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CHAPTER FOUR: ANGIE AND MAY 

Background Information 

The First Contact  

 Near the end of June, 2006, I decided that it was time to start looking for 

potential participants.  I checked a few schools’ websites, only to find that it was 

too inefficient to find contact information this way.  An idea flashed through my 

mind.  Earlier that year, on April 28, 2006, I attended Hsinchu City’s First 

Elementary School English Co-Teaching Conference hosted by the Education 

Bureau and a foreign-teacher company.  Many English head teachers of the city 

gave talks in the conference.  I thought that these teachers are usually the active 

members in the local English teacher community, and perhaps I could start from 

them.  I found the proceedings from my bookshelf and luckily, there was a list of 

the presenters’ names and contact information.  I wrote an email and sent it to 

several head teachers on the list.  Immediately, I got a response from Eric.  He 

explained that his school (School A) had the people that I was looking for, and he 

would be very happy to help me with my research project.   

 On a fine afternoon in early July, I went to School A to meet Eric.  He is an 

energetic young man in his late 20s; he worked as the Section Chief of Curriculum 

and English head teacher at School A.  He gave me a brief introduction of the 

current status of the local and foreign English teachers at his school.  At that time, 

he was not sure whether all the foreign teachers would come back to work at School 

A for the new school year.  On the other hand, they were expecting a new local 

English teacher, Angie, who got transferred from Taipei.  We agreed that we would 

keep in touch.   

 Time quickly flied by, and I started to attend the training/orientation provided 

by the foreign-teacher company in late August.  Eric came on August 22 to give a 
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talk about how to teach the lower graders.  After the session was over, I greeted 

him, and he told me that so far, he only knew that May (one of the foreign teachers 

from last year) would be returning to School A.  He said that I should be able to 

meet May at the company soon because she was coming back to Taiwan from her 

summer vacation and would be stopping by at the company anytime.  Eric said that 

May is easy to recognize—“Just look for a black woman with long, beaded hair!” 

 A few days later, a woman who fit Eric’s description came into the company.  

I heard the staff call her name and greeted her warmly.  I approached her and 

introduced myself to her.  I briefly told her who I am and what my research project 

is about.  She shook my hand warmly and said that she would love to participate in 

my study.   

 On the other hand, I did not meet Angie until School A’s first English teacher 

meeting on August 29, 2006.  After learning about my project, Angie kindly agreed 

to participate in the project.   

School A —An ICT Model School 

 School A is located on the outskirt of the North School District of Hsinchu City.  

It used to be surrounded by military dependents’ villages.  With the central 

government’s plan to reconstruct military dependents’ villages all over Taiwan, the 

old villages around School A have been demolished and turned into modern 

apartment complexes (totaling 4,300 new family units in the area surrounding 

School A).   

 School A is also the leading Information-Communication-Technology (ICT) 

school in the city.  Eric is the key player in getting the funds for the many ICT 

projects which have been implemented at School A.  Being an ICT model school 

has become probably the most prominent feature of this school, as the principal Mr. 

Huang, the Director of Academic Affairs, and Eric all enthusiastically talked about 
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the idea of integrating teaching with technology in my interviews with them.  

School A was also one of the four schools which were selected to join the team 

teaching pilot project in 2000 (see Chapter 1).  Moreover, in the 2006 school year, 

it was also one of the two schools in the city which administered a placement test to 

the fifth and sixth graders; according to their scores on the test, students were placed 

into the Level A, B, or C class.  Starting from August, 2007, School A will serve as 

the English Teaching Center for all the elementary schools in the city. 

 With regard to its English department, it consisted of three local English subject 

teachers (Angie, Ellen, and Betty; both Ellen and Betty were second-year substitute 

teachers), two full-time foreign teachers (May and Jessie), and one substitute foreign 

teacher who came to School A every Monday to co-teach with Ellen.  In the first 

two months of Semester One, Jessie was the other full-time foreign teacher besides 

May.  However, she had many serious conflicts with her co-teacher, Betty.  Angie, 

as the head teacher, tried to resolve the conflicts by talking to Betty and Jessie but 

failed to achieve any common ground.  The foreign-teacher company finally 

intervened by switching Jessie with another foreign teacher, Alice, who was also 

having problems with the Taiwanese staff in her original school.  New conflicts 

between Alice and other English teachers gradually arose.  Alice finally quit the 

program for good in early May of 2007.  The foreign-teacher company sent a 

substitute teacher to carry out Alice’s duties for the rest of the school year. 

 For the school year of 2006, Angie taught Grades 2, 4, 5, and 6.  The only 

co-teacher she had was May.  Her schedule was evenly divided between the classes 

she co-taught with May and the ones she taught by herself; serving as the head 

teacher, she could waive one hour from her weekly teaching load.  On the other 

hand, May had to co-teach with Angie (12 hours a week), Ellen (5 hours a week), 
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Megan26 (2 hours a week), and two Grade 2 homeroom teachers.  Angie shared a 

classroom with May, which also served as their office.  This room is adjacent to 

Ellen’s classroom/office.  Both rooms are located on the second floor of the oldest 

building in the school; downstairs from these two English classrooms are the 

kindergarten and special education classes.  Betty shared a classroom with the other 

foreign teacher, located on the opposite side of Angie’s classroom on the campus; 

this room was also the place where the bi-weekly teacher meeting took place every 

other Tuesday morning.27   

Angie: A Novice Team Teacher From Taipei 

 Angie graduated from the English Department of one of the prestigious public 

universities in Taiwan.  In March, 1999, she passed the screening test of the 

PSETTP and began to enroll in the training program sponsored by a teachers’ 

college in Taipei.  Before she came to School A, she had taught English as a 

contract teacher in one elementary school in Taipei for one year and as a full-time 

teacher in another school in the same district for five years (the first year as an intern 

teacher to fulfill the requirement of the PSETTP).  Her previous teaching 

experience was mostly with the higher graders.  While she was studying at the 

PSETTP, she also taught in kindergarten for a while 

 Angie had waited for the opportunity to transfer to Hsinchu for three years.  In 

the summer of 2006, she was able to transfer to School A because one teacher from 

School A was looking for an opportunity to transfer to a school in Taipei; they did 

what is known as the “mutual transfer” between teachers in public schools.   

 For the school year of 2006, both Angie and Eric worked as the English head 

                                                 
26 Megan worked as the Section Chief of Registrar and taught Computer (9 periods), English (two 
periods), and Local Dialects (1 period). 
27 After Alice left School A in mid-May, 2007, no more bi-weekly meetings were held in the 
remaining school year because Angie felt such meetings were not really necessary.  
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teachers of School A.  While Eric took care of all the administrative work 

(including communication with the foreign-teacher company and attending the 

monthly head-teacher meeting organized by the Education Bureau), Angie was 

responsible for coordinating teaching and communicating with all the English 

teachers at School A.  As Angie described in the interview at the end of the first 

semester (2007/01/04), “He does the administration and I do the teaching.  He tells 

me what to do, I execute it, and then I give him feedback.”   

May: A Well-Traveled Foreign Teacher 

 May comes from Johannesburg, South Africa.  She is a black woman in her 

mid-50s.  May is quite well-educated and well-traveled.  Besides a Bachelor of 

Arts degree, she also obtained a couple of undergraduate degrees in education.  She 

also had lived in Italy for two years when she was younger. 

 In South Africa, May had taught in elementary school, high school, and 

university (where she worked as a teacher trainer).  After teaching in South Africa 

for 23 years, she moved to the United States.  In Charlotte, North Carolina, she 

worked as an ESL and remedial English teacher in a primary school for two years 

and as a secondary school English teacher for another year.   She came to Taiwan 

in the summer of 2005 to join the Hsinchu Program.  When I asked her why she 

came to Taiwan, she answered, “I love diversity.  I like to travel and meet new 

people.  I like to learn new cultures and learn some language.  So I came here 

initially with the hope to learn Chinese” (interview, 2006/09/05).  The 2006 school 

year was the second year that May taught at School A.   

Description and Perception of Team Teaching Experience 

Angie’s Definition of Team Teaching and Perception of Her Role 

 In the background interview, teachers were asked to share their definitions of 

team teaching and the roles they expected themselves and the co-teachers to play.  
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Angie defined team teaching in these words, “For me, team teaching means ongoing 

communication between teachers to teach children.”  With regard to the role of 

May, she expected May to bring in her diverse experience to the students.  She also 

remarked, “There will always be things that she cannot communicate to our children 

in class.  I will try to help.  My experience also allows me to know when I should 

do more teaching to fill in the gaps” (interview, 2006/09/04).  In other words, 

Angie expected that May’s diverse teaching experience from South Africa and the 

U.S. would be beneficial to children’s learning in Taiwan.  Meanwhile, she 

expected herself to provide help to May whenever needed.  As she commented in 

the same interview, “In our school, we divide the work between the two teachers.  

The foreign teacher is responsible for the main lesson while I am responsible for 

going over the workbook and doing the review.”  She continued, “In class, if the 

foreign teacher needs any help, I also step in.  To me, in team teaching, I am more 

like an assistant.”   

 Angie’s perception of her role as May’s assistant prevailed throughout the 

school year.  When asked to describe her role in team teaching on the open-ended 

questionnaire at the end of the first semester (Appendix F), Angie wrote, “I’m like a 

secretary and a translator.”  She further elaborated her thought in the follow-up 

interview: 

 

  Researcher: How would you describe your relationship with May? 

  Angie: With regard to work, I really feel I am her little secretary.  I 

  have to remind her what to do in today’s lesson or what she has  

  covered in the previous lesson because she can’t always remember.   

  I also serve as her resource center.  If she needs something (for  

  example, textbook), she will come to me.  If the things I have given 

  her earlier are missing (e.g., test papers or worksheets), she will come 

  to me and ask for another copy.  I really feel I’m like a little 
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  secretary.  I stand beside her and remind her of things.  I also  

  complement her weaknesses (interview, 2007/01/04). 

 

During my visits at School A, I often found Angie extremely busy with many 

secretarial duties.  For example, she was the one who needed to assign grades to 

students’ homework and keep a record of the grades.  After each co-teaching class 

was over, she needed to quickly jot down the page number which May had covered 

in the previous lesson because May sometimes needed to be reminded of where to 

pick up the lesson for the next period.  If Angie noticed that a particular class was 

falling behind the teaching schedule, she had to remind May to catch up or she 

would cover more pages in her own lesson.   

 The recess after a lesson was always a frantic time for Angie.  If she had 

noticed that some students had not turned in their assignments, she would call those 

students to her seat during the recess and ask them about their assignments.  If May 

assigned some homework during the class, Angie had to make sure that the “Chief 

of Homework” (i.e., the student who was responsible for collecting homework in 

each class) knew what the homework was so that when he/she went back to the 

homeroom, he/she could write the correct memo on the blackboard.  While Angie 

was usually very busy with students during the recess, May usually returned to her 

seat and got her teaching materials ready for the next class.  Angie once told me 

that she did not even have time to go to the washroom during recess.  When asked 

to describe her contribution to team teaching at the end of the first semester, Angie 

stated in English, “I have been playing the role as a secretary and taking care of 

many trifling things.”  

 With regard to teaching, Angie had anticipated the need to fill in the gaps of 

May’s teaching from the beginning of the school year.  She described what she 

needed to do in her own lessons in the first-semester-end interview (2007/01/04), 
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“Sometimes, I need to cover her pages.  Sometimes, she leads the students to read 

the keywords for several times, and then she moves on to the sentences.  We 

Chinese teachers know that students cannot learn that fast.”  As an experienced 

EFL teacher, Angie felt that leading students to read the new words for a few times 

before quickly moving on to other materials was not an effective teaching technique 

because students could not learn that fast.  Compared to May, Angie had more 

knowledge about students’ learning difficulties.  Such knowledge is an oft-cited 

strength of local English teachers who share the same first language and cultural 

background with their students (Andrews, 2007; Cook, 2005; Seidlhofer, 1999). 

 To get a better idea of what Angie did in her own classes (i.e., the class that she 

did not have to co-teach with May), I observed several of her classes throughout the 

school year.  The first observation took place on September 14, 2006, in the Grade 

5, Level B class.  Angie spent the first 10 minutes collecting homework.  She then 

wrote the months of the year on the blackboard and encouraged students to spell out 

each word as she was writing.  She told students, “Last time, Teacher May just read 

these words for a few times.  Let’s take a closer look now.”  With each word, 

Angie helped students analyze the spelling and pronunciation.  She also wrote 

some common words to help students pronounce the new words, e.g., “car” for 

“March,” and “say” for “May.”  She sometimes used Chinese terms like “the 

big-mouth [a]” (da4 zui3 ba1 [a])28 and the aspirated sound (ci4 yin1) in her 

instruction.  

 By the end of the second semester, Angie’s perception of her role as May’s 

assistant persisted.  At the same time, she also seemed to be more comfortable with 

the way she cooperated with her partner.  She remarked, “I am still like an assistant.  

                                                 
28 In this dissertation, if the cited data are in Chinese originally, they will be annotated according to 
the Tongyong Romanization (i.e., Tongyong Pinyin). The number at the end of each word indicates 
the tone of the word. 
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Last semester, I felt that I needed to remind her of many trivial things.  But this 

semester, she seems to be more used to working with me.”  She continued, “The 

feeling of always doing chores is less strong this semester” (interview, 2007/06/14).  

Angie also felt more mutual understandings and friendship had developed between 

May and her.  She shared her feelings with me in the same interview, “We share 

things that are not related to teaching.  I feel I’m her assistant as well as her friend.  

I feel more like her friend this semester.” 

Angie’s Hesitation Toward Team Teaching 

 Angie was hesitant toward the team teaching arrangement when the school year 

began.  Part of her hesitation probably came from the fact that team teaching was a 

completely new concept to her.  In terms of classroom management, she remarked, 

“Team teaching completely overthrows my ideas of classroom management because 

now we have two teachers in the classroom” (interview, 2006/09/04).  With regard 

to teaching, Angie felt that she could not really apply her experience in Taipei to the 

new context.  In her words, “Although I have many years of teaching experience, I 

feel I cannot bring it here to team teaching.  I feel I have to start learning all over 

again” (interview, 2006/09/04). 

 As mentioned earlier, by the end of the second semester, Angie felt more at 

ease when teaching with May.  She described how she and her partner had 

developed a good understanding of each other during the course of the year.  In her 

words, “I think things are much better this semester because we have developed a 

good understanding of each other.”  She continued, “For example, when she takes 

out some teaching aids, I will know what activity she is going to do.  I can follow 

her or help her to get ready for the activity” (interview, 2007/06/14).  In other 

words, Angie felt she could cooperate better with May in the second semester 

because she had became familiar with May’s teaching routines and style. 
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 Angie also felt that it was nice to have May share the teaching responsibility, 

especially when she was not in her best condition.  She remarked, “Sometimes you 

are really tired, and you know the next period will be her class.  You kind of feel 

that you can relax a little bit.  I will stand beside her and assist her.”  However, 

Angie went on to stress that she could feel more relaxed in her co-teaching lessons 

now because she had learned how to work with May.  She added, “I think I feel this 

way because we have developed a good understanding of each other.  Last semester, 

I felt quite tense when I worked with her” (interview, 2007/06/14). 

 Despite her growing ease with the team teaching arrangement, Angie still 

wished that she could teach alone, just like she did in Taipei.  She thought that 

teaching by herself would make lesson planning and the execution of lesson plans 

much easier.  She described the difficulty of doing activities in her solo lessons, 

“What I often feel helpless is that if I do an activity in my solo lesson, I have to wait 

for another week to do the follow-up.”  She continued, “It’s impossible for me to 

ask the foreign teacher to do what I want to do in her class.  It feels like she does 

her things, and I do my own” (interview, 2007/06/21).  For Angie, she did not see a 

continuity between her co-teaching lessons with May and her solo lessons. 

May’s Definition of Team Teaching and Perception of Her Role 

 In the background interview, May defined team teaching in terms of 

maximizing the instructional time for the sake of children.  She said: 

 

  Team teaching is when two teachers are together in a classroom, and  

  we try to maximize the instructional time to the best of our ability for 

  effective learning to take place.  We have 40 minutes, and we have 

  to make sure that children learn what they are supposed to be learning. 

  If we are supposed to teach words, or vocabulary, or maybe one 

  sentence pattern…29something like that, we should maximize the time 

                                                 
29 In this dissertation, three consecutive periods signal that some interview data are omitted in the 
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  to the best of our ability and be equally responsible.  Make sure 

  students get something out of the class EVERY TIME,30 every class 

  (interview, 2006/09/05). 

 

Like Angie, May also stressed the importance of communicating with the co-teacher.  

She stated in the same interview, “In team teaching, we should communicate more.  

We should always plan together and make sure the children get the best.  And be 

open-minded with some of the things.”  She continued, “We are from different 

backgrounds.  Sometimes, we don’t even speak the same language very well.  We 

really have to be open-minded and give the best to children.”   

 With regard to the role she expected herself to play, May saw herself as the 

main teacher.  On the questionnaire which she completed at the end of the first 

semester, she also emphasized on sharing her experience, knowledge, and expertise 

with her co-teachers and students.  This matches with Angie’s initial expectation of 

her.  She also expected herself and Angie to be “committed and put students ahead 

of our own interest” (interview, 2006/09/05).  Because of Angie’s knowledge in 

students’ mother tongue, May expected Angie to provide students with some 

translation when communication broke down in class; she explained, “If they are 

really really struggling with me, she can just jump in and help them with 

translation.”  

 May had a positive orientation toward team teaching.  In the background 

interview and many causal talks throughout the year, she often told me that two 

heads are better than one.  She had practiced team teaching when she taught in the 

U.S.  She explained how team teaching was practiced when she worked in the U.S. 

and how this experience had helped her teaching in Taiwan: 

                                                                                                                                            
quote. 
30 Words in capital letter indicate they were emphasized by the interviewee during the interview 
process. 
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  It helps that I have been exposed to co-teaching models before, in  

  America, although it’s not really the same.  It was similar, the 

  fact that there are two teachers in the classroom.  Maybe we would 

  teach the whole class first, then group them homogenously.  For 

  the very advanced group, they would use the computer and do some 

  work.  For those slower ones, I would sit beside them and help them. 

  For those who can work on their own, maybe I will give them some 

  worksheets to work on.  So this is an experience that really helps me  

  here.  I believe that I bring in a whole lot of experience and  

  knowledge to my classroom (interview, 2006/09/05). 

 

When asked to comment on her contribution to team teaching at the end of the first 

semester, May wrote, “My wealth of knowledge, experience and expertise that I 

have gained throughout the 25 years of teaching in three different 

countries/continents—South Africa, USA, and Taiwan.”  Her positive feelings 

toward team teaching also prevailed.  When asked if her opinion about team 

teaching had changed at the end of the school year, May responded, “It has never 

changed.  I think team teaching is the way to go.  I still say two heads are better 

than one.”  She continued, “The only thing we have to change is to change 

ourselves as teachers.  Try to come together and see what is the most important 

thing for children, not ourselves” (interview, 2007/06/20). 

Angie’s Metaphor for Team Teaching 

 Angie’s metaphor for team teaching genuinely reflected her ongoing struggle 

with the team-teaching mechanism.  For her, team teaching is like “two women 

cooking in a small kitchen at the same time; the two have different ideas and styles 

of cooking, but there is only one small kitchen.”  Unlike May who always thought 

two heads are better than one, Angie seemed to feel too many cooks spoil the broth, 

i.e., having two teachers in a classroom was just too crowded.  When asked in the 

interview at the end of the first semester whether she would choose to participate in 
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team teaching again (if she had the right to do so), she laughed uncomfortably and 

said she would not.  Unlike May who said she would definitely go for team 

teaching again, Angie said that she would prefer to teach by herself.  She remarked, 

“According to my observation so far, some students have no clue about what the 

foreign teacher is doing in class.  That’s what I mean when I told you I often have 

to be a translator.”  She continued, “What’s the need of a translator?  I can just 

teach by myself.  If I teach by myself, I know students’ weakness and where I 

should put more emphasis on” (interview, 2007/01/04). 

 There were numerous incidents throughout the school year which illustrated 

Angie’s point that some students were quite clueless about May’s instruction.  One 

of them took place in the Grade 5 Level C class in late October.  May began the 

class by putting the “Let’s Sing” poster on the board and began teaching students 

how to sing the new song.31  She asked students to follow the CD and sing it twice. 

One student raised his hand and said to Angie in Chinese, “Teacher, can you please 

translate a little bit?”  Angie immediately turned to May and said, “Oh, they don’t 

know the meaning” (fieldnote, 2006/10/23).  Angie then began to use Chinese to 

explain the lyrics to students.   

 Classroom management also seemed to be troubling Angie.  If she could teach 

by herself, Angie thought that she could be consistent with the rules she set for her 

students.  In her words, “There is no need for one set of routines or rules when it’s 

the foreign teacher’s class and another set when they are just with me” (interview, 

2007/01/04).  During the interview, Angie thought of an example: 

 

  I just thought of one little thing regarding asking students to mark their 

                                                 
31 The lyrics go like this, “There is a post office next to the playground. There is a hospital next to 
the bookstore. Look at the park! Look at the park! Look at the place that I’m talking about. It is fun!  
It is fun! Now it’s your turn to look around.” This song is part of the unit which focuses on 
prepositions. 
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  peers’ exercises.  I always tell students to give their peers a big check, 

  but May tells students to give small checks to each of the question in a  

  section.  One time, a student asked me whether they should give  

  a big check or several small ones.  Here comes the problem (laughing).   

  I think trivial things cause problems in classroom management (interview, 

  2007/01/04). 

 

In one of my visits to Angie and May’s classroom, I noticed a boy raising his hand to 

ask Angie how they should mark their peers’ books.  Angie responded, “This is 

Teacher May’s class, so give small checks” (fieldnote, 2006/10/23).  In his paper 

on good team-teaching practices in Japan, South Korea and Hong Kong, Carless 

(2006a) concludes that one of the conditions for successful intercultural team 

teaching is the “willingness to let minor points of tension subside for the sake of 

maintaining harmonious relationships” (p. 350).  Although Angie acknowledged 

that these different standards were just trivial issues and was willing to follow May’s 

standard when they taught together, she felt that they could still cause problems in 

classroom management.   

 At the end of the school year, I asked Angie to provide a metaphor for team 

teaching again.  She said that she still felt the same way as last semester, i.e., 

having two women in a kitchen is too crowded, and “one kitchen can never take two 

women” (interview, 2007/06/14).  She went on to explain that the problem was not 

May, but the team-teaching system.  In her words, “I don’t think it’s May’s problem.  

The problem is the whole team-teaching mechanism.  It’s not because of this 

foreign teacher.  It’s because of the whole system.  I don’t aim at certain 

individuals when I talked about the metaphor.”  The same view was expressed 

when I asked Angie about whether her opinion about team teaching had changed in 

the next interview.  She responded, “I still prefer to teach alone, but like what I 

mentioned before, I don’t like the system, not a certain person.”  She continued, 
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“The problem is the whole system.  It’s not that if I have another foreign teacher 

who can teach better and make my job easier, I will have a different opinion.  I like 

to teach by myself” (interview, 2007/06/21).   

May’s Metaphor for Team Teaching 

 May provided the following metaphor for team teaching at the end of the first 

semester—“Team teaching is like an inter-racial marriage where spouses from 

different cultures/backgrounds meet and have to make things work for the sake of 

their offspring.”  In May’s metaphor, students were compared to the offspring of 

parents who come from two different cultures.  This metaphor echoes May’s initial 

definition of team teaching—“Team teaching is when two teachers are together in a 

classroom, and we try to maximize the instructional time to the best of their ability 

for effective learning to take place” (interview, 2006/09/05).  Making student 

learning happen seemed to lie at the center of May’s definition and metaphor for 

team teaching.  Also, as discussed earlier, throughout my year-long fieldwork, May 

often mentioned her belief that two heads are better than one.  She used this 

expression as her metaphor for team teaching in my interview with her at the end of 

the school year. 

Angie’s Most Memorable Incidents in Team Teaching 

 At the end of each semester, the participants were asked to describe their most 

memorable incident in team teaching during the past semester and reflect on what 

they learned from the incident (Appendix G & H).  The purpose of this procedure 

was to probe into how teachers described, explained, and reacted to a memorable 

incident in their daily teaching.  The incidents which Angie and May described as 

the most memorable in the first semester are both related to classroom management.  

Angie described an incident which took place in a Grade 6 class in the middle of the 

first semester.  On that day, everything went business-as-usual until May told 
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students that they needed to do a few extra pages for homework.  Students were 

unhappy and began to make some grumbling noises.  One of the students said a bad 

word in English.  May went hysterical and scolded at the class.  Before she ran 

out of the classroom, she told Angie that she was going to the principal’s office to 

report what just happened. 

 In the follow-up interview (2007/01/04), I had an opportunity to ask Angie 

what she did after May ran out of the classroom.  She said, “I stayed with the 

students and tried to manage the problem.  The class ended and it was lunch time.  

I went back to their homeroom with the students.”  She added, “I left a few 

comments on the communication book of the troublemaker so that his parents would 

know about the incident.  I also told the homeroom teacher what had happened.”  

Angie told me that May first went to the Office of Academic Affairs to make a 

complaint and ask for help; she did not go to the principal’s office afterwards 

because the staff at the Office of Academic Affairs stopped her. 

 In the same interview, Angie also described how May often reacted to students’ 

behavioral problems.  In her words, “When students sometimes have some 

behavioral problems, May will say we should report them to the homeroom teacher, 

write a letter to or call their parents, or even we should talk to the principal.”  

Angie felt that this is such an obvious example of cultural differences.  She further 

elaborated, “In the school environment, we know that we have to deal with these 

problems by ourselves.  These issues are not so serious that we need to talk to the 

principal.”  She also expressed her frustration, “I’m really annoyed because we 

cannot just go to the homeroom teacher or the administrator all the time…In my 

understanding, I’m responsible for my own classes.  I should not give more 

troubles to the homeroom teachers” (interview, 2007/01/04).  Even though May 

had been in Taiwan for more than a year, it seemed that she still had not been fully 
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socialized into the ways that Taiwanese schools function.   

 When asked what she learned from this incident, Angie commented, “I learned 

that the foreign teacher’s overreaction results from cultural differences.  And it 

really is a problem in our team teaching.”  Angie agreed that students should not be 

disrespectful, but she felt teachers should not take students’ words personal.  In 

Angie’s words, “We know from our experience with students that they don’t really 

target at you when they say bad words.  They just say it.  I know this is a bad 

behavior, and we should stop it.  However, she takes it personal” (interview, 

2007/01/04). 

 As mentioned earlier, Angie felt that she had developed a good relationship 

with May by the second semester and her cooperation with her partner went quite 

well.  When asked to talk about her most memorable incident in team teaching in 

the second half of the year, Angie first asked me if the incident had to be related to 

May; I told her there is no such restriction.  She then told me that the conflicts the 

other foreign teacher, Alice, had with everyone in the English team were very 

memorable (interview, 2007/06/14).  As mentioned earlier, Alice joined School A 

in early November and left in early May.  She began to show signs of emotional 

instability in March, 2007.  At the same time, complaints about Alice were 

mounting to the point that even the principal of School A was informed about the 

situation.  The older children complained that Alice was extremely moody.  The 

homeroom teachers of the younger children felt that Alice was too strict with their 

students.    

 Along with Betty and Ellen, Angie sat down to talk with Alice in mid-April, an 

occasion which she later described to me as “very ugly” (researcher journal, 

2007/04/16).  According to Angie, in the meeting, Alice acted very emotionally and 

accused everyone of not helping her.  No common ground was reached, and Angie 
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reported this event to the foreign-teacher company as a way to file a formal 

complaint about Alice; she even told the company that they should send Alice to see 

a psychiatrist.   

 On May 8, the foreign-teacher company finally intervened by setting up a 

meeting for every party to talk openly.  The foreign-teacher consultant, Alice, Eric, 

Ellen, Angie, Betty, and the Director of Academic Affairs from School A all attended 

the meeting.  According to Angie, who described the event to me one week later 

during my visit to her classroom, Alice talked in a destructive and disrespectful 

manner again, and no consensus was reached.  After the meeting was over, Alice 

went back to School A, packed everything and left. 

 Angie, a calm and even-tempered person, was deeply frustrated by Alice’s 

behaviors.  She remarked in one of the interviews, “The conflicts Alice had with 

everybody create a strong impression on me.  I was contemplating if we were the 

problems, but then my conclusion is that it’s her personality” (interview, 

2007/06/14).  In the midst of her frustration, Angie even told the principal that she 

hoped to leave the English department and work as a homeroom teacher in the new 

school year.32  

May’s Most Memorable Incidents in Team Teaching 

 For May, the most memorable incident during the first semester was also 

related to classroom management.  May described a challenging Grade 6 class 

which she had to co-teach with Ellen.  In one of the lessons, the “problem” students 

were not paying attention to May and were murmuring some words.  May got upset 

and started to scold at them.  She asked these boys to stand outside the classroom.  

Having learned from the last confrontation she had with students in her class with 

                                                 
32 In fact, School A has had a history of high attrition rate of English teachers. Angie once told me 
that there are five homeroom teachers at her school who used to work as English subject teachers 
(researcher journal, 2007/03/29). 
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Angie (the incident Angie described as most memorable during the first semester), 

May did not look for help from the administration office this time.  Instead, she ran 

to Angie’s room to find her (Angie did not have to teach in that period).  Angie 

talked to the students and sat in this class the next week.  May described this 

experience in these words, “During the last semester, I had a trying period with a 

Grade 6 class which comprised of ‘special students.’  The learners were not 

cooperative and nothing I did with my co-teacher seemed to help.”  She continued, 

“Some students were shy and passive in class.  Others were just plain disrespectful, 

and this affected my teaching and self-esteem tremendously.”  May saw the 

problem students as “special ed.” students and commented that she had not been 

trained as a special education teacher to deal with these students.   

 May’s reaching out for help demonstrates her loss of self-regulation in the 

midst of overwhelming stress.  Sociocultural theory depicts learning as a 

movement from object- and other-regulation to self-regulation.  In other words, 

whereas novices rely on external assistance to complete a task, experts are 

self-directed, or self-regulated.  However, as Verity (2000) suggests, a reversion to 

novicehood is still possible for experts since the Vygotskian sociocultural paradigm 

is built upon the tenet that “development is neither uniform nor unidirectional” (p. 

182).  As the principle of continuous access predicts (Frawley & Lantolf, 1985), 

even a fully self-regulated expert may, when facing debilitating stress, revert to 

novice-like state and look for help from the objects or people in the external 

environment.  According to Verity (2000), “Such reversion signals a breakdown in 

the person’s normally skilled, automatic engagement in the activity” (p. 182).  In 

May’s case, she is a teacher with good teaching skills and love for children.  

However, unable to cope with the stress of dealing with the misbehaved students, 

she became other-regulated (i.e., depending on Angie) in the midst of her despair. 
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 From these conflicts with the sixth graders, May realized that teachers in 

Taiwan needed to try their best to deal with student problems on their own.  In the 

follow-up interview, she said, “I just learned that you know, discipline, as I know it,  

school-wise, is totally different in Taiwan.  If the class teacher cannot cope and if 

the co-teacher cannot cope with the children, there is no support from the office.”  

She felt that the administrative staff should help teachers to discipline the 

children—“I feel such children should at least get some form of authority from, like 

for instance, Student Affairs.  Somebody should come down and help the teachers” 

(interview, 2006/12/28).  She said later in the same interview, “It’s not only the 

homeroom teacher.  It’s not only the co-teachers.  It’s not just the parents.  It’s 

everybody.”  She continued, “What is it that the school is doing?  Obviously, the 

head of Student Affairs cannot say to the parents that the homeroom teacher cannot 

do anything, so we can’t do anything.” 

 She also described how discipline was reinforced in the schools she worked for 

in the U.S.: 

 

  In most of the schools in the district I worked with in America, if there 

  are children who behave badly, the parents will be called in.  And 

  second time, the child may be suspended for half a day or so.  And 

  third time, children will be suspended for a day.  That’s a big issue for  

  parents in America because they work.  If they have to leave the child 

  for somebody else or if they have to be away from work, they are losing 

  money (interview, 2006/12/28). 

 

Being aware that children do not get suspended in Taiwan as a penalty for causing 

troubles at school, May suggested that the school should set time for “teaching 

children good manners.”  Again, she used her previous experience in America as a 

reference point—“In most schools in America, it’s a law in most districts that every 

week, for 15 minutes, at the classroom meeting, teachers must discuss with the 
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children who you want to congratulate and who you appreciate.”  She further 

commented on this routine, “It works wonders.  Apparently, these children are 

taught the values and norms of society.”  I noticed that at this point, she hesitated a 

little bit before she continued, “To me, well, the Taiwanese people got values and 

norms.  This is what I also expect from the children.  I don’t know if there is 

anything like that.  You know, teaching the children some of the skills” (interview, 

2006/12/28).   

 Although May did not go as far as to question whether children in Taiwan were 

ever taught the “values and norms of society,” she seemed to feel that this was 

something that the Taiwanese education system lacked.  She suggested that once in 

a month, in the school assembly, students should be “taken back to values and norms 

and how they should behave” (interview, 2006/12/28).  Although Angie had 

assured May in the meeting on November 28 and on many other occasions that 

character education is something that the Taiwan education system always stresses, 

May seemed to be in disbelief.  Language could be a barrier for May’s learning of 

how schools function and how children are taught in Taiwan.  In other words, even 

if character education was discussed and reinforced in the public domain (e.g., 

during the school assembly) or in the classroom, May probably had no way of 

understanding what was going on or what was discussed.  Also, May did not seem 

to realize that class size and school size in Taiwan are much larger from those in the 

U.S and that the administrators’ work mainly resolves around the macro-level affairs.  

Furthermore, the discipline mechanism in Taiwan’s elementary schools is mainly 

class-based.  In other words, it is the responsibility of homeroom and subject 

teachers to maintain discipline.  Although May had worked in Taiwan (and at the 

same school) for the second year, there were still gaps in her knowledge of what  

Gingerich (2004) refers to as pedagogical context knowledge, which is developed by 
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teachers’ ability “to see and understand the interrelated contexts of the classroom, 

the school, and the society” (p. 240). 

 According to May, in their contract with the foreign-teacher company, foreign 

teachers working for the Hsinchu Program were told to leave classroom discipline to 

the Chinese co-teachers.  May disagreed, “Although the company said that we 

should not be involved in discipline, to me, discipline just comes naturally.  I think 

both of us have to be involved in classroom discipline.”  When I asked her if she 

knew why the company made such a specification on the contract, she explained in 

the same interview: 

 

  Well, I believe it’s a matter of cultural difference.  The Chinese 

  teacher knows how to handle the Chinese children, which to me 

  is sort of questionable.  Growing up in the black culture in South 

  Africa, every adult is your parent, your brother, your sister, your   

  mother.  They can call you to order if you do something wrong. 

  Your neighbor could call you to order, you know?  Here, maybe 

  it’s a matter of saying you know, we don’t really know children 

  so much, the Chinese children…To me, children are just children, 

  be they white, yellow, black, or whatever.  They need nurturing  

  and guidance (2006/09/05).   

 

Influenced by her growing-up experience in the black community in South Africa, 

May believed that children should be properly guided and disciplined.  These 

words by her show that teachers continue to weigh their classroom decisions based 

on people and events from their childhood (Raymond, Butt & Townsend, 1992; 

Webb, 2004).  As Webb (2004) contends, “In understanding who a teacher is today, 

it is important to know the teacher when she was a child” (p. 39).  In other words, 

the “personal pre-professional history” of teachers (Raymond, Butt & Townsend, 

1992, p. 151) plays an important role in shaping who they are as teachers today. 

 During my fieldwork, I noticed that May was always concerned with students’ 
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behaviors.  One incident took place before the class began in mid-September.  

May and Angie were discussing about a game in the teacher’s manual.  Some 

students arrived early and were shouting and running in the classroom.  One 

student had something to give to Angie, and he interrupted the talk by speaking 

loudly.  May shook her head and told the boy that he should not disturb teachers’ 

conversation like that.  The bell rang and May began the class by telling students: 

(a) in the classroom, you don’t yell; (b) say “excuse me” if you need to interrupt my 

talk (fieldnote, 2006/09/14).  May also did a little bit of acting to demonstrate what 

she meant.  When students misbehaved, May would often take some time to talk 

about the behaviors with students. 

 May was especially frustrated by the conflict she had with some of the students 

in the Grade 6 class she co-taught with Ellen.  She thought that Ellen was not as 

experienced as Angie and was afraid of confronting the students.  In her words, “I 

think my co-teacher for that class is a little bit inexperienced.  I think the person 

who has to install discipline is afraid of them.  I think she is not that confident”  

(interview, 2006/12/28).  By the end of the first semester, May had decided to leave 

classroom discipline in this class to Ellen.  She told me in the same interview, “I 

just spoke to my co-teacher.  I just said to her, ‘I’m gonna go there and teach.’  If 

they do not listen, I follow the contract.  I will stand at the back, and she can deal 

with them.”  She commented that she had exhausted every strategy she had to try to 

manage these students.  The multiple conflicts May had with the students forced 

her to play a more passive role in classroom discipline.  

 At the end of the second semester, May told me that there was no specific event 

which she remembered as the most memorable.  She said that this is probably 

because she and her co-teachers had a very short and busy semester (interview, 

2007/06/11).  She also commented on disciplining the sixth graders in the same 
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interview: 

 

  This semester, it was even worse because they know they are  

  leaving.  But fortunately, my teammates or co-teachers  

  handled the situation.  Then it’s just a matter of being  

  patient and knowing fine, this is normal behavior (pause).  They  

  don’t think they are coming back, so they just do what they do.   

  Sometimes, it’s just the excitement, the excitement that  

  they finally reached their goal.  But the whole thing was  

  that discipline was even more intense in this semester (interview,  

  2007/06/11). 

 

Although May felt that discipline was even more challenging in the second semester, 

she seemed to be more well-adjusted to the mindset of the sixth graders.  During 

this period of time, there was no serious conflict between her and the students, and 

her Chinese co-teachers seemed to have everything under control.  For May, the 

second semester was much smoother than the first. 

May’s View of Racism 

 The month of November, 2006 was a period of difficult time for Angie, May, 

and Ellen.  During the month, May was having serious conflicts with her Grade 6 

classes which she co-taught with Angie and Ellen.  May started to accuse students 

of being racist, making comments like “Students misbehave because they don’t like 

black people” to Angie and Ellen (fieldnote, 2006/11/27).  In a causal talk with 

Angie and Ellen on November 27, they told me that they were deeply frustrated by 

these comments.  Ellen told me that she had repeatedly told May that these students 

behaved even worse in her solo classes with them and that they did not misbehave 

because of May’s appearance (this class was one of the notorious “problem” classes 

at School A).  At that time, May refused to accept any explanations offered by 

Ellen and Angie and insisted that students were disrespectful to her because they 
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were racist.   

 Around the same time that May was struggling in her school, she was also 

developing a close relationship with Ivy, the foreign teacher of School C who 

participated in my study in the first semester.  May and Ivy were the only two black 

female teachers in the Hsinchu Program during the school year of 2006 (there was 

also a black male teacher working in the program).  During the first semester, Ivy 

was having some serious problems at School C, and the school was considering 

replacing her (see Chapter 6 for more details).  May was very upset that School C 

was turning Ivy down; Angie told me that in one of their casual talks, May also 

accused Ivy’s colleagues of being racist.  

 I was very curious about May’s own description of her feelings.  In one of the 

before-class conversations, I first greeted May who was sticking flashcards to the 

blackboard.  I made a passing comment that I just came from Ivy’s school.  She 

told me that she was very upset with Ivy’s situation and that she is always very 

sensitive to racism.  I asked her if she had ever experienced racism at School A.  

She said no, but went on to say, “I’m a very sensitive person.  When students 

misbehave, I sometimes think that ‘Are you misbehaving because I am black?’” 

(fieldnote, 2006/12/05).   

Any accusation of racism is a serious statement.  Verity’s (2000) view on 

experts’ loss of self-regulation and reversion to novicehood when facing emotional 

distress can also be applied to explain May’s accusation of racism.  Deeply 

frustrated by her unpleasant experience with some of the Grade 6 students in her 

school and probably influenced by her empathy for her friend Ivy, May reverted to a 

novice-like emotional state in which she seemed to lose control of her composure at 

times.   

 In the last two months of 2006, May’s emotional problems really influenced her 
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teaching performance and interaction with her colleagues, although her son’s visit 

from South Africa did brighten up her mood after mid-December.  She was more 

silent when she was not teaching.  When she was teaching on the stage, she was 

less energetic, especially with the problematic Grade 6 classes.  In the teacher 

meeting on November 28, she asked Angie if the local English teachers could 

sometimes spend five minutes talking to students about “the importance of 

respecting others” (fieldnote, 2006/11/28).  She said, with much agony, “People 

hurt, and I hurt, too.”  Angie said that she would spend some time talking about 

this issue with students in her classes, but she also told May that moral education is 

something that Chinese teachers always emphasize at school.   

 In the midst of her struggle with the misbehaved students, May acknowledged 

on the questionnaire that she should learn to control her emotion when it came to 

classroom discipline.  Our conversation about her view on racism continued in the 

interview at the end of the first semester: 

 

  Researcher: So when students disrespect you, you sometimes think that 

  it’s because of your skin color? 

  May: Maybe.  Sometimes I really feel that.  I also have told Angie. 

  I have done this and I have tried that.  Maybe they don’t want a  

  black teacher.  Maybe they want a white teacher.  And of course, 

  anyways, Ellen said they do the same in her classes.  I feel a bit 

  better then because if they can do it to her, it’s not my problem.  I am 

  highly sensitive to racism and discrimination.  Maybe too much so. 

  I should stand back and say no no no (interview, 2006/12/28). 

 

In her description of the conflicts with students, May repeatedly mentioned that she 

had applied every resource she had to deal with these students.  However, 

according to Ellen, the tension between May and these students had built to the point 

that May always showed a very unhappy face and negative attitude when she taught 
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this class.  Ellen referred to this as a “vicious circle” (fieldnote, 2006/11/27) — 

seeing that May seemed to have lost control of her emotions, the misbehaved 

students challenged her even more by being uncooperative, which in turn, made 

May even more frustrated.  May’s frustration was mounting to the point that her 

teaching was affected.  Perhaps Verity’s (2000) words best sum up May’s situation, 

“…feeling like a novice again is not just embarrassing or annoying, it actually 

impedes expert activity by fragmenting cognitive functioning” (p. 181).  By the 

time the interview took place, it was already a few weeks away from those serious 

conflicts that May had with these students.  Although she still felt that students 

misbehaved because of her ethnicity, she was able to take a step back and told me 

that maybe she was too sensitive. 

The Issue of Accent 

 The issue of accent is a recurring theme in my data collection across three 

schools.  In my first classroom observation at School A, I noticed May’s accent is 

quite different from the American accent that most Taiwanese people are 

accustomed to.  What was particularly noticeable was her pronunciation of 

retroflex sounds.  In this class, May had to read out a few items to help students 

write the placement test.  I noticed that she read “ice cream” as “ice clim” 

(fieldnote, 2006/09/04).  In another class in November, May was introducing 

“shirt” and “shorts” to students.  I found that her pronunciation of the two words 

confused the students because she did not really pronounce the retroflex sounds 

clearly.  As a result, many students could not tell which of the two words May was 

saying (fieldnote, 2006/11/27).  Later in the semester, in a casual chat with Ellen 

and Angie, Ellen (who had worked with May in the previous year) told me that May 

spoke with a much heavier South African black accent when she first began teaching 

at School A in 2005.  For example, she would pronounce the word “soccer” as 
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[saka], without the retroflex sound.  May was told that her pronunciation was hard 

for many children to understand, and she tried to modify it. 

 Although May was willing to somewhat modify her pronunciation, she 

questioned the fact that the American accent is the one “wanted” in Taiwan.  In a 

visit in late December, May told me that a teacher from School B was coming to 

visit her.  It turned out that it was Julie, who had introduced me to Nancy, one of 

my participants at School B (see Chapter 5 for more details).  At that time, Julie 

was working on her master degree in one of the local universities.  She had 

scheduled a meeting with May to record May’s oral reading of a piece of article.  

After Julie arrived, she told us that the purpose of her study was to find out 

elementary school students’ attitudes toward different English accents.  Upon 

hearing this, May said, “I don’t understand why people want American accent here” 

(fieldnote, 2006/12/28).  Julie explained that the American accent is the norm in 

Taiwan, and May replied with an unhappy facial expression, “Not everybody speaks 

with an American accent.”  Although May had learned from her teaching in Taiwan 

that American accent is the norm, she did not agree that everyone should speak like 

Americans.  She once told me in one of our causal talks, “How many of these 

children will have an opportunity to talk to Americans when they grow up?  They 

just need to learn how to use English to communicate!” (fieldnote, 2006/12/11). 

Development in Skills and Knowledge  

 An important focus of the current study is to investigate what skills and 

knowledge teachers learned from engaging in team teaching.  As mentioned in 

Chapter 2, the classroom where teachers spend much of their time is now recognized 

as a legitimate site for teacher learning to take place (Johnson, 2006).  This section 

will present and discuss the data related to May and Angie’s development in skills 

and knowledge. 
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May’s Growth 

Areas May wanted to improve on 

 In the background interview conducted at the beginning of the school year, I 

asked each teacher to discuss the skills they would like to improve on and the 

knowledge they hoped to gain (Appendix E).  May told me that she would like to 

learn more about positive discipline approaches (e.g., giving rewards for good 

behavior).  Also, she wanted to gain more knowledge of the Chinese language.  In 

her words, “The fact that I don’t speak any Chinese, to me, that’s a minus.  This is 

an area that I really need to improve.  If I can speak the language, I can know the 

children better” (interview, 2006/09/05).  May offered an example to illustrate how 

her limited knowledge of Chinese had helped her in the daily teaching.  She said in 

the same interview, “Yesterday I noticed that when I was teaching them Monday, 

Tuesday, and I used my fingers to count.  Maybe they didn’t really understand, so I 

said ‘Monday sing1 ci2 yi1, Tuesday sing1 ci2 er4.’”  May continued, “They were 

like ‘Oh~ A-ha!’  That was a fun moment for them.  That made them understand 

Monday is day one.”   

May’s gains 

 At the end of the first semester, I asked May if she had had opportunities to 

learn about positive discipline approaches and the Chinese language.  For the 

former, she mentioned that she had observed some approaches from the homeroom 

teachers she worked with.  She remarked, “They normally reward the kids.  They 

got their own reward system.  They also give candy.  Well, we don’t give candy 

here simply because they are a little bit bigger now.  Maybe I should give them 

candy sometimes” (interview, 2006/12/28).  In the last few classes of the second 

semester, May did give candy to students. 

 In one of the interviews, I also asked her if she had learned anything from 
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Angie, and she said, “Ya, just her manner of conducting her own classes.  While I 

am sitting here, she does almost the same.  But I don’t know if it’s because she 

speaks Chinese.  The children seem to behave better.”  She continued, “I don’t 

understand Chinese, but I see them behave better.  I must ask her what she is doing 

to them.  It must be a positive thing.  They behave quite well” (interview, 

2006/12/28).  She also stated that from Angie, she learned some games and ways of 

teaching pronunciation to children.  In her words, “I have learned some games 

from her.  What it comes to phonics and teaching children the sounds, she always 

emphasizes that.  I think it’s very good for EFL students.  I am learning that a lot.”  

She provided an example—“Like when she says “cat,” she would say [k] [k] [k], [æ] 

[æ] [æ], [t] [t] [t].  So I wait for these opportunities to learn from her” (interview, 

2006/12/28). 

 With regard to her knowledge in Chinese, she commented at the end of the first 

semester that she had not formally learned Chinese, though she did pick up a few 

words when she was at the church every Sunday.  She told me that it was difficult 

to pick up words from teaching with Angie because Angie would speak Chinese to 

the students in a very rapid manner.  However, if she noticed a word that she 

thought was helping students to understand, she would later ask Angie what that 

word is and tried to learn it.  At the end of the second semester, she also told me 

that she planned to take Chinese lessons at the language center of a local university 

in the next school year. 

 Meanwhile, May’s conflicts with some of the sixth graders during the first 

semester provided her with opportunities to learn more about her co-teachers and the 

local school culture.  With regard to her co-teachers, May wrote in the 

questionnaire, “I learned that every co-teacher is unique and that I should try to 

work with each co-teacher’s confines.  Some co-teachers are experienced, 
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professional, and do their best to maximize instruction time.  Others do the direct 

opposite.”  As mentioned in the last section, May was quite unsatisfied with how 

one of her co-teachers Ellen handled the problem students; she thought that Ellen 

was too soft and inexperienced to control the students.  On the other hand, she 

often praised Angie as professional and experienced. 

 Regarding the school culture, May certainly had some knowledge about how 

schools function in Taiwan because she had worked here for more than a year.  For 

example, she once asked Angie in the first teacher meeting of the first semester if 

she could move one of her classes from the afternoon to morning.  Angie first made 

sure that she understood May’s request correctly and said that she would have to 

check with Eric (since every teacher’s teaching schedule had been finalized).  May 

then told Angie that she would just follow the current schedule because she 

understood that a small change would turn the whole school’s schedule 

up-side-down (fieldnote, 2006/08/29).  During the first semester, from her conflicts 

with students, one additional dimension of knowledge which May gained was that 

taking care of student problems was mainly the class teacher’s responsibility.  

Although she disagreed with the fact that the administrators would not step in to 

offer more help, she felt that she needed to try to resolve conflicts either by herself 

or with the help of her co-teachers.       

 After practicing team teaching at School A for two years, May wondered how 

she could motivate her weaker learners to learn English.  According to her 

observation, these were usually the ones whose parents could not afford to send 

them to after-school classes, or bushiban.  She told me about a talk she had with 

Angie: 

 

  Another thing we were discussing was as I understand, this project  
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  got started because there are parents who cannot afford to send  

  their kids to bushiban.  So apparently, the children who are still  

  gaining are still the bushiban kids.  Those who are meant to be  

  gaining a lot from this program are not because they are not  

  benefiting.  First, they don’t have the confidence, and secondly,  

  they just have English once a week.  Maybe because their first  

  experience with English was not that good.  They are really  

  demotivated.  We find ourselves AGAIN teaching those children  

  who are benefiting from bushiban.  I don’t know how we can do 

  it.  I just don’t know (interview, 2007/06/11). 

 

May went on to talk about that she and her co-teachers always tried to involve these 

weaker students in their daily teaching, but she felt that these students had developed 

a kind of “mental block” toward learning English.  Despite her feeling of 

helplessness, May seemed to have learned important contextual knowledge about 

teaching English in elementary schools in Taiwan, i.e., those who excel in English 

classes at school may often be the ones who receive extra instruction after school.  

For her, it is important that she keeps trying to narrow the gap in the English ability 

between the haves and have nots.  

Angie’s Growth 

Areas Angie wanted to improve on 

 In the background interview, Angie mentioned that she would like to learn “the 

teaching ideas and concepts from the western world” from May (interview, 

2006/09/04).  As mentioned earlier, she also hoped that her students would benefit 

from May’s diverse teaching experience in different parts of the world.  

Furthermore, she expressed her desire to participate in professional development 

activities to learn more about team teaching.  In her words, “My learning with May 

may be one-dimensional.  It would be even better if I can learn from other teachers’ 

experience in team teaching, like in workshops, and know what they have to say 
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about team teaching” (interview, 2006/09/04).    

May and Angie’s plan to launch group differentiation instruction 

 Right after the first semester began, May proposed to try what she called 

“group differentiation instruction” with the fifth and sixth graders at School A.  

Although these students were placed into three different levels according to how 

well they did on the placement test in the first class of the semester, May felt that 

there were still different levels within an ability group.  Therefore, she proposed to 

try group differentiation instruction when everything was more settled in the first 

semester.  Angie explained May’s ideas in the background interview (2006/09/04), 

“For example, after teachers have finished the main part of instruction, students’ 

group work will begin.  Some groups may need more help, which will be offered 

by teachers.”  She continued, “Some groups may be more advanced, so they can be 

given more work to do, for instance, extra worksheets.  Different groups will do 

different things, so that time is not wasted.”  Angie thought that what May 

proposed was something new for her, and she was willing to give it a try.  She 

shared her feelings with me in the same interview, “We talked about group work 

today, and I told May that in our Chinese culture, we don’t really have something 

like this.  What we usually have is whole-class learning, but I think May’s idea is 

great and worth trying.” 

 May and Angie decided to wait until the midterm exam33 was over to start 

experimenting the group differentiation instruction with the fifth and sixth graders; 

they felt that by this time, teachers and students would have been more settled down.  

However, at the meeting of October 17, 2006, Angie announced that the Hsinchu 

                                                 
33 For the English subject, students of all grades at School A had to take one midterm and one final 
exam. Each of the exams consisted of the oral and written component. In the first semester, the oral 
component of the midterm exam was administered between October 13-27, and the written one 
between October 30 to November 3. May and Angie were planning to begin the differentiation 
instruction with the fifth and sixth graders in early November.   
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City Government just sent a formal notice to School A and the other school which 

also implemented the same type of ability grouping, informing them that any 

practice of grouping students according to their abilities is strongly prohibited and 

should be stopped immediately.  After receiving the notice, Eric told Angie to ask 

about English teachers’ opinions.  Upon hearing this news at the meeting, May 

immediately voiced her opinion.  She said that the way they were grouping 

students now allowed students to learn at their own pace, and the Government 

should not ban it.  She told us that she would be disappointed if ability grouping 

could not be continued at School A, as she was about to launch group differentiation 

instruction in each Grades 5 and 6 class.   

 In the remaining school year, School A did not receive any formal notice about 

ability grouping from the city government, so the fifth and sixth graders continued to 

receive instruction according to the original arrangement.  However, because of the 

government’s intervention to terminate ability grouping, May and Angie could not 

implement group differentiation instruction which May had planned.  Angie 

probably lost a valuable opportunity to learn from May’s experience of 

implementing differentiation instruction.  Likewise, May also did not get to learn 

about the outcome and feasibility of her ideas which she brought from the United 

States. 

Angie’s learning from May 

 One of the questions I asked all the participants at the end of the first semester 

is their perceptions of what they learned from their team-teaching partners 

(Appendix I).  After hearing this question, Angie was silent for a few seconds and 

then laughed uncomfortably.  She finally said: 

 

  I need to think about this question (a few seconds of silence).  I think 
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  it’s funny that what I learn from her is not teaching techniques or ideas. 

  Rather, I learn the language because she is a native speaker.  For 

  example, when she is teaching or giving some instruction, I can learn 

  the words she uses to express her ideas.  We are not native speakers, 

  so sometimes, we cannot express ourselves so well.  I listen to the ways 

  she says things.  If I find that students can understand her, I will 

  remember those things.  What I learn from her is language.  With 

  regard to teaching techniques, I can’t think of anything (interview,   

  2007/01/04). 

 

As she indicated in the background interview (Appendix E), Angie had expected that 

she would learn some western teaching ideas and concepts from May.  However, 

by the end of the first semester, she commented that what she learned from working 

with May was her partner’s use of classroom language.  As she stated in the 

interview, if she noticed something which May said seemed to work, she would 

remember those phrases.  Angie is a very proficient speaker of English.  Unlike 

the JTEs in Gorsuch’s (2002) study who gave themselves a higher rating of their 

general English ability as a result of frequent contact with ALTs, Angie did not 

perceive such a gain in her general English proficiency.  Rather, she felt that she 

had learned some useful classroom English from May. 

 Instead of learning new or useful teaching ideas/techniques from May, Angie 

sometimes found May’s teaching techniques problematic, especially when she 

taught the older children.  Early on in the school year, Angie started to notice that 

some of May’s teaching techniques were not age-appropriate for the higher graders.  

For every teacher meeting, Angie always prepared a brief written summary and 

distributed a copy to every teacher before the meeting began (see Appendix R for the 

agenda that Angie prepared for the September 12 meeting).  On September 12, 

2006, one of the items on the agenda said, “Classroom activities: The activities or 

games teachers design for students should be based on students’ ages and levels.  
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Some activities work in the classes with younger students, but they don’t work with 

senior students” (Appendix R).  During the meeting, before Angie read this item, 

she told teachers that she had a minor reminder to make (fieldnote, 2006/09/12).  

Later that week, she told me that she put the reminder on the agenda for May.  

Angie said that May used the same days-of-the-week chant34 with all the graders, 

and the sixth graders “were just not too thrilled with having to do this chant” 

(fieldnote, 2006/09/14). 

 Later in the first semester, I also noticed that some of the activities that May 

asked students to do were not well-designed.  In the Grade 5 Level B class on 

November 20, May first taught the keywords for the day by leading students to read 

them a few times.35  Then she told students that they were going to play a game.  

Team members had to take turns going to the stage and writing down the word May 

read to them.  Once a student finished writing his/her word, the next student from 

the same team must immediately go to the stage and listen to the next word.  At 

that time, I noticed that the three teams whose seats were at the back of the 

classroom could not get to the stage fast enough.  As a result, these three teams did 

not get to write as many words as the first three teams.  In the middle of chaos, the 

bell rang, and May announced the winning team.  The class ended.  After I came 

home on that day, I located May’s lesson plan36 for this particular class (Appendix S; 

the real names of teachers and school were removed) to see if she provided any 
                                                 
34 It is a chant invented by May. Students have to first hold their two fists in the air and keep them in 
front of their chest. As they say a day (e.g., Monday), their two fists will touch each other and one fist 
will be released to signal a number (e.g., one finger for Monday, two fingers for Tuesday). May often 
asked students to chant this as a warm up. During my fieldwork, I also observed that May used this 
chant with students across different grades. 
35 Angie later told me that this was the first time that these words were introduced to students; in 
other words, these were new words for students. 
36 At the beginning of the first semester in the 2006 school year, foreign teachers in the Hsinchu 
Program were required to submit their weekly lesson plans for the next coming month to the 
foreign-teacher company, the school, and their co-teachers by the last Friday of the month. In 
December, 2006, the foreign-teacher company changed the policy and asked their teachers to submit 
the lesson plans on a bi-weekly basis. The format of the lesson plan was given to teachers by the 
company. 
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rationale for playing this game.  I found that this game was not mentioned at all in 

her lesson plan.  Moreover, she did not tell students to do the homework that she 

had stated on the lesson plan.   

 The next week, I happened to observe the same class again.  The spelling 

contest took place again.  To my surprise, Angie walked to me when the game just 

began (I always sat at the back of the classroom) and said that she had told May that 

it is quite pointless to expect students to be able to write the words they just learned 

earlier in the same class.  She was very upset that May did this activity again.  She 

told me that she had told May that some of the students could spell the words 

because they had learned them in cram schools, but May disagreed and insisted that 

students should be able to play the game.  Before she joined May again, she told 

me, in a very frustrated voice, “Our kids are not genius!” (fieldnote, 2006/11/27). 

 On that day (November 27), I stayed for the next class, which was the Grade 5 

Level A class.  The spelling contest was also part of the lesson.  I noticed that 

May made the contest a little bit harder for these more capable students.  Instead of 

asking students just to write the new words, she read a couple of full sentences to 

them as prompts.  Students in this class did considerably better than the last class.  

After the class was over, I went to talk to May.  I asked her if she taught harder 

things to the Level A class, and she said she always made some modifications for 

them.  I also asked her about the spelling contest, and she told me that she did it to 

make sure that students got a chance to practice writing the new words.  She said 

quite impatiently, “Some of them think it’s too hard, but I just don’t agree” 

(fieldnote, 2006/11/27). 

 Angie, on the other hand, expressed her frustration with having to go against 

her own will and follow some of May’s activities in class: 
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  What exhausts me is that there are some activities that I don’t agree  

  with.  In other words, if I were her, I wouldn’t do it.  But I have to 

  follow her.  I have to cooperate with her, help her do it, help her 

  discipline the kids.  For example, sometimes, she asks Grade 4 

  students to read the chants and do the corresponding actions at the 

  same time.  This is good because doing the two things together will 

  help students memorize the chants.  But students think the chants 

  are stupid and feel embarrassed to do the actions.  For me, because  

the foreign teacher has requested students to do so, I can only ask  

students to stand up and follow her.  I have to follow her requests  

and activities (Angie raised her voice), but the thing is that I disagree  

with her (interview, 2007/01/04).   

 

For Angie, having to help May complete the activities which she viewed as 

inappropriate was a big challenge for her.  She continued to express her feeling, 

“Sometimes, I have to do things which are against my own personal philosophy.  

This is not what I want to do, but I have to compromise for other people.”  I 

noticed that when Angie, an even-tempered individual, was expressing her thoughts 

during the interview, she was very upset and even sounded quite angry.   

 Another dimension which Angie thought she had learned from May is culture.  

Angie commented at the end of the first semester that they often exchanged 

information about the Taiwanese and South African cultures—“We will talk about 

her hometown.  I will ask her how things are like back home.  We talk about 

cultural issues.  I will also tell her how we do things here.  I learn quite a lot on 

cultural issues” (interview, 2007/01/04).  Moreover, Angie also learned that there 

are some differences between the South African culture and the American culture.  

Take holidays for example.  Angie explained in the same interview: 

 

  Normally in Taiwan, our children learn the American culture.  There  

  are some differences between the American culture and what South  

  Africans do.  Take Halloween for example.  It seems very normal  
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  that we talk about Halloween when we teach English.  A few weeks 

  ago when we were teaching Halloween, I asked her if her country 

  celebrates it.  She said they don’t.  She told me that it’s an American 

  holiday.  So I feel I have learned some new things about culture 

  (interview, 2007/01/04). 

 

For Angie, working with May provides a valuable opportunity to learn about another 

foreign culture which is quite different from the American one, the dominating 

English-speaking culture in Taiwan.  In the same interview, Angie also told me she 

found that another commonly-taught holiday in Taiwan, Thanksgiving, is also an 

American holiday.  She remarked, “I found out that a lot of what we teach is 

actually the American culture” (interview, 2007/01/04). 

Angie’s learning from other colleagues 

 Besides working closely with May, Angie also established a good relationship 

with her two Taiwanese colleagues in the English department, Betty and Ellen,  

both of whom helped her to quickly adjust to team teaching.  Angie commented: 

 

  I am lucky that I learn a lot from my two colleagues, Betty and Ellen. 

  As a novice to team teaching, I felt very scared at the beginning. I 

  would ask them how to do things.  Betty taught with May last year, 

  so I often ask Betty what she did and what May did.  When problems 

  arise, I will ask Betty if she encountered the same problem last year. 

  I think Betty is a wonderful resource for me.  I ask her a lot (interview,  

  2007/01/04). 

 

This quote illustrates the type of teacher learning which can take place in an 

informal manner.  As Angie acknowledged the assistance she received from Betty 

and Ellen, she also mentioned the importance of learning from doing.  In her words, 

“Both Ellen and Betty are very helpful.  But I feel that you have to really 

experience team teaching to know what to do.”  Angie’s experience reflects the 

spirit of the COP theory which views learning not merely as the reception of factual 
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knowledge and information, but as the growth from participating in a joint task with 

others in the same community (Lave & Wenger, 1991).  From participating in team 

teaching, Angie gradually became socialized into the English-teaching community in 

Hsinchu. 

May’s Changes in Knowledge and Perceptions About EFL Teaching 

 One of the questions which I asked all the participants (except Ivy and Rachel 

who participated in the project for only one semester) in the last interview of the 

school year was “Are there changes in your knowledge and perceptions about EFL 

teaching in the past year?  What are the factors that contribute to these changes?” 

(Appendix J).  This question was designed to encourage participants to reflect on 

whether and how teaching in their respective contexts influenced their views on EFL 

teaching. 

 In May’s case, she told me that she gained many new insights from teaching in 

Taiwan, the first EFL country she has taught in.  In her words, “Last year was my 

first time teaching EFL.  I think I have expected a lot from the children.  I thought 

they were just like ESL students.”  She continued, “My view has totally changed.  

In the first place, I think their tongues are not even oiled to say some of the English 

words” (interview, 2007/06/20).  She then used herself as an example—“Just like 

myself, I cannot say some words in Chinese, especially the tones.  I took it for 

granted that they would just catch up like that, you know.  That frustrated me a 

lot.”  In other words, from her own experience of teaching in Taiwan and learning 

Chinese, she came to realize that even trying to pronounce some of the English 

words might not be as easy as she thought it would be for the EFL children in 

Taiwan.  In the same interview, she also stated that she should have given herself 

more time to read about the differences between teaching ESL and EFL before 

starting to teach in Taiwan.   
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 In this interview, May and I ended up having a thorough discussion about her 

changes of views and growth as a result of teaching in Taiwan: 

 

  Researcher: So last year, you took things for granted that (interrupted 

  by May) 

  May: Ya, I took it for granted that children would just catch up.  I  

  thought that children have learned English for three or four  

  years.  Another thing is that some of the kids are shy, even if  

  they know the stuff.  I mean if they write, they get 100%, but  

  they never open up their mouths.  That’s another thing. 

  Researcher: So you think that just being here and teaching here helped  

  you change your perception? 

  May: Ya, tremendously.  Tremendously.  If I am to go to  

  another country where I have to teach EFL, like Korea, Japan, or  

  wherever, I would be very equipped.  You know, in South Africa, I  

  taught ESL.  Chinese characters are totally different from our  

  Roman alphabets.  I didn’t take that into consideration.  For me,  

  when I said to them, “Write this,” I expected them to go quickly.   

  But guess what?  They have to be as meticulous as they are when  

  they write their characters in Chinese.  That’s ingrained in them.   

  It takes time for them.  I still have students who are in Grade 6  

  and cannot write p and g on the line.  I’m definitely sure I’m    

     well-equipped now (interview, 2007/06/20). 

 

May’s words illustrate Gingerich’s (2004) points that (a) EFL teachers begin the new 

teaching assignment in a foreign land with different degrees of preparedness; and (b) 

it does not really matter whether these teachers arrive at the new teaching site with 

elaborate plans or not; the most important thing is that they remain flexible and are 

willing to make adjustment and adaptations to make their teaching successful in the 

new context.  May felt she was quite unprepared for the differences between 

teaching ESL and EFL when she first arrived in Taiwan two years ago.  Gradually, 

she learned many important characteristics of her Taiwanese students and realized 

that learning a foreign language is not an easy task for these young ones.  By the 
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end of her second school year in Taiwan (June, 2007), she felt that she is 

well-equipped with the necessary knowledge and skills to teach in EFL contexts. 

Angie’s Changes in Knowledge and Perceptions About EFL Teaching 

 In Angie’s case, she felt there are dramatic changes in her knowledge and 

perceptions about EFL teaching in the past year.  She found it difficult to teach at 

School A partly because she needed to co-teach with a foreign teacher and could not 

decide how she wanted to teach.  She also found that some students have 

developed a negative attitude toward co-teaching lessons.  In Angie’s words, “Here, 

children are not really motivated to learn.  They feel that they cannot understand 

what the foreign teacher is saying.”  She further elaborated, “What really surprises 

me is that some students would come to our classroom, asking whether it’s a 

co-teaching lesson or my solo lesson.  I get the feeling that they don’t want to have 

a lesson with the foreign teacher” (interview, 2007/06/21).  Angie stated that she 

tried to encourage students to have a positive attitude toward the foreign teacher’s 

classes, but it seemed that some students had become demotivated.  Angie 

pondered, "I don’t know if this is a common problem because I work with just one 

foreign teacher.  I wonder if things are different if we have another foreign 

teacher.” 

 Another reason why Angie found it difficult to teach at the new school is that 

many of the children come from disadvantaged families and their parents are not 

really involved in children’s learning.  Angie described the situation at School A: 

 

  The district where our school is has some families whose  

  socioeconomic status is not as high.  They are the disadvantaged  

  group.  I find it difficult to teach here.  I was planning to  

  apply the same methods here, but I found it was impossible.  The  

  kids here do not have a developed habit of reading at home.   

  Some of them don’t even do review.  After working here, I realize  
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  the important role that family plays in children’s learning (interview,   

  2007/06/21). 

 

She also talked about her previous school in Taipei, where she taught for five years 

before moving to Hsinchu, “In my previous school, the parents have a higher 

socioeconomic status.  These parents will monitor their children’s learning very 

closely.  If I ask them to memorize vocabulary, the parents will make sure that their 

children do so at home.”  She felt that because the parents in her previous school 

worked together with teachers, these students learned better.  In one of our casual 

talks, Angie once described to me it was only after working at School A that she 

realized the gaps existing between those children from well-to-do families and those 

from disadvantaged ones. 

 Like May, Angie also brought up the issue of students attending after-school 

classes.  While May became cognizant of the role that these classes played in 

student learning, Angie saw the possibility of trying to help the “non-bushiban” 

students to learn English in her classes.  Angie compared the two different contexts 

she has worked in so far: 

 

  I feel that family background really has a strong impact on learning,   

  especially the learning of a second language.  Also, due to the  

  lower socioeconomic status, there aren’t so many students who  

  attend after-school classes.  I think this has some influence.   

  In my school in Taipei, I think 80% of the students go to bushiban.   

  We had a joke that we cannot take credit for their achievement in  

  English.  When they did well on the test, I felt very happy but I  

  doubted whether I was the one who taught them the stuff.  But here,  

  there’s one thing that I can take a little pride of—I can take credit for  

  some students’ achievement in English because they don’t go to  

  bushiban.  They can depend on just the two English lessons per week.   

  I am quite touched when they can memorize and say the words 

  (interview, 2007/06/21). 
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Angie felt that in her previous school, she could not really take credit for students’ 

achievement because most students received some extra help after school.  On the 

other hand, seeing how some of her students at School A were able to make small 

steps in learning English gave her a sense of accomplishment.  She felt that she 

could take a little pride in their achievement because these were not the bushiban 

children. 

May’s Participation in Professional Development Activities 

 In the last interview of the school year (Appendix J), I asked teachers to 

describe the important professional development activities they participated in the 

school year and how these activities impacted them as teachers.  This question is 

designed to understand whether teachers seized the opportunities to interact with 

other professionals in the English teaching community and if they were influenced 

by such interaction. 

 May seized every opportunity she had to participate in different professional 

development activities.  She told me that during the 2006 school year, she regularly 

attended the monthly training workshop organized by the foreign-teacher company.  

She was also invited by a professor from a local university to talk about the issues of 

culture shock and cultural differences to a small group of Taiwanese teachers in a 

seminar.  She thought that was an interesting experience (interview, 2007/06/20), 

although she was disappointed that not so many people (less than 10) attended the 

session. 

 May is also an avid reader.  When I arrived at her classroom for observation, I 

often found her holding a book in her hands, doing some personal reading in her 

spare time.  In my first visit after school reopened in the second semester, she 

showed me a few pages of Bangkok Post which she brought back from her trip in 

Thailand during the winter break.  On the front page was a picture of Jun Liu, the 
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2006-2007 President of the 13,500-member global organization Teachers of English 

to Speakers of Other Languages (TESOL).  Liu was in Thailand in February, 2007 

and gave a talk at a local conference.  The newspaper report contained an 

introduction of Liu and the interview which the editor had with him (see Appendix T 

for the complete interview transcript).  May told me that she was very inspired by 

what Liu said.  At that time, I was not aware of the content, so I asked her what 

inspired her so much.  She said she was enlightened by what Liu said about 

different accents in the interview (researcher journal, 2007/03/05).  She felt that 

different accents should be respected.  She then talked about Nelson Mandela as an 

example to illustrate how people could have the strongest nonstandard accent but 

still got a kind heart and brilliant ideas (May often talked about this famous South 

African figure when the conversation topic was around different accents and ethnic 

groups).  She told me she was going to make copies of the newspaper and put them 

on the wall of her company.  

 If one is to read the entire report carefully, it should be clear that Liu did not 

really address the issue of accents.  Instead, he briefly discussed the strengths of 

both native and non-native speaking teachers and how these two groups should join 

hands via teaching models like team teaching.  It is interesting to see May’s take on 

Liu’s ideas here.  Like most black people growing up in South Africa, May did not 

learn English as a second language until she went to school.  In other words, May 

is not the stereotypical native speaker of English.  Speaking English with a strong 

South African black accent, she probably has felt somewhat marginalized as an 

English teacher in Taiwan, though she often defends her accent and identity 

fiercely.37   

                                                 
37 The whole debate of whether to consider South Africans as native speakers of English is a heated 
one. There are 11 official languages in South Africa, including English, Afrikaans, Ndebele, Northern 
Sotho, Xhosa, Venda, Tswana, Southern Sotho, Zulu, Swazi, and Tsonga. English is used as the 
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 The diversity of linguistic backgrounds among South African teachers is indeed 

an issue in the Hsinchu Program.  As mentioned in the first chapter, these teachers 

make up the majority of teaching force in the program.  Stories about local children 

and co-teachers (especially those homeroom teachers with limited English ability) 

getting confused by the many different South African accents are often heard.  In a 

casual talk, Ellen who worked with another South African teacher last year told me 

that she found this teacher could not speak fluent English (researcher journal, 

2007/05/21).  According to Ellen, this teacher often sounded hesitant and unnatural 

when she spoke English.   

 Another important professional development activity which May participated 

during the school year was the co-teaching conference in April, an event which she 

described as “the best thing that happened” in the second semester (interview, 

2007/06/11).  One of the sessions she attended was a teaching demonstration by a 

foreign teacher and his Chinese co-teacher who taught six Tagalog adjectives by 

using a lot of actions and things they could find in the conference meeting room.  

May recalled what the two teachers did, “They want to put us in the boots of 

Chinese children learning English.  It was incredible.  Teaching only six 

vocabulary took almost 40 minutes.  You can imagine that if adults need this much 

time, children should need more” (interview, 2007/06/20).  She also reflected on 

her own teaching, “I think it would be nice if we can do it with younger children.  I 

always tried with my gestures and stuff like that, but I didn’t do it as much as I saw 

                                                                                                                                            
second language by a great number of educated South Africans who have different first languages. 
According to a 2001 census, the three languages which are used most often at home in South Africa 
are Zulu (23.8%), Xhosa (17.6%), and Afrikaans (13.3%); English is only used by 8.2% of the South 
African population as the home language (“Languages of South Africa,” n.d.; for a thorough review 
on the social status of English in South Africa, refer to Kamwangamalu, 2007). While the Hsinchu 
Program and Japan’s JET Program hire teachers from South Africa, South Korea’s EPIK program 
only accepts applications from native speakers of English who come from the U.S., Britain, Ireland, 
Canada, Australia, and New Zealand (Park, 2007). In other words, the South Korean government 
does not include South Africans in their current definition of native speakers of English. 
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them doing that day.” 

 In the same interview, I asked May how participating in all the professional 

development activities impacted her as a teacher.  She answered, “It makes me 

grow all the time.  I’m learning something new all the time.  They really empower 

me.”  She also told me that in the next school year, she planned to enroll in an 

online master program in TESOL to get an advanced degree.   

Angie’s Participation in Professional Development Activities 

  Like her partner, Angie also felt the professional development activity which 

impacted her the most in the 2006 school year was the co-teaching conference.  

She found some comfort and inspirations from the conference (interview, 

2007/06/21).  In her words, “I’m new to team-teaching, although I have done it for 

a year now.  I got to know other people’s opinions and their ways of conducting 

team teaching.  I found that some people also have similar experiences.  I’m not 

alone.”  She continued, “The same problems occur in many schools and other pairs 

of teachers.  I feel that maybe it’s the problem of the entire team-teaching 

mechanism, not my problem.”  For Angie who struggled to adapt to the 

team-teaching arrangement, learning that other people also experienced the same 

problems gave her a sense of security. 

 Besides the conference, Angie also participated in a few workshops during the 

school year.  Two of the memorable ones were led by a junior high school English 

teacher.  At first, Angie wondered why such an arrangement was made because the 

audiences were elementary school English teachers.  After the sessions were over, 

Angie felt that she had gained some insights from this speaker.  She remarked, 

“She shared a lot of teaching activities and ideas with us.  Although I may not be 

able to use them directly in my classroom, I have some thoughts on how I can 

modify them in my own teaching.”  Angie added, “She also shared her views on 
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the status quo of English teaching in Taiwan.  It’s nice to listen to the opinions of 

these experienced teachers” (interview, 2007/06/21). 

The Effects of Participating in My Research Project 

 In my last interview, I asked teachers if participating in my research project 

affected them in any way.  Both Angie and May felt that my project helped them 

reflect on themselves and their teaching.  May also found some personal benefits 

from her participation in my project.  She said, “Participating in your project helps 

because I’m going to do such a thing at one stage or another.  So I would know, 

‘Oh, by the way, this is what Cheryl did’…It really helps me and it helps me grow” 

(interview, 2007/06/20).  She continued, “I like answering your questions and you 

know, how you always follow up, coming on time, sending me emails to apologize 

if you are not coming and giving me the reason.  You know what, that is highly 

professional.”   

Summary 

 When the school year began, Angie hoped to learn from May’s diverse teaching 

experiences from working in different parts of the world.  After teaming up with 

May for one year, she felt that she learned some classroom language and the South 

African culture from her partner.  However, she stated that she did not learn many 

useful teaching ideas and techniques from May.  On the contrary, she questioned 

the appropriateness of some of her partner’s teaching techniques (e.g., asking 

students to write the new vocabulary on the blackboard which they just learned 

seconds ago in class).  One of the teaching ideas which May brought from her 

previous teaching experience is group differentiation instruction.  However, Angie 

could not learn how this form of instruction could be applied to her co-teaching 

lessons with May, since School A received a notice from the city government to ban 

any form of ability grouping in public schools. 
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 In the case of May, she would like to gain more knowledge about the Chinese 

language and learn more about positive discipline approaches (e.g., giving rewards 

for good behaviors).  After working with Angie for one year, she stated that she 

admired Angie’s manner of conducting her own classes, although she was not sure 

about what Angie did to make students behave better.  She also stated that from her 

partner, she learned a few games and ways of teaching pronunciation.  On the other 

hand, it was difficult for her to improve her knowledge in Chinese because Angie 

spoke it too rapidly in their co-teaching lessons. 

 Besides learning from each other, my data showed that Angie and May’s 

learning was not limited to engaging in team teaching per se.  In Angie’s case, she 

received advice from one of her Chinese colleagues, Betty, on how to cooperate with 

May (Betty and May were team teaching partners in the previous school year).  

From working in the new school, she came to realize the important role that family 

background plays in students’ learning.  Her participation in various professional 

development activities also had a positive impact on her learning.  From the 

workshops she attended, she felt she could learn the experiences and opinions of 

other teachers.  The event which impacted her the most was the co-teaching 

conference in April, 2007.  She found that many teachers in Hsinchu also 

encountered many problems with team teaching, and she was not alone. 

 As for May, she stated that she learned some positive discipline approaches 

from the homeroom teachers she worked with (e.g., giving candy as rewards).  

From her conflicts with some of the sixth graders in her school, she became more 

aware of the mindset of these older students, the strengths and weaknesses of her 

co-teachers, and the discipline mechanism in her school.  She also realized that 

learning English was not an easy task for many of her EFL children and after-school 

classes could play an important role in students’ performance at school.  Like 
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Angie, she appreciated the opportunity to learn from professional development 

activities and felt that the most important event in the 2006 school year was the 

co-teaching conference, where she learned the importance of providing students 

with elaborate input. 

 To sum up, Angie and May’s learning can be attributed to not only team 

teaching, but also to other people they interacted with and events they engaged in.  

The next section will focus on the factors which facilitated and hindered their 

professional development. 

Factors for Teachers’ Professional Growth 

Many factors were found to facilitate or debilitate Angie and May’s growth.  

My data suggest that these factors can be divided into individual and social or 

interpersonal ones which facilitate or debilitate teachers’ growth.  Table 5 

summarizes all the factors for Angie and May’s growth, and each factor will be 

discussed briefly in the following section.  

 

Table 5 

Factors for Angie and May’s Growth 

 Individual  Social/Interpersonal  

Facilitating � positive attitude toward 

new teaching ideas 

 

� a close collegial 

relationship 

� conflicts with students 

� participation in professional 

development activities 

Debilitating � defensive attitude toward 

ethnicity 

� intervention of government 

policies 
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Individual Factor Which Facilitates Growth 

Positive attitude toward new teaching ideas 

 Evidence suggests that both Angie and May were generally quite open-minded 

toward the ideas proposed by their partner.  For example, Angie was willing to try 

group differentiation instruction which May proposed at the beginning of the school 

year.  Likewise, May stated in one of the interviews that she learned some teaching 

techniques and classroom management strategies from Angie.  She also mentioned 

that she learned how to reward students from the homeroom teachers she co-taught 

with.  Because of their positive attitude toward new teaching ideas, Angie and May 

were able to develop a productive relationship, one which helped foster their growth 

over time as both teachers became more resourceful. 

Individual Factor Which Debilitates Growth 

Defensive attitude toward ethnicity 

 Although May acknowledged she sometimes over-reacted to students’ 

behavioral problems, she remained quite defensive toward issues related to her 

identity as a black South African.  Especially in the first semester, she sometimes 

appeared to be consumed by anger and frustration and did not have effective 

strategies to manage both the students and herself, which, in turn, came back to hurt 

her teaching performance and professionalism.  May’s defensive attitude toward 

her South African black accent was also a recurring theme in my fieldwork.  She 

refused to accept the fact that the American accent is taken as the standard accent in 

Taiwan.  Also, as evident by her interpretation of the interview of Jun Liu, she 

seemed to only take what supports her beliefs.  May’s defensive attitude sometimes 

created a barrier among herself, her students, and colleagues and was detrimental for 

her growth, especially in the aspects of learning a clearer way of pronouncing 

English and building a better relationship with the sixth graders. 
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Social/Interpersonal Factors Which Facilitate Growth 

A close collegial relationship 

 In the case of Angie and May, they gradually built a positive personal 

relationship, and many frank and friendly discussions about their teaching, the 

students, and the school took place.  They also had frequent informal conversations 

about the Taiwanese and South African cultures, and both teachers learned valuable 

cultural information from each other.  As Angie once commented at the end of the 

year, she felt that May had become both a colleague and friend.  Angie also found 

abundant support from her two Chinese colleagues, Betty and Ellen, whom May also 

maintained a friendly relationship with.  In Angie’s case, she sought advice from 

Betty, May’s former team-teaching partner, on how to best cooperate with May 

when the school year began.  Meanwhile, having convenient access to Ellen, a 

second-year local team teacher whose classroom was adjacent to Angie’s, also 

helped Angie to settle down in the new environment, as the two teachers often got 

together to talk about the problems they encountered in team teaching.  In sum, a 

close collegial relationship appears to be the prerequisite for how much team 

teachers can learn from each other and other colleagues. 

Conflicts with students 

 Although May’s conflicts with the sixth graders in the first semester caused 

some turmoil at School A, they unexpectedly provided her with opportunities for 

learning.  From the conflicts, May learned about the strengths and weaknesses of 

her two co-teachers (i.e., Angie was skillful with handling misbehaved students 

while Ellen seemed to lack confidence to confront them), the mindsets of these older 

students (i.e., they were at a rebellious age and did not target at a certain teacher 

when they misbehaved in class) and the discipline mechanism in her school (i.e., 

handling student problems was mainly the class teacher’s responsibility).  With 
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these heightened awareness, she seemed to cope with the misbehaved students better 

in the second semester, although she stated in one of the interviews that classroom 

management was even more demanding in the second semester.   

Participation in professional development events 

 Throughout the school year, both Angie and May participated in numerous 

professional development activities, extending their learning outside their classroom.  

Angie stated that attending these events gave her opportunities to learn about others’ 

experiences, while May felt empowered as she learned new things all the time from 

these events.  As mentioned earlier, the event which seemed to have the most 

impact on both teachers was the co-teaching conference in April, 2007.  While May 

learned the importance of giving elaborate input in class, Angie discovered a sense 

of belonging that she was not alone with the problems she faced in team teaching.  

Angie and May’s participation in various professional development activities indeed 

contributed to their growth in the school year. 

Social/Interpersonal Factor Which Debilitates Growth 

Intervention of government policies 

 As aforementioned, Angie and May could not launch group differentiation 

instruction because of the notice from the Education Bureau to ban any form of 

ability grouping in public elementary schools.  Both teachers lost a valuable 

opportunity to experiment how this form of instruction could work in the Taiwanese 

context.  If the differentiation instruction were implemented, a wealth of teaching 

materials and ideas could have also been accumulated for both teachers to use in 

their future teaching. 

  

  


