School in Taipei and I received training and attended lectures, and found 

out more and more people…I really think it was because I often had to attend 

workshops and lectures, and sometimes also had to observe the classes of other 

teachers, because sometimes we [members of the English Advisory Committee 

for Junior High Schools in Taipei] were asked to observe classes and give 

suggestions to the teachers, or worked as a reviewer for new teacher auditions. 

You could see a variety of stuff, I took all of these opportunities as learning 

resources, and when I found a particular idea to be interesting, I took it back 

and experimented it with my students. (POI5, p.15)  

 

While she found fuel for her ideas of variety from the experience of attending 

workshops and lectures and observing other’s teaching, in an overseas educational 

visit she gained further support for her belief in variety. In the September of 2009, Joy 

went on an educational visit to Holland, Belgium and France. There she was deeply 

impressed by the various types of secondary education that were offered to students. 
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In an interview, she mentioned the conversations she had with the teachers over there 

about the education they provided:  

I told them that our students are not granted choices of different types of high 

school education until they graduate from junior high school. They said ‘Oh 

that’s so inhumane!’ They said every kid has his own talents and asked why we 

make them receive the same kind of education from primary school to junior 

high school and sometimes even to senior high school. That’s very inhumane. 

Then they asked us ‘Haven’t you heard about Gardner’s Multiple Intelligences? 

Well if you know such a thing, why do you do that [making students receive the 

same kind of education]?’ They thought it’s unbelievable. And we asked them 

‘How can people in your country accept this educational idea [granting students 

the choice of different types of education when they are at the age of ten]? 

Don’t they think the kids not going to grammar school are being given up?’ 

They said ‘We don’t take it that way. If a child demonstrates abilities for 

attending general secondary education, then he goes for it. But if he doesn’t and 

wants to receive vocational secondary education, we take good care of him over 

there.’ And they gave us an example saying they offer courses in cooking, 

tailoring, art and design, but they don’t have courses in carpentry, and suppose 

there’s a student who wants to take courses in carpentry, then they have two 

solutions, either that they offer him such courses, which however is not very 

possible as it is too costly, or that they have the responsibility to find out for the 

child whether any schools nearby offer courses in carpentry and if yes they 

need to contact the school asking whether the school bus can come over to pick 

the kid up for studying over there. By doing so, they truly take good care of 

every kid. (N1, p.25) 
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Touched by their underlying educational idea of valuing the talents of every 

child and respecting the choices that every child makes, Joy said:  

We don’t have so many types of secondary education here in Taiwan. But 

there’s still something that needs to do and can be done. That is, we teachers 

need to make some sort of change. We need to design a variety of activities 

where students are given the chance to explore, to know what their talents are. 

(N1, p.27) 

 

With the educational visiting experience, Joy reaffirmed her belief in variety. 

Besides, informed by this experience, her perception of students as multi-dimensional 

individuals and her view of the aim of junior high school education as assisting these 

multi-dimensional teenagers in “exploring themselves” (I1, p.64), Joy took variety as 

a way to serve the diverse students, to assist them in exploring themselves, and for 

teachers to know more about them.  

When put into teaching practices, Joy’s belief in variety is shown in her 

teaching materials, activities, assessment methods and learning aids. In talking about 

her teaching in large multilevel English classes, Joy made repetitive references to the 

various materials she offered for students, including articles she found directly on the 

Internet and from the booksellers, articles she revised based on the resources online, 

and short novels, which covered a variety of topics that might or might not be related 

to the content of the textbooks. But all of these reading materials, Joy emphasized, 

were employed to cultivate students’ reading abilities. Believing in the necessity to 

develop students’ skills holistically, Joy also designed and carried out a wide range of 

activities aiming to develop students’ four skills, including cross-cultural writing 

activities and 5-level oral exam. To make use of and encourage the synergy among 

students, Joy also conducted a variety of activities that offered opportunities for 
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student cooperation. With a grammar practice task she once carried out with students 

to reinforce the usage of “spend” and “cost”, she illustrated what she believed as 

cooperative learning:  

I’ve heard a lot about this kind of cooperative learning where students 

cooperate within groups but compete among groups. This is not what I mean by 

cooperative learning. What I believe as cooperative learning promotes student 

cooperation within groups, and among groups. (I1, p.42) 

 

Pausing for a while, Joy kept on expressing her view on the kind of cooperative 

learning activities that encouraged competition among groups:  

Well I do believe that competition can enhance their [students’] desire for 

learning, but lower achievers are very likely to be sacrificed under such 

competition, because everyone wants to score high points, and they wouldn’t 

give these slower learners opportunities to play, well then it’s still not what we 

want to achieve with cooperative learning activities. (I1, p.43) 

 

Such an understanding of cooperative learning was not born out of thin air; Joy 

said she developed such an understanding of cooperative learning from a book written 

by Sharan and Sharan (1992) on cooperative learning, which she read during her 

thesis writing and which prodded her to reflect on the nature of cooperative learning 

and derive her understanding of it.  

Viewing cooperative learning in this way, Joy introduced the elements of 

cooperative learning to many of the activities she designed, which she believed could 

create three main contexts for learning that provided different sources of scaffolding 

that were essential in large multilevel classes. Engaging in cooperative learning tasks 

or activities, Joy thought, offered higher achievers opportunities to assist and 
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empathize with their less capable peers. On the other hand, it also provided lower 

achievers the access to observe and receive guidance from their more competent peers. 

Moreover, when students with approximately equal abilities worked together, they 

co-constructed a cooperative scaffold which however was not available when they 

worked individually.  

In addition, such variety was built into the content and structures of activities 

for another reason. As Joy explained why she introduced a song to students in a 

particular class, she said that was done hoping to arouse students’ interest and enhance 

their learning motivation: “So you really need to find lots of stuff to stimulate them, to 

make them want to learn, to make them want to know why, to make them want to 

know what they can do next….So you need to design a variety of activities to 

stimulate them, so that they would have the desire to learn, to know, to see what’s 

going on, yeah” (POI6, p.12).  

Joy’s belief in variety was not only built into the teaching materials and 

activities, but also to methods she adopted to assess students. According to Joy, the 

reasons for her to adopt various assessment methods were two: First, she believed that 

by adopting a variety of methods to assess students, she could obtain knowledge about 

students that was more in-depth and holistic. As she put it, “I used various assessment 

methods, and various learning [materials and activities] to discover and know more 

about each child. (POI3, P.30)” The second reason was also related to the first one, as 

she said; using a variety of assessment methods rendered her the opportunities to 

assist her students in their learning: As she employed different assessment methods to 

understand her students and their learning, she could build this newly acquired student 

knowledge to subsequent design of teaching materials and activities so to assist 

students in their learning. These assessment methods, she explained, included more 

than traditional paper-pencil tests, but also observation of student performance in 
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learning activities and tasks.  

What’s also worth mentioning is that, for Joy, designing teaching materials, 

activities and assessment methods was not simply a matter of constructing these, but 

designing the materials, activities and assessment methods in a way that was oriented 

to assist students in their learning. To achieve this aim, Joy offered students with 

various learning aids that they could capitalize on according to their needs. The aids 

that were often reported to be employed by Joy were multi-media, which included 

videos, pictures and music. In a demonstration teaching that Joy gave to a group of 

teachers during the 1
st
 phase of classroom observations, Joy was found to use a 

variety of pictures, video clips and songs to introduce the indigenous people in 

Australia to students. She explained in the post-observation interview following the 

demonstration teaching that “These [audiovisual aids] were used to construct a 

context to facilitate their [students’] learning. Yeah so that’s why I employed lots of 

multi-media when I was demonstrating the teaching of story book, Black Fella White 

Fella. (POI2, P.52)” 

Such emphasis on variety was also approved of and perceived to be conducive 

to students’ learning by most of the student interviewees. When describing the 

teaching of Joy, most of the student interviewees, regardless of their English 

proficiency levels, said the various practices employed by Joy were “interesting” and 

“vivid” and thus could enhance their interest and motivation for learning English.  

However, despite Joy’s emphasis on variety, the use of various materials, 

activities, assessment methods and learning aids however was seldom observed 

during the two phases of classroom observations. During the classroom observations, 

Joy was found to spend most of the class time conducting deductive grammar 

teaching in the form of teacher-fronted lectures on the textbook and test papers that 

were also employed by the other teachers in the same grade level, except for one class 
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near the end of the 2
nd

 phase of classroom observation. In that class, Joy carried out an 

assessment activity where she used the lyrics of a popular song “Count on Me” as the 

assessment and teaching material to reinforce the grammatical points of noun and 

adverbial clauses. Below is the observation record:  

Not long after the school bell rang, Joy distributed the lyrics of Bruno Mars’ 

‘Count on Me’ to the students and started playing the song from the CD player. 

Before she played the song for the second time, she said to the students that 

while they’re listening to the song for the second time, they had to underline the 

noun and adverbial clauses in the lyrics, adding that it was a pop quiz. The 

students yelled out something as a complaint about having to take the quiz, but 

gradually re-oriented their focus to the lyrics when Joy started playing the song 

again. While the students were taking the test, Joy walked around the classroom 

to check on how the students were doing. Noticing that most students seemed to 

have difficulties locating the noun and adverbial clauses within the lyrics, Joy 

went on to the platform re-illustrating the syntactic structures of the two types 

of clauses and then gave them about twenty more seconds to do a final checkup. 

After making sure that the students were ready for an explanation, Joy started to 

discuss about the noun and adverbial clauses in the lyrics with the students, and 

ended the activity by telling them that she was joking when saying it was a pop 

quiz and that the lyrics papers were not going to be graded. Joy played the song 

again, and then moved on to the next activity. (COR-909110602)  

 

Here in the excerpt of classroom observation record, Joy was found to employ 

an alternative assessment tool, a piece of lyrics to assess whether students could 

identify the noun and adverbial clauses within, which were two grammatical points 

that had been covered in the previous classes. When asked why she decided to use the 
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lyrics as the material to assess students and reinforce the two grammatical points, Joy 

replied that there were many noun and adverbial clauses in the lyrics, which made the 

lyrics a fairly appropriate material to assess students, and the popularity of the song 

could also add some fun to the assessment that could hardly be acquired from the 

traditional assessment tool, drills.  

From the excerpt, one could also see how Joy strived to acquire knowledge 

about students and their learning from the assessment process and then employed such 

knowledge to inform her subsequent teaching in the class and other classes. As a 

matter of fact, learning that students in this class had rather weak comprehension 

about the syntactic structures of the two kinds of clauses, Joy, in conducting the same 

assessment activity later in the other two classes, adjusted the assessment process by 

reviewing the syntactic structures before having the students locate the clauses within 

the lyrics. To this adjustment, she affirmed that it was done based on her knowledge 

about students that she acquired in the earlier class and said to the researcher “See? 

You can see how a review could make a difference! (Email, March, 31
st
, 2013)” 

Except for the above mentioned assessment activity, Joy, however, was noted to 

employ very few assessment tools other than test papers, activities other than 

teacher-fronted lectures and materials other than the textbook and workbook. When 

asked about why there existed such a gap between her cognition, practices undertaken 

in the 7
th

 and 8
th

 grade years and practices conducted during the two phases of 

classroom observations in the 9
th

 grade year, Joy attributed this gap to three major 

factors. The two factors that exerted the most constricting forces on her cognition in 

variety were pressure to prepare her students for high school studies and pressure 

from the grammar-oriented English teachers in the same grade level. She said with a 

bitter smile,  

Well…there seems to be no teaching objectives other than preparing students 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

63 
 

for the entrance exam to senior high in the 9
th

 grade year. Yeah, it’s already a blessing 

if you can finish covering the new lessons to be tested in the term exams and the old 

stuff to be tested in the review exams. We’re always in a rush in the 9
th

 grade 

year….Because we have to review the old stuff, and cover the new stuff at the same 

time. (POI1, p.1) 

      

Shortly after saying this, she mentioned another reason for her to conduct 

teaching mainly in the form of teacher-fronted lectures on grammar in the 9
th

 grade 

year:  

I also need to take into consideration bridging between English learning in 

junior and senior high. I can’t let the kids enter senior high without a slight idea 

about grammar. Many teachers in the senior high schools now still teach in a 

very traditional way, in a way as if they’re preparing their students to major in 

English….So I have to prepare students for such teaching in senior high, and 

start talking a lot about grammar. (POI1, p. 6-7) 

 

In spite of being observed to conduct teaching mostly in the form of deductive 

grammar teaching, Joy denied that she did so out of a belief that deductive grammar 

teaching was an effective way to prepare students for the entrance exam to senior high. 

As the below excerpt showed:  

Researcher: So you think that if we were to prepare students for the entrance 

exam to senior high, deductive grammar teaching is a more effective way to do so?  

Joy: No, I don’t think so. But I can’t just avoid deductive grammar 

teaching. After all, I cannot take the risk of conducting alternative 

teaching and the students failing to perform well on the exam.  

Researcher: So you’re saying that you do so because it’s a mainstream 
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teaching practice?  

Joy: Yeah. But I try to strike a balance [between the mainstream 

belief and mine.] (POI5, p. 24)  

 

Here in the excerpt, Joy implied a tension existing between her belief and the 

belief of the majority that she perceived. While she believed in the need and wanted to 

adopt a variety of practices to help prepare students for the entrance exam, she 

however could not help being influenced in a certain degree by the mainstream belief 

that deductive grammar teaching was a more effective way to prepare students for the 

entrance exam. Consequently, she modified her teaching practices to include 

deductive grammar teaching so to avoid being blamed for not undertaking the 

mainstream practice when the students did not perform as well as expected.  

Another reason that Joy gave for the gap between her belief in variety, reported 

practices in the previous years and observed practices was the impact that the other 

teachers in the same grade level exerted on her. According to Joy, these teachers 

placed their focus mostly on grammar teaching and almost always formulated 

questions about grammar that were very tricky for the school exams, which bothered 

Joy considerably as she had to spend more time to teach and explain some trivial 

grammatical points to prepare her students for the school exams. She said:  

[I spent so much time on deductive grammar teaching] mostly because of Ms. 

Chen and Mr. Chang (pseudonyms), you know the other English teachers also 

teaching 9
th

 grade classes. I used to, even during the 9
th

 grade, have my students 

write compositions. Because back then the other teachers teaching the same 

grade wouldn’t formulate such tricky questions….Anyway I could barely do 

anything else if they [Ms. Chen and Mr. Chang] insist on formulating questions 

in this way. But if I didn’t teach the same grade with these two teachers, and if I 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

65 
 

taught the same grade with the English teachers who’re now teaching the 8
th

 

grade classes, I would employ much more various materials and activities in 

class than those you saw previously. (POI5, p.21-22)  

      

  Besides the two most restricting factors, Joy admitted that her hectic schedule 

was also a factor preventing her from implementing a variety of teaching practices 

during the classroom observations. She said:  

Well…it’s also because I’ve been too busy recently. Actually I have lots of 

ideas in my head, but these years my health conditions are getting worse. Well 

they’re always not very good though. But in recent years I could feel that I’ve 

been too tired, overwhelmingly tired. (POI4, p.32)  

 

Such hectic schedule resulted largely from her heavy working load, as she 

explained; “I’ve been dealing with too many school affairs….Teachers like us have to 

take on much heavier burden when the younger teachers are unwilling to help out 

with these school affairs” (POI4, p.15).  

 

4.3 Adding Differentiation into Criteria to Attend to the Diversity of Students 

  Joy’s concern about taking care of the diverse students was not only reflected in 

the various teaching practices she attempted, but also in the different evaluation 

criteria and learning tasks that she assigned to students. In the interviews she 

explained that her belief about the need to give differentiated criteria and tasks first 

sprouted after she experienced a shock in a remote school in Hualien, where she 

voluntarily went to conduct summer classes when she was still a student in a 

university of education. She said:  

I was like, you know, full of enthusiasm and expectation, but so shocked to find 
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these highly varying English abilities among students. (POI6, p.1) 

 

In this experience, Joy felt she was exposed to the “realistic side” of English 

teaching, realizing for the first time that teaching large multilevel classes was taxing, 

and she started to feel there might be a need to set criteria tailored to the different 

English proficiency levels of students. Such feeling was later strengthened when she 

had her first full year teaching in La La junior high school, an even more remote 

junior high school in Hualien, where over 99% of the students were indigenous and 

took indigenous language rather than Chinese as their first language. There she learnt 

a lesson from a conversation she had with the students:  

When I was in La La junior high school, the students told me ‘Ms. Lee you 

teach us English, and we teach you indigenous language’ and I started thinking 

why does every child have to learn the same thing? (POI1, p.31)  

 

  Faced with these students and their somehow thought-provoking words, Joy 

questioned the validity of having students “learn the same thing”, the appropriateness 

of having students reach the same level, and she came to understand the need to 

empathize with the students and the necessity to build such empathy into criteria she 

set for these lower achieving students. 

  Joy’s idea about adding differentiation to students’ learning was again 

reinforced later in her educational visit to Holland, Belgium and France, where she 

found that students there were offered various types of secondary education. There 

with the affirming and supporting strength from the foreign teachers who raised the 

same question as her own, “Why does every child need to learn the same thing?”, she 

became even more certain about her belief in differentiation. As she said:  

The shock I experienced in Holland, well actually several countries in Europe, 
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is that ‘Why does every child need to learn the same thing?’ I had always been 

having this question but I dared not speak up. Finally during the visit to Europe, 

someone said it out loud for me. (POI2, p.72)  

 

  What Joy meant by differentiating students’ learning had two levels: One was 

setting tailored criteria for each learner; the other was assigning tailored learning tasks. 

While elaborating on how she taught in large multilevel English classes, Joy more 

than once expressed her view that teachers should not set expectations of English 

achievement for students from an “I” perspective: “Don’t require students to be as 

good at English as we are, just because it’s our strength, just because it’s our thing” 

(POI4, p.12). Instead, she thought her role as an English teacher should be one of a 

facilitator that helped students learn in ways that their abilities promised. As a result, 

she did not ask all students to achieve the same level of proficiency and mastery. 

Rather, she set students different criteria that she believed they were capable of 

meeting based on her knowledge of them. However, such differentiated criteria were 

not fixed and rigid as if she just imposed on them but flexible enough that contained 

room for self-decision on the part of students. Thus, she designed 5-level oral exams, 

worksheets with multilevel sections and supplementary materials where all students 

were provided with the same resources but given the control to decide how much each 

of them would like to challenge themselves based on their volition and abilities. By 

constructing these subtle differentiated learning materials and activities, Joy explained, 

she hoped to take care of the self-esteem of each student. She said:  

Well [I did so] because children here still have self-esteem issue. So that’s why 

I design worksheets that contain multilevel questions including basic, 

intermediate and advanced ones. You decide to which level you want to 

challenge. And like the oral exams we held in the 8
th

 grade year, there are also 
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five levels where you can decide which level of the exam you want to take. 

(POI4, p.29)  

      

  During the first phase of classroom observations when Joy was teaching Lesson 

Two, she was observed to distribute to the students a worksheet on tag questions, 

which was a grammatical point covered in the lesson. On the worksheet there were 

three sections, which included three levels of questions arranged in a hierarchical 

order from the least to the most difficult. Joy said her purpose for designing such 

multilevel worksheets was to make use of the guided scaffold within to facilitate 

students’ learning:  

[With the multilevel worksheet,] I’m not making or forcing them [the students] 

to learn. It’s that everyone needs to be able to answer the basic questions, and 

for the rest that are more difficult, you can decide whether you want to 

challenge. But I found many kids are actually willing to take the challenges. 

(POI5, p.19)  

 

  From the excerpt, one could see that the basic questions put at the start of the 

worksheet were not only questions designed to secure students’ basic comprehension 

of the particular grammatical point but also some sort of “carrots” that invited 

students to challenge the following more complicated questions. Moreover, to further 

encourage students’ willingness to challenge, Joy said sometimes she would also 

employ extrinsic rewards telling students that whoever got all the questions correct 

would be rewarded with one glass of milk tea or a fried chicken breast, which, 

according to Joy, could often work as excellent motivators even for lower achievers.  

  In addition to the multilevel worksheet, during the classroom observations, Joy 

was also found to give students supplementary materials on vocabulary words and 
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phrases related to those covered in the textbook. To this practice, Joy explained she 

expected that students with higher English proficiency levels could memorize more of 

the vocabulary words and phrases while students with lower English proficiency 

levels could memorize the basic ones. But the exact decision about how many words 

and phrases to learn and memorize, she left for students themselves to make.  

  Joy’s differentiated criteria for students with varying English proficiency levels 

were also reflected in the different learning tasks she assigned to some students. 

During the interviews, Joy stated repetitively the need for her to give students 

learner-tailored learning tasks based on her knowledge about students:  

So while students have very different proficiency levels, very often, we need to 

make some sort of change, some sort of change that we make in teaching that is 

done based on our knowledge of students. The several changes that I make 

include getting to know my students and giving them different learning tasks. 

(S1, p.24)  

 

  Considering that her teaching catered mostly to the majority of students that 

were in the “middle” might not be of great support to students with very high and low 

English proficiency levels, Joy said her way to solve this problem was to assign these 

students learning tasks she believed were more tailored to them. In one of the 

interviews she described how varying the English proficiency levels of the students in 

her school district were:  

The students in our school district have very, very different English proficiency 

levels. We have students with VERY high English proficiency levels that can 

read novels without slightest effort, and sometimes I even have difficulties 

comprehending their compositions, so you can see how good they’re at English. 

But we also have students who have problems recognizing the 26 letters, yeah, 
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we also have this kind of students. (I1, p.6) 

      

  Consequently, instead of making the students who were already capable of 

autonomous learning of English listen to her lectures on the textbook, Joy granted 

them more freedom by allowing them to read any English books of their preference in 

class. Moreover, she also encouraged these students to take English proficiency tests 

and assist their less capable peers hoping to provide them with more sources for 

learning. On the other hand, she also granted students with fairly low English 

proficiency levels the privilege not to listen to her lectures but write English 

assignments or memorize vocabulary words during class, which she admitted was a 

compromising practice she made with these students:  

For these kids, English is like Martian language, yeah, they could barely 

understand it. But if today we’re reading outside reading materials, they’ll show 

a little bit more interest in those….But if you start teaching from the textbook, 

they just gradually fall asleep. So I would make them write English assignments 

in class. (POI2, p.34)” 

 

  During the classroom observations, Joy was often noted to assign lower 

achievers who had difficulties understanding her lectures alternative learning tasks 

that they were capable of doing such as memorizing vocabulary words and writing 

(sometimes copying) English assignments, and to allow higher achievers read books 

for English proficiency test preparation in class. As one classroom observation record 

illustrated:  

Joy was now standing on the platform playing the CD so that students could 

listen and do the listening comprehension exercises on the workbooks. Most of 

the students listened and answered the questions on the workbooks quietly. 
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While the students were working, Joy again started walking around the 

classroom to check how students were doing. When Joy walked near Weber 

finding he seemed to be in a daze without trying to do his work, she went to one 

of the students who had the copies of workbook answers she distributed to them 

earlier for one copy of the answers and gave it to Weber. Weber then started 

copying the answers to his workbook. (COR-912091904) 

      

  Later in the post-observation interview, Joy explained that Weber and John, 

another lower achieving student in Weber’s class, were students that had very scant 

interest in and almost gave up on learning English so she would give them copies of 

workbook answers for them to copy from, which she also gave to other students for 

them to check their answers. But Joy stressed that by doing so she was not giving up 

these students, but recognizing that they had difficulties engaging in certain activities. 

As a result, instead of making them write the assignments on their own, she allowed 

them to copy the answers, and asked them to stay and memorize vocabulary words 

after school under her personal supervision and help.  

  Setting students differentiated criteria, however, was not a practice that was 

never challenged or questioned by students. Joy said some students would come to her 

and question why some of their less capable peers had certain privileges while they 

did not. To this, Joy said she often replied in this way:  

[I would ask them] do you want to be like them? To have the same English 

proficiency levels as they do? Do you think it’s a pleasant thing [to have such 

low proficiency levels]? Who would ever want themselves to have such 

proficiency levels? Then they [the students that came to question me] could 

understand, because they could feel the pain of not being able to learn, and 

understand that no one would want to be like this. So by this I was actually 
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trying to teach these more capable students that they could never laugh at their 

less competent peers, or be mean to them, because no one would ever want to 

be like that. (POI2, p.72) 

      

  From how Joy responded to her students, one could see that in teaching large 

multilevel English classes, she did not only establish empathy with the lower 

achieving students herself, but also got this message across to the students whoever 

questioned the validity of setting differentiated criteria.  

  But having been taught by Joy for two years, the student interviewees, in taking 

the informal student interviews all demonstrated clear understandings of Joy’s use of 

differentiated criteria and learning tasks and could truly appreciate the rationale 

behind. When asked about how he felt about Joy’s differentiated criteria, Denny, a 

lower-achieving student in Sky Class, said such practice could satisfy the diverse 

needs that students with varying English abilities had as what everyone was capable 

of doing was different. He took himself as an example:  

I have been a lower achiever ever since I entered elementary school. When 

everyone was learning bopomofo, I had difficulties learning it and didn’t master 

it until everyone else started learning characters. These are the problems I had 

with learning Chinese. Then we started learning English; I had no problems 

learning the 26 letters as everyone else did. But when we started learning 

spelling vocabulary words, I found that I could recognize all the letters that the 

words were composed of but could not understand any of the words. So I had to 

study hard so that I could memorize the words well. But when these words were 

put into a sentence, I had difficulties again---I couldn’t understand the sentence. 

(SYYY, p.22) 
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After expressing these words with an indifferent tone, Denny concluded saying 

how critical differentiated criteria were to the learning of students like him and 

students like Tom, his higher achieving classmate.   

 

4.4 Admitting that Things Can be Beyond Her Control 

  Despite trying her best to build variety and differentiation into large multilevel 

English classes on the basis of her knowledge about students to take care of each 

student, Joy still felt that it was impossible for her to enhance the English abilities of 

every student as certain things were clearly beyond her control. She explained that she 

first had such feeling when she had her first full year teaching in La La junior high 

school, a very remote junior high school in Hualien, where over 99% of the students 

were indigenous. While recounting her previous teaching experiences, Joy stressed 

repetitively how critical this period of teaching experience was to her, as it not only 

informed her belief about the need to accumulate knowledge about students in and 

add differentiation into large multilevel English classes, but also made her realize that 

there were certain things beyond a teacher’s control. She said:   

La La junior high school was a place that made you feel that there were certain 

things beyond your control….because the students were indigenous, more than 

99 percent of them were indigenous, so English was the third language for them. 

For us, English is the second language. But their mother tongue was indigenous 

language, and Chinese was their second language, which they didn’t start 

learning until they entered elementary school….Besides, many of them were 

raised by their grandparents who could barely speak Chinese, so they already 

had a hard time learning Chinese….And when they entered junior high school 

and started learning English, it became even worse. We needed to use Chinese 

to explain, and if we used English directly in teaching, that’s much worse, 
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because they wouldn’t have the slightest idea about what you’re talking about, 

because English was something they had very little exposure to in their daily 

lives. They’re unlike students living in Taipei City; students in Taipei City have 

the opportunity to be exposed to English. But students there could barely find 

such opportunities, so they just couldn’t help but think ‘Why do I have to learn 

English?’….So you can know how difficult it is to teach English there. You 

couldn’t teach them grammar, even if you explained the grammatical points to 

them, they could barely understand. Even if you asked them to do some very 

simple oral practices, they just practiced for a very short time in class and never 

practiced again when they got home. So teaching in such a context would make 

you feel really really powerless. The contextual factors would make you feel 

extremely powerless. (POI6, p.3-4)  

      

  During the year of teaching in La La junior high school, Joy was made to think 

how to enhance the students’ English abilities and whether it was possible to do so in 

such a difficult teaching setting where the socio-cultural factors had a serious impact 

on the students’ learning and her teaching of English. While she was so frustrated at 

not being able to enhance the students’ English abilities, what her brother told her a 

few years earlier occurred to her:  

When I just started teaching, I tried very hard to enhance the English abilities of 

every child, but I just couldn’t make it. And then my brother told me, he started 

teaching a year earlier than I did, he told me something very cruel. He said ‘Sis, 

you’ve got to learn to give up.’ How horrible it is to tell a person full of passion 

and enthusiasm to give up! He then continued saying ‘I told you to give up, to 

give up on enhancing their English abilities. But I didn’t tell you to give up 

these kids.’ (POI3, p.33)  
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With her brother’s words, Joy gradually leant to accept that not every student 

could learn English well and that sometimes she as a teacher just needed to respect the 

various learning process that students undergo and decisions students make with 

regard to their English learning. This realization was later reinforced when she met 

her student Emma in her third year of teaching in Fa Fa junior high school, where she 

was still teaching at the time of this study:  

I have a student who gave up on English but learnt Japanese very well within 

just three months and won the National Nail Art Contest. She told me ‘Thank 

you, Ms. Lee, thank you for being supportive when I said I want to give up on 

English.’ It was three months before The Basic Competence Test for Junior 

High School Students, and she told me ‘Ms. Lee, I want to give up.’ I said 

‘Okay, then tell me, what are you planning to do?’….She said she found nail art 

to be interesting. And we girls know that France and Japan are the two countries 

that have the best nail art. She found it difficult to understand French, so she 

tried to read some Japanese magazines but couldn’t’ understand either, so she 

went to learn Japanese….And just before the test, she could already speak some 

easy Japanese. I was so surprised! She was a student who could barely 

recognize the 26 letters but she could speak Japanese with only three months of 

learning. And then she came visiting me on Teacher’s Day, and did my nails. 

She did it so fast and pretty. And she said ‘Ms. Lee, I came back this time 

because I want to give you Teacher’s Day presents, not just the nail art I did for 

you’ and at this time she took out a medal from her bag saying ‘I won the 

National Nail Art Contest!’ Oh it always makes me cry when talking about this. 

(S1, p.22)  
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Joy said Emma’s story was a case that strongly strengthened her thought that 

she had to recognize that not every student could master English even if she tried very 

hard and that sometimes she just needed to respect the decisions students make, 

including the choice of giving up on learning English.  

  A few years later, when Joy worked as an advisory teacher at the Ministry of 

Education, she learnt about a longitudinal comparative study conducted and presented 

by a professor teaching at a university of education on the English learning of 

lower-achieving and typically-achieving students:  

The professor conducted a two-year longitudinal study on these children. The 

children were taking remedial classes….And she found that these 

lower-achieving students could hardly reach the same levels as the typical 

students did….But these lower-achieving students could still improve, though 

in a rather slow pace, when there’s someone there supervising their learning. 

(S1, p.21)  

 

  Having learnt about this study, Joy became even more certain about her thought 

that there did not exist a proportional relationship between the effort that a teacher put 

into teaching and the learning achievements that a student can make and consequently 

that sometimes a teacher needed to recognize that certain things were simply beyond 

her control.  

  Informed by these teaching experiences and her belief that English should not 

be viewed as the most crucial linguistic resources but only one of the many linguistic 

resources, Joy in the interviews repetitively stated the need for her to accept that not 

every student could and need to learn English well and to respect the decisions 

students made with regard to their English learning. She explained there were a 

multitude of factors at play that kept certain students, especially lower achieving 
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students, from learning English effectively. The restrictive factors she perceived 

included contextual factors such as linguistically, socio-culturally, and school-level 

contextual factors, familial background, and student factors. In the interviews, Joy 

more than once mentioned the impact that linguistically and socio-culturally 

contextual factors could have on students’ English learning:  

Well our context is not an ESL learning context, but an EFL one, which makes 

it even harder for students to learn English well, yeah, because they don’t need 

to use English once they step out of the classrooms. However we always have 

this prevailing social atmosphere that considers English learning to be very 

crucial. Especially for us residents in Taipei City, the ability to speak English is 

even more essential….But for kids living in Lishan, they might not have the 

chance to see a foreigner throughout their whole lives. You can see foreigners 

everywhere here in Taipei City. And for the families that are better-off, they can 

take their kids abroad. But kids living in Lishan can barely find such 

opportunities and the ability to speak English is less crucial for them. (POI3, 

p.4) 

 

  In the above excerpt, Joy indicated how the linguistic and socio-cultural 

contexts where students were situated could have significant impacts on their 

exposure to English and motivation for learning English, and thus could be 

constraining factors in the English learning of some students.  

  In addition to the larger contextual factors, Joy also mentioned school-level 

factors as another kind of restrictive factors that prevented her from effectively 

enhancing the English abilities of some students. One of such factors she said was the 

large class size in her present teaching context, which was a rather popular and 

successful junior high school and therefore was very often forced to accept more 
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students than it was supposed to. This however caused serious problems as Joy felt 

that high enrollment made it harder for her to pay sufficient individual attention to 

students, which she believed was particularly essential for lower achieving students.  

  What’s perceived as restrictive factors by Joy included not just the 

disadvantageous external contextual factors, but also detrimental internal factors such 

as familial background and student factors. When describing how she taught lower 

achievers in her classes, Joy mentioned the disadvantaged family background of one 

lower achieving student, John:  

Well these kids [the lower achieving students] can barely learn any more 

English, but you can still try to broaden their horizons by giving them some 

information about the world. Well the families of these kids, especially John’s, 

his is the worst, the poorest. He has a culturally disadvantaged family. His 

father has drinking problems. Once he came to school to teach him [John] a 

lesson….but you could tell that he doesn’t have the ability to give his child a 

lesson. He’s very drunk and was just there scolding John. So I have strong 

sympathy toward him. (POI7, p. 1)  

 

  Joy said that, in such a family, John could hardly receive any cultural and 

financial support for his English learning. Such a disadvantaged family background, 

coupled with John’s own scant interest in and motivation for learning English hence 

made it very difficult for her to help him develop English abilities.   

  Faced with these students whose interest and motivation for learning English 

could scarcely be enhanced with her use of various teaching practices, Joy said she 

would respect their current choice of giving up on learning:  

I think it doesn’t matter when he starts learning. What really matters is whether 

he has the impetus and will to learn. Some students might not start learning 
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English until they enter into senior high school or university, when they find it 

necessary. Now they don’t want to learn because they don’t see the urgency of 

doing so. But maybe in the future when he develops an interest in, say, 

mechanics, he might find it necessary to learn some English in that specific 

field. (POI4, p.11) 

      

  Holding the belief about respecting learner choices, Joy was seldom found to 

force or push students having little interest in English to learn hard. Once during 

lunch break, Joy was noted to have a short talk with Lucy, a lower achieving student 

who was often late for class and slept in class. Instead of scolding Lucy relentlessly 

for not paying attention or being late, Joy told her short stories to illustrate that even 

though she had found herself not interested in English and more interested in 

beautification, learning some English could still do her good in her future career. She 

said in the post-observation interview:  

I told Lucy the other day that I had expectations of her. I want her to learn some 

English because I hope with English she can enhance her expertise, because if 

she knows one more language, she’ll look more professional. Yeah, so I was 

telling her this stuff. She could understand. But she has very little interest in 

English, and has a very hard time learning it. I knew that. Yeah. But I don’t 

force her to learn, I don’t force her to learn. Because there will be one day that 

she will find learning English to be necessary, and she’ll go for it. (POI2, p.73)  

 

  From the above excerpt, one could see that although Joy wanted her students to 

learn English, she did not send this message to her students in a forcible way, but in 

an encouraging manner, which was formed on the recognition that learners were 

agents whose decisions could be informed but definitely not controlled by their 
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teachers.  
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CHAPTER FIVE 

DISCUSSION 

  The previous chapter presents four major cognitions that Joy held in teaching 

large multilevel English classes, how she developed such cognitions, and how she 

externalized and negotiated these cognitions in the observed teaching context. Since 

the present study aims to present an in-depth and holistic picture and understanding of 

teaching in large multilevel English classes, this chapter discusses four themes that 

have emerged from the findings presented in the earlier chapter, which include the 

impact of experience on the teacher’s cognition and practice, reflection, the teacher’s 

cognition about students, and the impact of context on the teacher’s cognition and 

practice.    

 

5.1 The Impact of Experience on the Teacher’s Cognition and Practice 

  In discussing teaching in multilevel classrooms, teachers and researchers have 

tended to focus on the difficulties encountered and the practices found to be effective 

in addressing the problems in teaching such classes (Chen, 2009; Chiang, 2003; Liu, 

2004; Maddalena, 2002; Xanthou & Pavlou, 2008). Few of them have probed further 

to understand the mental dimension of teaching that accounts for how and why certain 

practices are adopted in particular periods of class time and specific teaching contexts 

(Lu, 2011; Teng, 2009), hence rendering their discussions rather superficial touching 

only the surface of teaching. The present study, however, drawing on a teacher 

narrative, interviews, observations and document analyses, presents a more in-depth 

picture of how the teacher participant, Joy, taught large multilevel English classes, 

what cognitions she held in teaching such classes and how she developed such 

cognitions.  

  With the findings, the researcher found that what and how Joy taught in large 
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multilevel English classes were closely related to the cognitions she held in teaching 

such classes, which were shown to be largely informed by the various experiences 

that she had accumulated. In fact, the impact of experience on language teacher 

cognition has already been made quite evident in the existing literature, which does 

not only recognize the effects that teachers’ experience have on their cognitions but 

also contends that the experience of teachers are one of the significant contributors to 

the formation and development of their cognitions (Bailey et al., 1996; Borg, 1999, 

2003, 2006; Ellis, 2004; Freeman, 1993; Johnson & Golombek, 2002; Woods, 1996). 

Accompanied with such recognition of the importance of teacher experiences was the 

acknowledgement of the legitimacy of the knowledge that teachers produce out of 

their professional experience. Scholars such as Schön (1983) and Wallace (1991) both 

proposed terms “knowing-in-action” and “experiential knowledge” that gave due 

recognition and fair value to the knowledge that teachers derived from their 

experience. Borg (1999) in studying the theories underlying the grammar teaching of 

five teachers of English as a foreign language (EFL), argued that the exploration into 

the theories that teachers held were unlikely to be made without an examination of the 

crucial experiences of the teachers and the significance they attached to the 

experiences. A few years later, Borg (2006), based on the language teacher cognition 

research, further proposed a schematic framework to conceptualize language teacher 

cognition where the impacts of the vast experiences that language teachers acquired 

through schooling, professional coursework, and previous classroom practices on 

their cognitions were clearly noted.  

In line with Borg’s (2006) framework, the present study showed that the varied 

experiences that Joy had acquired during different phases of her previous professional 

life had impacts on a variety of her cognitions and classroom practices in large 

multilevel English classes. Moreover, a closer look at Joy’s stories revealed that these 
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experiences were capitalized on in different ways by her for her professional growth. 

The manners that Joy capitalized on her professional experiences could be classified 

into three ways, including feeling, thinking and developing skills and ideas out of the 

experiences. Building on these critical experiences (Webster & Mertova, 2007), Joy 

then constructed and re-constructed her cognitions and classroom practices in 

teaching large multilevel English classes. For example, in recounting her senior high 

school learning experience of English, she explained how this horrible experience on 

the one hand, became food for her to feel and empathize with the pain that lower 

achieving students went through, and on the other, worked as food for her to think 

about the need to accumulate holistic knowledge about students. According to Joy, 

this traumatic experience provided her access to experiencing the painful feelings that 

lower achieving students underwent, which she believed some teachers could hardly 

understand due to their smooth and outstanding learning experiences. Consequently, 

Joy felt she was, compared with some of the other teachers, more able to empathize 

with students and accumulate holistic knowledge about them. The impact of the 

language learning experiences, whether good or bad, of teachers on their cognitions 

and classroom practices were also noted in several studies (Ellis, 2004; Golombek, 

1998; Johnson, 1994; Lu, 2011; Numrich, 1996; Woods, 1996). In exploring whether 

the variety of a group of monolingual and multilingual teachers’ language learning 

experiences were reflected in their professional knowledge, Ellis (2004) described 

how two monolingual teachers in her study reported to have developed empathy for 

their students out of their previous frustrating learning experiences of foreign 

languages, and concluded that the unsuccessful language learning experiences of 

these monolingual teachers had gone through seemed to result in their belief that 

language learning was difficult and led them “to over-emphasize the difficulties and 

underplay the prospect of success (p.104)”, which she suspected could have a 
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negative impact on the learning of their students. While Ellis was concerned that the 

limited and traumatic foreign language learning experiences of the monolingual 

teachers in her study might not be sufficient for them to present a balanced picture of 

language learning for their students, the same negative language learning experience 

that Joy had gone through in senior high school however was perceived by her as a 

valuable resource as which laid the affective basis for her to know and empathize with 

her students, particularly the lower achievers, in large multilevel English classes.  

In addition to her senior high school learning experience, Joy also reported that 

her early teaching experience in La La junior high school, a remote resource-deficient 

school where most of the students there were lower achieving students, offered her 

access to the frustrating feelings that lower achievers experienced and hence 

reinforced her cognition of knowing and empathizing with her students. Moreover, the 

awareness of the difficulties that her culturally-disadvantaged students experienced in 

learning English also led her to think and question the validity of setting the same 

learning criteria for all students and to recognize that certain things were beyond her 

control. In fact, when recounting her prior teaching experiences, Joy stressed 

repetitively how critical the experience of her first full year teaching in La La junior 

high school was to her. Several studies have discussed the impact of language 

teachers’ prior teaching experiences on their development of cognitions and classroom 

practices (Crookes & Arakaki, 1999; Golombek & Johnson, 2004; Lu, 2011; Mok, 

1994; Woods, 1996), with a not small proportion of which focusing particularly on the 

influence that the first year of teaching of novice language teachers has on their 

cognitions and classroom practices. In exploring the teaching experiences of language 

teachers in their first year, researchers (Farrell, 2003, 2006; Werbinska, 2011) 

affirmed the significant impact that this period of teaching experience could have on 

the future careers of the teachers, as it exposed the teachers, probably for the first time, 
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to the realistic picture of classroom life and the complexities within, which often 

posed challenges of different sorts to them. To assist these beginning teachers in the 

transition, Farrell (2006) suggested that language teacher education programs should 

“promote development of skills in anticipatory reflection (p.218)”. In the present 

study, Joy mentioned many problems caused by the students and the difficult 

socio-educational context in her first year of teaching in La La junior high school and 

even reported to have experienced a strong sense of powerlessness while teaching 

there. However, despite so, Joy was able to draw upon her reflective abilities and 

skills to reflect on her classroom experiences, extend and derive new understandings 

about the problems that she encountered, hence making the hard year a fruitful 

experience that contributed to three of the four major cognitions she held in teaching 

large multilevel English classes.  

Having taught for about ten years, Joy attended an in-service teacher education 

MA program, where she accumulated a large amount of theoretical knowledge and 

further added theoretical vigor to her experiential cognition of knowing students. A 

review of existing research showed that a large number of studies have been 

conducted to examine the impact of pre-service teacher education programs on the 

cognitions of prospective teachers, but much less research was carried out to study the 

impact that in-service teacher education degree programs on the cognitions of 

practicing teachers. Of the studies about the impact of teacher education programs on 

the cognitions of teachers in the in-service contexts, most were conducted during the 

teacher’s participation in the programs and examined the cognitive and/or behavioral 

changes of the teachers that resulted from their experiences in the programs (Borg, 

2011; Freeman, 1993; Lamie, 2004). These studies reported impacts of different kinds, 

such as changes in beliefs (Borg, 2011), increasing ability to use professional 

language and awareness of their conceptions of practice (Freeman, 1993). The 
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impacts resulted from the participation of in-service teacher education program were 

also perceived and mentioned by Joy, who in telling her stories, referred to the 

experience of participating in the program far more than once and emphasized how it, 

particularly the experience of conducting her thesis study, had “changed” her 

significantly in terms of her ability to “bridge the gap between theory and practice”. 

Such bridging of theory and practice was represented by her connection of her finding 

from her student participants that different learning styles might result in various 

learning needs to her reading of relevant theoretical studies. This experience, Joy 

concluded, added some theoretical vigor to her cognition of accumulating holistic 

knowledge about students that she had formed and developed from personal 

experiences in the classroom.  

As discussed so far, this study supports the framework proposed by Borg (2006). 

But more than being in line with Borg’s framework, this study intends to extend the 

framework and argue that language teachers structured and re-structured their 

cognitions and practices not just out of their experiences of schooling, professional 

coursework and prior classroom practices. The data presented in this study revealed 

that Joy, unlike the teachers delineated in Borg’s framework, also developed her 

cognitions and practices about teaching in large multilevel English classes from her 

additional educational experiences of working as a member of the English Advisory 

Committee for Junior High School in Taipei, as an advisory teacher at the Ministry of 

Education and attending an overseas educational visit. Besides working as a school 

teacher, Joy was also invited to work as a member of the English Advisory Committee 

for Junior High School in Taipei, where she was required to do demonstration 

teaching, attend lectures and workshops and observe classes conducted by other 

teachers, hence enhancing her skills in observing students and ideas for varying her 

teaching. Such additional experience distinguished Joy from the teachers reported in 
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the study of Crookes and Arakaki (1999). In studying where teachers of English as a 

second language (ESL) obtained their ideas for teaching, Crookes and Arakaki found 

that their teacher participants, mostly working only as teachers in an English program, 

could only draw their ideas from themselves, colleagues, workshops and some 

pedagogical resources. Among the few sources they reported to derive their ideas 

from, their personal teaching experiences were the most often cited source of their 

teaching ideas, which was utilized so often to the extent that they tended to adopt a 

skeptic attitude when asked to employ sources and ideas outside the self-contained 

knowledge and ideas accumulated from their prior teaching experiences. While the 

teachers in Crookes and Arakaki’s study drew on very restricted sources for teaching 

ideas, Joy was fairly open-minded about the knowledge, be it theoretical or 

experiential, that she received from her additional working experience such as that of 

working as an advisory teacher at the Ministry of Education, and was able to relate it 

to her already-held cognition of recognizing certain things were beyond her control in 

teaching large multilevel English classes. Moreover, the sources for Joy to draw ideas 

for teaching in large multilevel classrooms were not confined to domestic educational 

experiences but also overseas ones. In an overseas educational visit to Holland, 

Belgium and France, Joy was introduced to the various types of secondary education 

offered there, which further strengthened her cognitions of building variety into 

teaching practices and adding differentiation into learning criteria in large multilevel 

English classes.  

As the above discussion indicates, the vast and varied experiences that Joy had 

accumulated, whether good or bad, had significant impacts on her cognitions and 

practices that she held in teaching large multilevel English classes. Her experiences as 

a language learner and teacher prior to her participation in the in-service teacher 

education MA program contributed to the experiential dimension of such cognitions, 
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with the experience of attending the teacher education program and those experiences 

taking place after her participation in the program adding some of theoretical vigor, 

other than experiential reinforcement, to the cognitions. However, what also merits 

our attention is that, such formation and development of cognitions out of the 

experiences that teachers accumulate can hardly be made without one very essential 

activity undertaken by teachers themselves, that is, reflection, which is elaborated in 

the following section.  

 

5.2 Reflection 

As shown in the case of Joy and existing literature, the experience of language 

teachers may have significant impacts on their cognitions and classroom practices. 

However, the findings of this study also revealed that the impacts could barely have 

been made if Joy had not reflected on the experiences that she had. In sharing her 

learning and teaching experiential stories, Joy stressed the significant role that 

reflection played in her professional development, describing it as some sort of 

catalyst that helped her to attach meanings to the experiences that she accumulated at 

different phases of her professional life. The important role that reflection plays has 

also been discussed in many of the extant studies, which affirm that impacts can 

hardly occur without teachers’ reflection on the experience (Bailey et al., 1996; Ellis, 

2004; Farrell, 2007b; Wallace, 1991). As Farrell (2007b) pointed out, “we do not learn 

much from experience alone as we learn from reflecting on that experience (p. 2)”.  

With increased recognition of its importance, reflection is no longer an 

unfamiliar concept in the field of teaching, including that of TESOL; however, there 

does lack a general consensus as to what this notion means (Farrell, 2007b; Hatton & 

Smith, 1995; Jay & Johnson, 2002; Loughran, 2002). Farrell (2007b), in an 

introduction to reflective teaching, noted that there were two major views of reflective 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

89 
 

teaching, with one “emphasizing reflection only on classroom actions (p. 3)” and the 

other including reflection on both events taking place inside and outside the classroom. 

According to Jay and Johnson (2002), the latter view of reflective teaching, which 

they termed as “critical reflection”, generally entailed connecting teaching to “the 

broader historical, sociopolitical and moral context of schooling (p. 79)” and teachers 

by doing so “came to see themselves as agents of change (p. 79)”.  

In the present study, Joy’s definition of reflection is in line with the notion of 

critical reflection delineated by Jay and Johnson (2002). For Joy, reflection was 

reflecting on the experiences that a teacher underwent and the thoughts that she was 

engaged in during the experiences so that she could use them for examinations of 

herself, her students and the relationship between theory and practice, which could 

then serve as the basis for future change in her cognitions and classroom practices.  

Such reflection was found to be undertaken by Joy at three types of moments, 

corresponding to the three kinds of reflective teaching, that is, reflection-in-action, 

reflection-on-action and reflection-for-action, noted in Farrell (2007b). According to 

Joy, she generally engaged herself in a state of reflection while experiencing the 

various and varied events taking place inside and outside the classroom. Such 

reflection was termed by Schön (1983) as reflection-in-action. Schön explained that 

reflection-in-action was the sort of reflection that practitioners undertook to examine 

the actions and the knowing-in-action underpinning the actions when they were 

conducting the actions but faced with “situations of uncertainty, instability, 

uniqueness and value conflict (p. 50)”. In the stories of Joy, such reflection was 

mentioned to be undertaken in almost every critical experience that she had, including 

her traumatic English learning experience in senior high school, her first-year 

teaching experience in La La junior high school and her experience of the educational 

visit to Holland, Belgium and France. However, the thoughts produced out of such 
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reflection undertaken during the critical events could be very different from those 

produced out of re-reflection on the same critical events after the occurrence of the 

events. This kind of reflection conducted after the actions happened was called 

reflection-on-action (Schön, 1983). According to Joy, the increased experience 

resulted from the lapse of time between the occurrence of events and the undertaking 

of re-reflection on the events often led to different thoughts, ideas and interpretations 

of the same events. For example, while undergoing the painful English learning 

experience in senior high school, Joy said her reflection-in-action was mainly focused 

on frustration that she had and the belief that such frustration was for a major part 

resulted from her English teacher’s lacking knowledge about her students. But after 

about a decade, when she started teaching and contemplated the experience in 

retrospect, she was more able to disengage herself from the intense negative emotions 

that she once had and to transform those negative emotions into the practical 

cognition and practice of knowing and empathizing with her students while teaching 

in large multilevel English classes. Such difference was also evident in her 

reflection-in-action and reflection-on-action of her teaching experience in La La 

junior high school. During the year of teaching in La La junior high school, Joy said 

she often undertook reflection-in-action to deal with the matters she encountered in 

the school, which was probably the most remote and resource-deficient school that 

she had ever seen. Nevertheless, she also admitted that it was not until later after she 

had taught for years in some other schools that she could engage herself in 

reflection-on-action of her experience in La La junior high school and relate her 

teaching there to the broader socio-cultural, socio-educational and socio-economic 

contexts of the school and come to hold more firmly her cognitions of knowing and 

empathizing with students, adding differentiation to the criteria and admitting certain 

things were beyond her control. In addition to reflection-in-action and 
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reflection-on-action, Joy also mentioned her undertaking of reflection during her 

design of teaching materials and activities, where she contemplated on the relevant 

experiences so to use them as a basis for the design of materials and activities to be 

used in class. This kind of reflection was called by Farrell (2007b) as 

reflection-for-action, which was distinct from the other two kinds of reflection in that 

“it is proactive in nature (p. 6)”. When engaged in such type of reflection, Joy was 

using the related learning and teaching experiences of hers to help her prepare for the 

teaching and reach a desired outcome in the future.     

The undertaking of reflection during, after and before teaching prodded Joy to 

search for and/or review relevant theories and further benefit from such practice. 

These benefits included improved abilities to combine educational theories and 

teaching practices and enhancement in teaching and teacher-student relationship. In 

the interviews, Joy more than once mentioned the benefits of reflective teaching, in 

particular her enhanced abilities to connect theories with practices:  

When I was participating in the in-service teacher education MA program, it’s 

like I was undergoing some sort of dramatic change (laughing). Because I had 

had about ten years of teaching experience, and plus I had these reflective 

capabilities. Well people say Virgos have this strength, always asking 

themselves why questions and reflecting on their experiences. So with these 

[the rich teaching experience and reflection on the experience], I thought about, 

knew and learnt which teaching practice was related to which practice. (I1, p. 

21)  

 

  The contribution that a teacher’s reflection can make to their combination of 

theory and practice has also been noted and discussed in several studies (Kabilan, 

2007; Orland-Barak & Yinon, 2007). In their study, Orland-Barak and Yinon (2007) 
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examined how a group of pre-service EFL teachers in Israel came to connect theory 

and practice in a reflective task designed by the teacher education program. They 

found that through reflection, these prospective teachers “exhibited unique 

connections between theory and practice at various levels of mapping, contesting, 

informing, appraising and planning (p. 966)” and attributed such gains on the part of 

the prospective teachers to the rather formal, structured and evaluative reflective 

activity these teachers were engaged in, which required them to reflect on their own 

practice as they would be graded on their abilities to articulate and examine their 

practices and the knowledge underpinning the practice. In another study conducted by 

Kabilan (2007), student teachers’ improved abilities to merge theory and practice was 

also found to be one of the outcomes of their engagement in reflection, which 

included positive attitudes toward teaching and learning, development of relevant 

skills, and improved linguistic abilities as well. While not a small number of studies 

about reflective practice was conducted in the pre-service contexts, few studies, 

however, were carried out with in-service teachers. Of those studies about the 

reflection of in-service teachers, most were concerned with the content (Farrell, 1999; 

Mok, 1994), the nature (Farrell, 1999), and the development process of their reflection 

(Farrell, 1999; Mok, 1994; Wyatt, 2010), very few were conducted to investigate the 

impact of teachers’ reflection on their and students’ performance in the classroom, 

which might account for the practical consideration raised in the study of Akbari 

(2007). In his study, Akabari proposed practical problems with regard of reflective 

practice, one of which was that reflective practice did not seem to result in improved 

teacher and student performance. In response to Akabari’s concern, this study, 

however, found evidence from the teacher participant, Joy, that reflective practice 

undertaken by a teacher could have a positive impact on her teaching performance 

and the relationship she established with students, though what specific impacts and 
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how exactly reflective practice could contribute to such impacts were unclear as 

which was not the main focuses of the present study.  

In a hope that language teachers can engage themselves in and benefit from 

reflective practice, many scholars, researchers, and teacher educators have been 

discussing ways to develop teachers’ reflectivity (Hatton & Smith, 1995; Jay & 

Johnson, 2002; Stanley, 1998). In the case of Joy, her own capability to reflect, 

however, was perceived by her to be partly inborn. Despite perceiving so, Joy still 

believed such capability to reflect could be developed by searching for and reading 

academic research articles, appealing to the theoretical knowledge within and using 

the knowledge to reconstruct their experiences and appropriate and/or re-appropriate 

the knowledge, as the three teachers of ESL and EFL in the study of Golombek and 

Johnson (2004) did. In analyzing the narratives written by the three teachers, 

Golombek and Johnson found that these teachers engaged themselves in a kind of 

critical reflection and appealed to theoretical knowledge to reconceptualize and 

reinterpret their experiences, which enabled them to make changes of different levels 

to their classroom practices.     

As discussed so far, it is quite clear that the experiences that Joy underwent 

could not have such significant impacts on her cognitions and practices in large 

multilevel English classes if she had not reflected on the experiences. From Joy’s case, 

one can see that the personal experiences of a teacher are like her personally unique 

resources, but these resources can hardly be made significant to her if she does not 

assign meanings to them through reflection. What also merits one’s attention is that 

the meanings that a teacher gives to their experiences are not always static but 

dynamic, which are open to reconceptualization and reinterpretation every time when 

the teacher engages herself in reflection on the experiences. This study hence suggests 

that teachers be encouraged to undertake reflection at the three types of moments 
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delineated by Farrell (2007b) so to make good use of and benefit from their personally 

unique experiences. This study also advances that while undertaking reflection, 

teachers can appeal to theoretical knowledge to use it as a reference for conducting 

reflection and developing reflective skills. During the formation and development of 

reflective skills, some teachers may need less guidance and scaffolds, like the teacher 

participant, Joy, in the present study, but some do require assistance of different kinds, 

such as the teaching about reflection (Gunn, 2010; Liou, 2001), the provision of a 

supportive environment for reflection (Farrell, 1999; Liou, 2001; Orland-Barak & 

Yinon, 2007; Wyatt, 2010) and the offering of an expert other (Farrell, 1999, 2007a; 

Golombek and Johnson, 2004), from their colleagues and teacher educators. Lastly, as 

indicated in the present study, a teacher’s reflective practice may lead to improved 

teacher performance, but what exactly these improvements are about and how they 

are related to the teacher’s reflective practice needs to be further explored. More 

research is needed in investigating the relationship between teachers’ reflective 

practice and their and their students’ performance in large multilevel English classes.  

 

5.3 The Teacher’s Cognition about Students 

A comparison between the present study and the existing studies on teaching 

English in multilevel classes reveals that Joy perceived students and student learning 

differently from the participants in most of those studies and such distinctions seemed 

to play a core role in their cognitions and/or practices of teaching English to 

multilevel classes. In most of the studies that the researcher reviewed with respect to 

teaching English to multilevel classes, the teacher participants tended to view diverse 

English abilities among students as a problem or some sort of threat to their teaching 

effectiveness (Chiang, 2003; Liu, 2004; Maddalena, 2002; Teng, 2009; Xanthou & 

Pavlou, 2008). However, the teacher participant in this study, Joy, perceived diverse 
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English abilities among students in a different way. Instead of conceiving different 

English abilities among students as a problem, Joy viewed it as a very normal 

phenomenon. Such conception of diverse English abilities among students was also 

found to be related somehow to her cognition about students, cognitions and practices 

of teaching English to students with different English proficiency levels.  

In addition, while most of the teacher participants in the studies on teaching 

English to multilevel classes seemed to conceive students as unitary receptive English 

language learners, Joy, nonetheless, understood them as multidimensional agents, who 

by nature possessed different abilities and whose abilities varied across different 

dimensions. The conception of her students as multidimensional active learning 

agents allowed Joy to acknowledge and respect the agency, “the socioculturally 

mediated capacity to act (Ahearn, 2001, p. 112)”, that her students exercised in 

directing their learning pathways. Such difference in their cognitions about students 

seemed to result in dissimilar focuses in their cognitions and practices of teaching in 

large multilevel English classes. While elaborating on how they taught large 

multilevel English classes, the teacher participants in the previous studies were found 

to focus on and emphasize strongly what they did to engage students with different 

English proficiency levels (Liu, 2004; Lu, 2011; Teng, 2009); Joy, however, described 

her teaching to such classes with more consideration of her students and the tacit but 

rather clear recognition of the need to value learner agency. Such recognition can be 

learnt from the practices that Joy conducted to enhance learners’ desire to learn 

English and the practices that she carried out to construct room for students’ decision 

making on their own English learning.  

In teaching English to large multilevel classes, Joy tried to enhance students’ 

desire to learn English by building variety into her teaching practices on the basis of 

her knowledge about students. However, she did so with the recognition that she 
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could only “stimulate” her students and the final control of whether to increase their 

desire to learn or not was in the hands of each of her students. Such recognition of the 

control that learners possess in enhancing their desire to learn and attention to the 

dynamic and often individualistic and complex nature of learners’ desire to learn draw 

Joy’s conception of students’ orientation toward learning, or in her words, “students’ 

motivation”, more in line with the notion of “investment” proposed by Norton (1995), 

a term that Norton proposed to replace the dominant concept of motivation. With the 

notion of investment, Norton intended to capture the complex relationship between 

language learners and the commitment they made to the target languages. Such an 

understanding represents a more authentic and sophisticated frame of students’ desire 

to learn than the old conception of motivation, and places increased recognition to the 

agency that learners exercise in their learning. While Joy conceived students’ 

orientation toward English learning in this way, the teacher participants in most of the 

studies on teaching English in multilevel classrooms tended to conceive students’ 

motivation as a more simplified stimulus-responsive characteristic intrinsic to 

students without much consideration of the impact of learners’ other individual 

characteristics and the socio-cultural contexts where they were situated on their 

motivation. For example, in the studies that explored what effective strategies and 

practices that teachers employed in teaching multilevel English classes (Chen, 2009; 

Chiang, 2003; Liu, 2004; Lu, 2011; Teng, 2009; Xanthou & Pavlou, 2008), the 

teacher participants enumerated the practices that they found to be effective in 

motivating their students without much reference to their students’ control of 

engaging in those practices and what other factors, except for their students’ 

respective English abilities, might have an impact on their students’ different levels of 

motivation in particular occasions, which seemed to imply their view of students as 

passive stimulus-responsive processors. However, the reference to learners’ control 
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was repetitively mentioned by Joy, who tried to engage students by investing in them, 

that is, by accumulating holistic and in-depth knowledge about each of her students 

and devising various practices based on such knowledge. Even though she tried to 

make students feel they were invested, Joy did not think particular practices could 

definitely result in more investments made by the students as they also exercised 

certain control while learning. As Lantolf and Pavlenko (2001) noted, “It is agency 

that links motivation, more recently conceptualized as investment by Norton Peirce 

(1995) to action and defines a myriad of paths taken by learners (p. 146)”. In such a 

way, Joy, in teaching large multilevel classes, recognized and respected the agency 

that her students exercised in directing their own learning.  

Besides recognizing and respecting learner agency, Joy also allowed and 

encouraged her students to exercise learner agency by providing room in her teaching 

practices for students to make decisions for their learning. While talking about her 

teaching in large multilevel English classes, Joy mentioned the dilemma she faced 

when setting her students with different English proficiency levels the same learning 

criteria. This difficulty was also articulated by the teacher participants in other studies 

(Chen, 2009; Chiang, 2003; Liu, 2004; Lu, 2011; Teng, 2009). The teachers in the 

studies of Chen (2009) and Chiang (2003) said to present students of different English 

proficiency levels reasonable challenges in the classroom, they would ask students 

different levels of questions and give them different levels of learning materials that 

met their abilities. To sustain students’ learning when they stepped outside the 

classroom, teachers in the studies of Chiang (2003), Liu, (2004), Lu (2011) and Teng 

(2009) also expressed that they would design multilevel assignments for their students. 

These teaching practices did reflect the teachers’ concern for students with different 

English abilities and efforts to take good care of them, but such teacher-imposed 

differentiated practices could result in a decline in slower-learners’ self-perceptions 
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(Rubie-Davies, 2006). Joy, on the contrary, despite also trying to take care of students 

with different English abilities with differentiated learning criteria, on most occasions, 

left her students the control of deciding the mastery level they want to achieve, as in 

the examples of designing 5-level oral exams, worksheets with multilevel sections, 

and various supplementary materials. By doing so, Joy on the one hand offered choice 

for her students, which was noted as one determinant of agency (van Lier, 2008); on 

the other, avoided the possible impacts of her differentiated expectations on students’ 

learning. As a matter of fact, Joy did not only adopt an attitude of valuing learner 

agency in her teaching practices, but also took the same attitude when faced with the 

various decisions that students made with regard to their English learning. 

Recognizing that multiple factors could be at play in each student’s investment in 

his/her English learning, Joy said she could only try as hard as possible in teaching 

multilevel English classes, and respect the decisions students made with regard to 

their English learning.  

The results of the present study and related studies on teaching English to 

multilevel English classes shows that teachers’ cognitions about teaching English in 

multilevel classrooms could be largely informed by their cognitions about students. 

Joy’s conception of students as multidimensional agents led her to conceptualize a 

balanced picture of teaching and learning in large multilevel English classes, which 

might also suggest the need for future research to further investigate the relationship 

between teachers’ cognitions, practices and students’ learning (which does not receive 

much attention in the present study) in large multilevel English classes if we seek to 

have a more balanced, holistic and in-depth understanding of teaching and learning in 

such classes.  

 

5.4 The Impact of Context on the Teacher’s Cognition and Practice 
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As shown in the above section, the teacher’s cognitions and practices of 

teaching in multilevel English classes are mediated by her cognitions about students, 

who are critical stakeholders in the teaching contexts where the teacher is situated. 

This section follows the previous section in discussing the impact of other contextual 

factors on Joy’s cognitions and practices of teaching English to multilevel classes.  

From the results of the present study, it was found that in teaching large 

multilevel English classes, Joy could not simply implement practices that were 

informed by her cognitions, but she also needed to negotiate her practices within the 

teaching contexts where she was located. Such a finding is in line with the framework 

proposed by Borg (2006), who indicated that contextual factors determined the extent 

to which teachers could implement classroom practices congruent with their 

cognitions. But what was not mentioned in Borg’s framework is that the extent to 

which teaching contexts can impact on teachers is not static but dynamic. Joy’s case 

shows that the degree that certain contextual factors could constrain her, or her 

capacity to find room for the realization of her cognitions had to do with the amount 

of time she had spent in that particular context. During her early teaching experiences, 

Joy said her adoption of various practices was constantly questioned by the more 

conservative principals, students’ parents and colleagues, who respectively posed 

constraints of varying degree on her teaching practices and teacher autonomy (Benson, 

2010). Teacher autonomy is a construct that Benson understood “both as a working 

condition that allows room for teachers’ professional discretion and as the teacher’s 

capacity to create this working condition within prevailing constraints (p. 263)”. In 

the case of Joy, as she spent more time in the Fa Fa junior high school and came to 

prove that her various practices were not simply tricks but could actually engage 

students and develop their English abilities and even earned recognition from others 

outside the school, she was then gradually granted with more room for teacher 
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autonomy. And even to some hard-core opponents to her teaching style, she developed 

some coping strategies, such as asking the Academic Affairs Office not to assign her 

to teach in the classes whose homeroom teachers are not willing to try a variety of 

classroom practices.  

However, even though she felt she was allowed more freedom by her teaching 

context than before, at the time of this study, Joy still perceived three main contextual 

factors that restrained her use of various practices in large multilevel English classes, 

which respectively were pressure to prepare students for studies in the senior high 

school, her grammar-oriented colleagues teaching in the same grade level and her own 

hectic schedule.  

According to Joy, the causes of her pressure to prepare her students for studies 

in the senior high school were two. One was the pressure to prepare and familiarize 

her students with the teaching style of teachers in the senior high school, most of 

whom were pictured by her as teaching in a rather traditional way placing their 

teaching focuses mostly on lexis and grammar; the other was the pressure to prepare 

students for the exam to senior high. As a matter of fact, examination pressure was 

cited in many studies to be one major factor that prevented teachers from carrying out 

practices congruent to their cognitions (Benson, 2010; Chang & Su, 2010; Nishino, 

2012; Richards & Pennington, 1998). In their study of five novice teachers’ first year 

teaching experiences, Richards and Pennington (1998) found that despite their belief 

in communicative language teaching, the five teachers, under the pressure to cover the 

required materials and prepare students for exams, adopted an approach that 

emphasized lexis and grammar. The divergence of teachers’ practices from their 

cognitions was also reported in the study of Nishino (2012). In investigating the 

relationship among Japanese high school teachers’ beliefs, practices and contextual 

factors concerning communicative language teaching, Nishino found that the pressure 
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to prepare students for university entrance exams led the teachers to focus their 

teaching on grammar and reading rather than communicative skills, in which they 

claimed to have a strong belief. Such pressure was especially intensified with the 

approach of exams, as one of the teacher participants in Nishino’s study said he would 

start preparing his students for the exams when they entered into the 10
th

 grade. 

Likewise, situated in a socio-educational context where entrance exams determined to 

a great extent the future of students, Joy admitted that she had to and indeed started to 

decrease the use of various practices and focus her teaching on grammar and reading 

when students were in the 9
th

 grade.  

Another two factors given by Joy to explain the lack of correspondence 

between her cognition in variety and classroom practices during the classroom 

observations of the present study were her colleagues and her own heavy workload. 

Although teaching distinct classes, Joy and the other English teachers teaching the 9
th

 

grade had to cooperate on certain occasions, which included cooperatively designing 

test and exam papers for all 9
th

-grade students. Her colleagues tended to place a strong 

emphasis on grammar in the test and exam papers, to which Joy felt it was impossible 

for her to change their belief in grammar teaching and could only be compelled to 

spend more time explaining trivial grammatical points in class so to prepare her 

students for the tests and exams. Such impact from colleagues was also described in 

Richards and Pennington’s (1998) study. In their study, in addition to exam pressures, 

the five novice teachers were also found to experience considerable pressure from 

their more experienced colleagues to conform to the well-accepted routines and 

practices. Such pressure was reported to consequently “discourage experimentation 

and innovation, and encourage a ‘safe’ strategy of sticking close to prescribed 

materials and familiar teaching approaches (p. 187)”.  

Besides the aforementioned two contextual factors, Joy felt she was also 
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restricted to find spaces for her implementation of various practices due to her heavy 

workload, which was found to be a restrictive factor to teachers’ cognitions in the 

study of Richards and Pennington (1998) and that of Crookes and Arakaki (1999) as 

well. In their study, Crookes and Arakaki noted that overwork consumed their teacher 

participants’ desire for reading research articles to further professional development 

and accumulate teaching ideas. Some of the teachers even said that such heavy 

workload posed some sort of threat to their quality of life and teaching. As most of the 

teacher reported to work for about 50 hours per week, Crookes and Arakaki remarked 

that under such situation “it is not surprising that a proven repertoire of teaching ideas 

and a cautiously pragmatic attitude was common (p. 17)”.  

From the above discussion, one can find that the degree of teacher autonomy, or 

the extent to which teachers can implement practices that conform to their cognitions, 

is the interactive result of teachers’ internal capacity to find spaces to realize their 

cognitions and the surrounding teaching contexts’ willingness to allow room for 

teachers to put their cognitions into practices. But just as indicated in the case of Joy, 

part of the teacher’s capacity to find room for implementation of her cognitions had to 

do with the amount of time that she had spent in the context, with more time spent in 

the context leading to increased understanding and trust and finally control from the 

teaching context. This, just as Benson (2010) noted in his study, “some degree of 

professional freedom is required if the internal capacity for teacher autonomy is to 

grow, while the teacher’s exercise of this capacity can also widen the space of 

professional freedom in which it is exercised (p. 263)”. This study hence suggests that 

to foster and sustain teachers’ professional development in large multilevel English 

classrooms, more freedom and support should be granted to teachers for 

experimentation and innovations by their teaching contexts. At the same time, 

teachers may also need to enhance their cognitions and practices so to gain a wider 
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space for professional freedom. Considering novice teachers and teachers new to a 

particular teaching context may be granted with less freedom to put their cognitions 

into practices, teacher educators may need to engage these teachers in anticipatory 

reflection to prepare them for the possible pressure from constrictive contextual 

factors and to think of ways to find and widen spaces for teacher autonomy within 

those constraints. On the other hand, the teachers may also need to be cautioned 

against internalizing those constraints to the extent that they believe that only certain 

practices are possible within the constraints (Richards & Pennington, 1998). As Lamb 

(2000) put it, “teachers need to understand the constraints upon their practice but, 

rather than feeling disempowered, they need to empower themselves by finding the 

spaces and opportunities for manoeuvre (p. 128)”.  
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CHAPTER SIX 

CONCLUSIONS 

In the previous chapters, the broader context where the present study was based 

on, the methods with which this study was conducted and analyzed, and the findings 

of the study have been elaborated and discussed. In this chapter, a summary of the 

study, pedagogical implications, limitations of the study and suggestions for future 

research are presented as a final conclusion of the present study.  

 

6.1 Summary of the Study 

The present study was conducted to answer two research questions: (1) what 

cognitions did one Taiwanese junior high school teacher hold in teaching large 

multilevel English classes? How did she develop such cognitions? And (2) how did 

the teacher’s cognitions interact with her actual classroom practices? To achieve this 

aim, the researcher employed a qualitative case study research design, collected and 

capitalized on data from various sources, including a teacher narrative, interviews, 

classroom observations and document analyses to investigate what cognitions that the 

teacher participant, Joy, held in teaching large multilevel English classes, how she 

developed such cognitions and how she negotiated such cognitions within the 

teaching contexts where she was situated. Charmaz’s (2006) coding in grounded 

theory and Webster and Mertova’s (2007) critical events approach were adopted to 

analyze the data. Member checking and peer debriefing were undertaken to ensure the 

trustworthiness of the present study.  

From the analyzed data emerged four major cognitions and practices that Joy 

held in teaching large multilevel English classes, which were knowing and 

empathizing with her students, building variety into teaching practices to 

accommodate the diversity of students, adding differentiation into learning criteria to 
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attend to the diversity of students, and admitting that things can be beyond her control. 

A further probing into Joy’s professional experiences showed that Joy constructed and 

reconstructed the four primary cognitions and relevant practices based on her prior 

learning and teaching experiences. But when externalizing these cognitions in the 

teaching contexts where she was situated, Joy was faced with contextual factors that 

constrained her from implementing certain practices congruent to her cognitions. 

During the classroom observations, three major constrictive contextual factors were 

identified to prevent her from realizing her cognition in adopting various practices, 

which respectively were pressure to prepare students for studies in the senior high 

school, her grammar-oriented colleagues teaching in the same grade level and her own 

heavy workload.  

Such findings are virtually in line with Borg’s (2006) framework of elements 

and processes in language teacher cognition, except for three aspects, which prod the 

researcher to propose three modifications to the framework of Borg. First, the 

researcher finds and argues that that in addition to the experiences of schooling, 

professional coursework and prior classroom practices, the framework should be 

extended to include and recognize the impacts that experiences that teachers develop 

outside the classroom could have on teachers’ cognitions (Martinez, 2011). Second, a 

more appropriate amount of recognition and value may need to be given to the 

reflective practice that teachers undertake to make meanings out of their experiences 

and (re)construct their cognitions and practices. Third, the extent to which teachers 

could carry out practices that conform to their cognitions may need to be understood 

as the interactive result of teachers’ internal capacity to find spaces to realize their 

cognitions and the surrounding teaching contexts’ willingness to allow room for 

teachers to put their cognitions into practices.  

In addition to the aforementioned contextual factors, Joy’s cognitions and 
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practices of teaching large multilevel English classes were also found to be mediated 

by her cognitions about students and student learning. Her understandings of students 

as multidimensional agents and of students’ orientation toward learning as 

investments over which each student had control led her to acknowledge, respect and 

encourage the development of learner agency. Such cognitions about students and 

student learning were found to be fairly different from those described in existing 

studies on teaching English to large multilevel classes and also led to a more balanced 

picture of teaching and learning in large multilevel English classes.  

The above findings lead to some pedagogical implications that the present study 

intends to advance for four parties involved in the relevant contexts, including 

teachers and teacher educators of TESOL, stakeholders of teaching contexts other 

than teachers, and researchers of TESOL. The pedagogical implications are elaborated 

below.  

 

6.2 Pedagogical Implications 

In an attempt to provide a more holistic and in-depth understanding of teacher 

cognitions and practices of teaching in large multilevel English classrooms and to 

facilitate teaching in such contexts, the present study yields implications for four 

parties working in the relevant contexts, which include teachers, teacher educators, 

stakeholders of teaching contexts other than teachers, and researchers.  

Employing Borg’s (2006) framework of elements and processes in language 

teacher cognition as the theoretical lens to view a teacher’s cognitions and practices of 

teaching large multilevel English classes, the present study finds that three 

modifications might need to be made to the framework of Borg. First, in his 

framework, Borg delineated the impacts that language teachers’ experiences of 

schooling, professional coursework and prior classroom practices could have on their 
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cognitions. However, he failed to recognize the experiences that language teachers 

develop outside the classroom, such as additional educational experiences and 

experiences of overseas educational visits, could also have considerable impacts on 

teachers’ cognitions. This study suggests that the framework should be extended to 

include the experiences that teachers acquire outside the walls of classrooms and 

recognize the impacts that these experiences can have on teachers’ cognitions. Second, 

although the framework indicated that reflection might play a mediating role in the 

impact of teachers’ prior teaching experiences on their cognitions, it did not give due 

recognition and value to reflection as it ought to be given. With support from the 

present and many other related studies (Bailey et al., 1996; Ellis, 2004; Farrell, 2007b; 

Wallace, 1991), this study argues that reflective practice plays a more essential role in 

mediating the impact of teachers’ overall professional experiences on their cognitions 

and practices. Third, despite acknowledging the impact that contextual factors could 

have on teachers’ cognitions and classroom practices, Borg’s framework failed to 

point out that the extent to which teachers can carry out practices that conform to their 

cognitions is the interactive result of teaching contexts’ willingness to allow spaces 

for teachers to put their cognitions into practices and teachers’ internal capacity to find 

room to externalize their cognitions, which also has to do with the amount of time 

they had spent in the sites. This study suggests the impact of contextual factors on 

teachers’ cognitions and practices may be more appropriately understood as the 

interactive result of teachers’ capacity to find room for and the teaching contexts’ 

volition to allow spaces for teacher autonomy (Benson, 2010).  

In addition to the implications advanced for the researchers, to assist teachers in 

gaining a deeper and more holistic understanding of their cognitions and practices in 

large multilevel English classes and hopefully in facilitating teachers’ teaching in the 

contexts, this study also proposes two suggestions for teachers and teacher educators. 
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First, teachers may need to engage themselves in constant reflective practice so as to 

capitalize on their personally unique experiences and derive “nutrients” out of the 

experiences for their cognitions and practices of teaching large multilevel English 

classes (Bailey et al., 1996; Ellis, 2004; Farrell, 2007b; Wallace, 1991). Such 

reflection could also assist teachers in gaining a more in-depth understanding of their 

teaching in that they would be more consciously aware of the relationships among 

their cognitions, practices and overall professional experiences. However, as not every 

teacher could engage themselves in reflective practice without difficulties, it is hence 

suggested that teacher educators can cultivate teachers’ abilities and skills in 

reflectivity by teaching about reflection (Gunn, 2010; Liou, 2001), providing a 

supportive environment for reflection (Farrell, 1999; Liou, 2001; Orland-Barak & 

Yinon, 2007; Wyatt, 2010) and offering an expert other (Farrell, 1999, 2007a; 

Golombek and Johnson, 2004). Second, despite the recognition that certain contextual 

factors may hinder teachers from implementing classroom practices that reflect their 

cognitions, teachers need to be cautioned against internalizing those constraints to the 

extent that they believe that only certain practices are possible within the constraints 

(Richards & Pennington, 1998). Besides, to gain a wider space for professional 

freedom within the contextual constraints, teachers may also need to improve their 

cognitions and practices, and when necessary, develop coping strategies to earn such 

freedom. To prepare teachers for teaching in the face of contextual constraints, teacher 

educators are suggested to engage teachers, particular novice teachers, in anticipatory 

reflection to make them ready for the possible pressure from constrictive contextual 

factors and to develop means to find and widen spaces for teacher autonomy within 

those constraints.  

Lastly, to create friendly, supportive contexts for teachers to (re)develop their 

cognitions and practices, other stakeholders of the contexts, including principles, 
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students’ parents, teacher colleagues and policy makers are suggested to give more 

freedom and support to teachers, as some degree of freedom and support is the 

precondition for teachers to enhance their capability to develop and implement 

practices congruent to their cognitions within contextual constraints (Benson, 2010).   

 

6.3 Limitations of the Study 

The study has two major limitations. First, owing to the limited budget and time 

that the researcher had for the investigation, the study only examined the cognitions 

and practices of one teacher and hence could only provide findings and analyses at an 

individual level. Second, despite the attempt to probe into the professional 

experiences that the teacher participant, Joy, had accumulated by the time of the study, 

the validity of the collected data about her prior experiences might be restricted due to 

her inaccurate memory resulted from the long lapse of time between those events and 

the collection of data. However, it should be noted that the focus of this study was on 

the critical events that had impacts on the teacher’s cognitions and practices and that 

this study was conducted based on the claim that time by nature prods people to distill 

events that are most critical and essential to them (Webster & Mertova, 2007).  

 

6.4 Suggestions for Future Research 

As suggested earlier in the chapter of discussion, future research could be 

conducted to investigate two aspects about teaching and learning in large multilevel 

English classrooms. One is to study more specifically the interactions among teacher 

cognitions, teacher practices and student learning processes and outcomes in such 

contexts. Although the present study did explore the relationships among the three, the 

learning processes and outcomes of students were studied at a rather general level. 

Future studies need to investigate the interactions among teacher cognitions, teacher 
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practices and student learning processes and outcomes more closely by conducting 

in-depth observations and interviews with both teachers and students.  

Besides, more studies need to be carried out to investigate the impact of 

teachers’ reflection on their and students’ performance in large multilevel English 

classrooms. Though the present study has attested to the critical role of the reflective 

practice undertaken by the teacher and the positive impacts that it could have on the 

teacher’s cognitions and practices, few studies have been conducted to examine what 

specific impacts and how exactly reflective practice could contribute to such impacts. 

As studies of this kind may remove the doubt that researchers like Akbari (2007) have 

about the practical value of reflective practice and encourage more teachers to engage 

in reflection on their professional experiences, further research into this topic is 

definitely required.  

As evident in the literature, teaching and learning English in large multilevel 

classrooms could be difficult. This study was only a preliminary step in uncovering 

the complexities within such classrooms, more studies need to be undertaken in the 

future to investigate this issue holistically and thoroughly.  
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Appendix A: Interview protocol for teacher narrative  

 Topic domain: English learning experiences  

1. Could you think back to high school, what do you remember about English 

learning at that time?  

2. Could you think back to college, what do you remember about English 

learning at that time?  

3. To what extent did these experiences influence you? How would you say that 

they have influenced you?  

 Topic domain: Formal and informal teacher training experiences  

1. Did you take any teacher education courses during college? Please tell me 

about the experiences.  

2. I know you pursued your master’s degree in TESOL. What do you remember 

about the experiences?  

3. Have you attended any teacher training workshops or conferences? Could 

you recall a particularly impressive experience?  

4. Is there any of these experiences influenced you? How would you say that 

they have influenced you? 

 Topic domain: Teaching experiences in other schools  

1. Before you came to this school, where did you teach? Could you tell me the 

experiences taking place there?  

2. Is there any of these experiences influenced you? How would you say that 

they have influenced you? 

 Topic domain: Teaching experiences in the current school context  

1. Could you tell me the teaching experiences that you had in this school?  

2. Could you tell me the teaching experiences to the class of students who I am 

going to observe?  
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3. Is there any of these experiences influenced you? How would you say that 

they have influenced you? 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

125 
 

Appendix B: Interview protocol for post-observation semi-structured teacher 

interview 

(Exact questions asked in post-observation semi-structured teacher interviews were 

subject to what had been observed in classroom observations.)  

 Topic domain: Instructional objectives  

1. Could you tell me the instructional objectives for today’s class?  

2. Could you tell me the objectives of each activity conducted in today’s class?  

3. Did you achieve all of these objectives with the design you intended? If no, 

why not?  

4. Did you make any adjustments during the class?  

5. Are there any things about your instructional objectives that you would like 

to make a change in the subsequent classes? If yes, what changes do you 

want to make?  

 Topic domain: Teaching procedures, content and manners  

1. I noticed that you seemed to tend to start a class with whole-class activities 

and then group or pair works. Are there any reasons behind such a design?  

2. I have been doing observation for over a month and noticed that you used a 

variety of supplementary materials. Are there any reasons behind such a 

design?  

3. You said in the narrative that usually you use various tasks in a hope to 

accommodate the different interest of students, but I didn’t see this in my 

observations of this week’s classes. Are there any reasons behind?  

4. Are there any other things that you would like to share about your teaching 

today?  

5. Are there any things about your teaching procedures, content and/or manners 

that you would like to make a change in the subsequent classes? If yes, what 
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changes do you want to make?  

 Topic domain: Teacher-student interactions  

1. I noticed that Lisa (an advanced-level student interviewee) tends to focus on 

her own work instead of following your instruction; what do you think about 

this?  

2. I saw that during the time that you had students work in groups, you had 

one-on-one interaction with Alice (a beginning-level student interviewee). 

Could you tell me what happened during the time?  

3. Are there any other things about teacher-student interactions in this class that 

you would like to share?  

4. Are there any things about your interaction with students that you would like 

to make a change in the subsequent classes? If yes, what changes do you 

want to make? With which students? 


