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Abstract 

This research aims to explore the attempted implementation of mixed ability grouping 

in junior high schools in Taiwan and the challenges generated by individuals and groups to 

this policy. The mixed-ability grouping policy in Taiwan has been disputed for nearly thirty 

years, but the disputes have never been examined from a wider perspective that considers 

the evolution of the policy and the contexts the policy process resides in. This study thus 

attempts to understand the process of the mixed-ability grouping policy from a 

contextualised, politicised, long-term perspective within which not only the ideological and 

practical debates, but the contexts that shape the conflicts over time, are taken into 

consideration. 

The study is grounded in an analytical framework that allows for the exploration of the 

politically-driven mainstream educational ideologies, the power relationships between 

policy actors, and the cyclical policy process. The research methods adopted consider the 

timeframe, the contexts, the multiple policy actors and the interactions among policy actors 

and between contexts and policy actors within the policy. Documentary analysis is adopted 

to trace the policy process, the conflicts within, and the political, cultural, economic and 

societal contexts of the policy from its inception to today whilst a questionnaire survey and 

in-depth interviews are utilized to understand the attitudes and actions of educational 

authorities and school educators. Case studies are conducted in two junior high schools in 

order to learn about the dynamics, the conflicts, and the considerations of grouping practice 

within individual schools.  

The key findings of this thesis are as follows. First, the mixed-ability grouping policy 

in Taiwan has existed through two different political regimes, within which the different 

mainstream educational ideologies and power distribution among policy actors contribute to 
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the distinctive policy process, interpretations of disputes and patterns of conflicts. Second, 

although the first-line educators recognise the advantages of mixed-ability grouping 

regarding discipline and resource distribution, their perceptions of pupils’ ability and 

teaching are in line with the assumptions of streaming, which contribute to educators’ 

conflicting attitudes and actions towards the mixed-ability grouping policy. Third, the senior 

high school entry system and the actions of parents and junior high schools together shape a 

hidden educational market within which the ‘disguised forms’ of streaming, such as the 

establishment of special classes, are valued by market players. The senior high school entry 

examination also profoundly influences educators who internalise the values embodied in 

the examination and perceive pupils’ ability and their own teaching mainly in terms of 

examination results. 
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Preface 

My interest in the mixed-ability grouping policy has been developing since I was a 

junior high school pupil. Although I was lucky enough to attend a so-called ‘normal’ junior 

high school, I heard many stories from my friends who attended other schools that they had 

to run back to their ‘originally assigned mixed-ability grouped classes’ from the streamed 

classes that they had been really placed in when the inspectors from the central or local 

educational authorities visited their schools. Also, as Taiwanese pupils, we were all familiar 

with the term ‘cow raising class’, which is a term used commonly by Taiwanese people to 

describe the lower attaining classes in junior high schools. This term implies that the pupils 

in the lower attaining classes have no motivation and no ability to learn, so the schools 

usually just let them ‘wander’ around all day without trying to teach them. Nonetheless, as 

unreasonable as the existence of the ‘cow-raising class’ is, attainment-based differentiation 

has been a usual practice in junior high schools in Taiwan. It was after I started working in 

the Humanistic Education Foundation (the largest civil educational reform group in Taiwan) 

in 2001, that I finally came to understand that the mixed-ability grouping policy had been 

issued a long time ago and had been promoted by the Ministry of Education for many years. 

It was just that very few schools followed the policy, and the majority of pupils were not 

aware that they did not have to be differentiated based on their academic performance or 

judged solely based on their test scores.  

As a policy analyst and reporter between 2001 and 2006 in the Humanistic Education 

Foundation, which is a civil group that has participated actively in the process of the 

mixed-ability grouping policy, I had several opportunities to interview pupils, parents, and 

some teachers who complained about the streaming adopted in their schools. I also had the 

chance to probe the responses from the schools and the local educational authorities with 
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regard to the lodged complaints. It was during this process that things became clear to me as 

I realised that the practice of the mixed-ability grouping policy is entangled within the 

competition of different interests and different concerns. For example, whilst I obtained lots 

of information regarding the unequal and sometimes discriminatory education provided in 

streamed system, for example that pupils in lower attaining classes were often provided with 

inferior facilities, arranged to sit in the back rows in school talent shows, and that some 

teachers publicly told lower attaining pupils that teaching them was a waste of time, the 

responses of the schools and the local educational authorities were sometimes baffling, and 

some schools kept arguing that there was a need to use streaming even though they were 

aware of the problem it created.  

My own reflection on the education I had in Taiwanese schools and my work 

experience at the Humanistic Education Foundation are the two reasons I decided to conduct 

this research. First of all, being educated in an environment that emphasises test scores more 

than what pupils learn, and finding that there are many pupils who are explicitly or 

implicitly discriminated against and looked down on in schools only because of their 

academic performance, I have wondered how and why this ‘test scores first’ ideology could 

have dominated Taiwanese education for such a long time. Further, although I am aware that 

there are ideological and practical concerns in the dispute of grouping practice, I find it 

disturbing that under the circumstance that many pupils have suffered in the 

attainment-based differentiated system (not only the lower attaining pupils, but also the 

higher attaining ones who are often overloaded with tests), the mixed-ability grouping 

policy and other policies that were designed to help pupils to get rid of this situation have 

only been discussed in a limited scope without being contemplated upon further. I thus 

decided to explore the mixed-ability grouping policy in Taiwan in my PhD study with these 

doubts and questions in mind.  
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Although I myself already have a standpoint that the attainment-based differentiation 

system undermines both the quality and the equality of education, my work experience 

helped me to be aware that different policy actors have complicated interpretations of the 

equality and the quality of education, and that different policy actors perceive the within 

school attainment-based differentiation system from different viewpoints.  I thus realise 

that for me, as someone who is eager to decrease the inequality of education in junior high 

schools, it is imperative to observe the actual process and the concerns of different policy 

actors within the mixed-ability grouping policy so that I may come out with in-depth 

explanations with regard to the current disputes, and that I may discover the common 

ground of different interests that had existed before or that has the possibility to be formed 

in the future in order to truly facilitate a positive change in education.  The journey of 

exploring the mixed-ability grouping policy in Taiwan is now presented in this thesis.  
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Definition of terms used in this research 

Streaming (tracking) 

The method of assigning pupils to classes based on their overall attainments. The 

streamed classes are used as the teaching units for all subjects. The result is that the overall 

attainments of all pupils in different classes can be clearly ranked.  

Setting (ability grouping) 

The grouping of pupils according to their attainments in the subjects concerned. This is 

usually carried out across the whole year group so that two or more classes can be 

timetabled for the same subject at the same time.   

Mixed-ability grouping 

No attempt is made to group pupils by ability.  Instead year grouping may be done 

randomly or a deliberate mix may be achieved on the basis of factors such as social 

background, gender, or previous attainments. 

Policy 

A course of actions and a web of decisions and texts that aim to achieve specific goals.  

The actions and decisions of a policy may evolve over time and may be transformed by 

different policy actors (adopted from Bowe, Ball, & Gold, 1992; Hill, 1997). 

Policy actors 

Officers at the Ministry of Education, officers at local educational authorities, school 

principals, school teachers, parents and interest groups.
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Chapter 1 : Introduction  

This study is concerned with the contested process of the mixed-ability grouping policy 

in Taiwan.  In the 30-year development of the mixed-ability grouping policy, the debates 

about the ideologies regarding mixed-ability grouping and attainment-based differentiation 

have persisted, and the implementation of the policy has been stumbling. A case that 

aroused national attention was the documentary produced by the Public Television Service 

in Taiwan—‘The Magic Mirror’. By unmasking the adoption of streaming along with the 

unequal treatment provided to pupils in streamed classes, this documentary recurred to the 

matter of the implementation predicament and the ideological debates of the mixed-ability 

grouping policy (Y-H. Hsu, 2005).   

Before the issue of the mixed-ability grouping policy, streaming was promoted by the 

central educational authority in Taiwan. The ‘ladder-like’ attainment-based differentiation in 

junior high schools was prominent. Pupils were grouped into a highly hierarchical system in 

A+, A, A-, B+……and maybe even C- classes, based solely on their overall academic 

performance. Terms such as ‘senior high school entry class’ and ‘cow-raising class’1 were 

commonly used by school educators and the public to describe the A+ class and the lowest 

class, which were argued by early researchers as having negative influences on the 

self-esteem and the attainments of the pupils who are placed in lower attaining classes 

(Y-H.Lin, 1980; H-C. Hsu, 1977; L-Y. Shang, 1980; K-S. Yang, 1976). Further, the expected 

positive influences on pupils in higher attaining classes, such as the boosted academic 

performance, were found to be controversial (H-H. Chang, 1975; L-Y. Shang, 1980 ).  

In the Taiwanese school system2, which is composed of kindergarten, primary schools 

                                                 
1 ‘Cow-raising class’(Fun-Nu Ban放牛班) is a term used by Taiwanese people to describe the lower ability 
class. The term implies that the lower ability pupils are like cows as they have little motivation to progress and 
thus they do not need much attention from their keeper. It also implies that the teacher of that class will not 
provide pupils with a solid education. 
2 Please see Appendix for the key facts about the Taiwanese school system. 
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(1st to 6th grades), junior high schools (7th to 9th grades, or 1st to 3rd grades in junior high), 

senior high schools and higher education, the junior high school level is a crucial transition 

point. After the junior high school level education, which is the last stage of compulsory 

education, pupils have to take the senior high school entry examination to be placed in 

different senior high schools. Whilst the senior high schools are divided into 

academic/vocational streams, and the placement of pupils in different schools is based 

mainly on pupils examination scores, pupils’ attainments have always been valued in junior 

high schools and have been used as the criterion to differentiate pupils in junior high 

schools. 

In the 1970s, Taiwanese policy analysts began to discuss the disadvantages of using 

streaming at the level of compulsory education, and the issues of equity and quality of 

junior high level education were of concern. Scholars who participated in the debates 

strongly contended that the unequal education resulting from the streaming adopted in 

schools not only harmed the majority of pupils academically and emotionally, but also 

resulted in most of the teenager problems in society (Y-P. Chuang, 2006; “Streaming,” 1976, 

p. 2). This argument and the successive relevant reports in Taiwanese newspapers invoked 

the first wave of discussions within the education system about the grouping practices in 

junior high schools. The mixed-ability grouping policy was thus issued in 1979 as a pilot 

educational regulation. It then became an official policy in 1982, and was enforced through 

law in 2004. During the long process of the policy, the contents of the policy were revised 

several times, and the use of streaming and banding was completely banned after 1985.   

Studies show that in the UK and in the US the grouping practice in schools has also 

been an important issue in the policy arena. In the UK, it is indicated that education in 

England went through an ideological change after the 1940s. In the course of this change the 

comprehensive ideology and the adoption of mixed-ability grouping gradually gained 
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attention (Ball, 1981; Kelly, 1975, as cited in Harlen & Malcolm, 1997). Ball (1981) 

suggested that although the comprehensive ideology developed in England was initially 

vague, it could be interpreted from different perspectives (meritocracy, social engineering 

and egalitarian), and the ‘egalitarian’ pursuit resulted in the adoption of mixed-ability 

grouping in schools. Some of the local educational authorities also published official papers 

which suggested that schools should consider mixed-ability grouping (Reid et al., 1981).  

According to Ireson and Hallam (2001), mixed-ability grouping was the most common 

grouping practice in primary schools and in the first year of secondary schools in the early 

1990s, although the new pressure caused by the National Curriculum and market forces in 

England later increased the adoption of setting, with the belief that setting could raise pupil 

attainments (Araújo, 2007; Ireson & Hallam, 2001; Reay, 1998). This trend was also 

observed in Scotland, where the use of setting in upper primary schools has increased 

(Hamilton & O’Hara, 2005), and scholars found that the complex and sometimes 

contradictory opinions with regard to the academic effects and other influences of grouping 

practices on pupils pointed out by the policy, the inspections and the research studies 

together ‘put schools in a difficult position’ (Smith & Sutherland, 2003, p144).  

In the US, the promotion of de-tracking was accompanied by a strong ideology that is 

against the hidden yet institutionalised class and race discrimination within schools. In the 

80s and 90s, studies with regard to the unequal treatments that pupils received from schools’ 

adoption of streaming, and the disproportionate academic achievement gap between pupils 

with different races and social backgrounds pervaded the policy discourse. Some of the state 

departments of education thus issued policy documents discouraging the use of streaming in 

middle schools (Hallinan, 2000; Loveless, 1999).   

It can be seen that mixed-ability grouping was endowed with different aspects of 

expectations. For example, expectations such as to achieve the comprehensive ideology, to 
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eliminate negative psychological influences on pupils, and to eliminate inequality within 

schools have been often mentioned in the policy arena to promote the use of mixed-ability 

grouping. Nonetheless, studies show that the implementation of mixed-ability grouping in 

England and the US encountered severe challenges, both in its ideology and practicality, just 

as in Taiwan.  

The implementation of the mixed-ability grouping policy in Taiwan was known to be 

stumbling for many years. Although in earlier years most of the understandings about the 

implementation of the mixed-ability grouping policy were anecdotal due to the lack of 

official evaluations published, more data that had been extracted from surveys appeared 

after 1996 revealing the practice of the mixed-ability grouping policy in junior high schools. 

These surveys found that it was not uncommon for junior high schools to use streaming or 

use different kinds of ‘disguised forms’ to group pupils although the schools were prohibited 

to do so by the mixed-ability grouping policy (Feng, 1996; Humanistic Education 

Foundation[HEF], 2002, 2003a, 2008, 2009) 3.  

Further, after the mixed-ability grouping policy has been enforced through law in 2004, 

the so-called ‘disguised forms of streaming’ increased and became the targets for criticism. 

The adjective ‘disguised’ was adopted by the Humanistic Education Foundation [HEF] in 

2002 and then was used by teachers’ groups and parents’ groups to describe the 

phenomenon of schools using streaming while declaring they were following the policy. 

After 2004, the burgeoning gifted classes (for academic subjects), talented classes (for art, 

music and PE) and the extra classes established at weekends and vacations to group higher 

                                                 
3 In these four surveys HEF randomly select 1/3 of junior high schools in Taiwan to interview the pupils in 
different grades. The main question asked in the HEF survey was: Does your school use streaming to group 
pupils into different classes, such as A and B classes, higher and lower classes and senior high school entry and 
general classes? In 2002, 53. 8% of the surveyed junior high schools were found have violated the policy; in 
2003, the proportion was 67.9%; and the figure in 2008 was 50.1% and in 2009 was 60%(HEF, 2002, 2003a, 
2008, 2009). 
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attaining pupils became the targeted ‘disguised form of streaming’ that were criticised.  

In 2006, the National Teachers’ Association [NTA] held a news conference criticising 

the sudden increase of gifted classes in junior high schools (National Teachers’ Association, 

2006). NTA stated that in many teachers’ experience, not only did these special classes 

operate without qualified teachers and equipment, but the establishment of the gifted and the 

talented classes was just a strategy that was being used by schools to secure 

attainment-based within school streaming. In addition, the HEF released one survey at 

around the same time using the findings that some pupils in talented classes, such as the 

‘Tennis Class’ or the ‘Music Class’, did not even know how to play tennis or any 

instruments to question whether schools were using these talented class to create 

attainment-based streaming (T-L. Chien, 2005; Y-H. Hsu, 2005). The investigation of the 

Ministry of Education [MOE] also found that many gifted classes were in fact the higher 

attaining classes where pupils were crammed with tests and expectations to enter the 

highest-ranking academic senior high school (T-L. Chien, 2005; Y-H. Hsu, 2005).  

In brief, although the mixed-ability grouping policy has been promoted for many years, 

the implementation of the policy has also been in serious doubt for years. The 

implementation of the mixed-ability grouping policy thus becomes an important issue in the 

research of educational policy in Taiwan. 

The majority of the existing research studies in Taiwan approached this policy 

implementation issue in a ‘problem-identifying’ manner. In his paper: The barriers that 

hinder the implementation of the mixed-ability grouping policy and the coping strategies: a 

policy implementation perspective (Yen, 1998), Yen categorised the ten identified barriers of 

the mixed-ability grouping policy into two categories—the policy content and the policy 

context—to describe the characteristics of the barriers and to propose corresponding 

solutions. For the policy content category, Yen indicated that the mixed-ability grouping 
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policy itself was initiated without an applicable implementation plan and adequate fiscal 

resource. He also suggested that the degree of change was too high and said the practitioners 

were still suspicious about the ‘side-effects’, such as the lowering of teaching quality and 

pupils’ attainments in mixed-ability groups. For the policy context category, Yen indicated 

that the rigid administration in the educational system which resulted in inefficient policy 

promotion and inspection was one crucial factor that hindered the implementation. He also 

pointed out that both schools and teachers were haunted by the pressure of the senior high 

school entry examination, and this pressure led to the schools’ adoption of streaming in the 

hope of sending more pupils into better ranking senior high schools. This synthesis by Yen 

was echoed by other recent analyses. Several researchers also identified that the flaws of 

educational administration, the lack of public consensus, and the influence of the senior high 

school entry system to be the important barriers that hinder the implementation of the 

mixed-ability grouping policy (C-J. Lin, 2007; H-M. Lin, 2004; Ma, 2005).  

However, in spite of the breadth of the existing studies in Taiwan, their 

‘problem-identifying’ assumption limited these studies’ understandings of the ‘barriers’ 

identified, and weakened their ability to propose robust explanations for the evolving 

dilemma of the mixed-ability grouping policy implementation. Scholars have suggested that 

this problem-solving style of policy analysis, which usually starts from a technical-rational 

perspective that assumes a linear and consequential policy process, undermines the ability 

for research to capture the dynamic, fluid, and multi-dimensional social relationships 

between the policy and the policy actors and between the policy actors in different positions 

(Ball, 1981; Datnow, 2006; Malen & Knapp, 1997). The implementation study of the 

mixed-ability grouping policy in Taiwan mostly fell into this category. In describing the 

practice of the policy, most of them assumed that the relationships between policy actors 

were fixed, and that the identified barriers were extrinsic to them. For example, when 
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describing the influence of the senior high school entry system, the relationship between the 

system and school educators was viewed as unidirectional without dialogue or struggle. It 

was the same for other ‘barriers’ that were identified and how these ‘barriers’ existed and 

functioned within the complicated relationships between policy actors and between structure 

and agency was left unexplored. This ‘problem-solving’ assumption also ignores the 

micro-politics, namely the bargaining, contested, and situated relationships between policy 

actors within or between organisations (Ball, 1987; Blase, 2005; Malen & Knapp, 1997; 

Mosen-Low et al., 2009). For example, whilst many studies discussed school practitioners’ 

attitudes, the group-level and the cross-group analysis (Ball, 1981; Blase, 2005), which 

emphasises the dynamic within a particular system or between different systems, was 

missing.  

Moreover, although previous studies discussed the implementation of the mixed-ability 

grouping policy within different timeframes, few studies took the evolution of the policy, 

and the changing socio-political and the wider educational contexts into consideration. As 

indicated by Ball (2006), a policy study that lacks the ‘sense of time’ not only 

underestimates the deep-rooted socio-political and cultural influence, but also overlooks ‘the 

process of reform and change’ (p.18). In McLaughlin’s argument, the stability and the extent 

of the change can only be detected through looking at the long-term development of a policy 

(McLaughlin, 2008).  

Therefore, in order to explore the aspects of the mixed-ability grouping policy that has 

been ignored in existing works and to extend the understanding of the mixed-ability 

grouping policy in Taiwan, this study utilises an analytical framework that applies a 

contextualised and long-term perspective to explore the ideological debates, the conflicts 

between the interests of different policy actors, and the contexts that shape the above 

conflicts over the policy. This analytical framework will be discussed in chapter 2. 
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Further, four issues that were previously argued as influencing the implementation of 

the mixed-ability grouping policy are specifically examined using this alternative 

perspective. The interpretation of pupils’ ability and the perceptions of teaching in different 

forms of groups, which were argued as crucial in affecting policy actors’ attitudes towards 

the mixed-ability grouping policy are two of them (Lunn, 1970; Reid, et al.,1981). The 

influence of the senior high school entry examination on policy practice, and the governance 

of the mixed-ability grouping policy are the other two focused issues. By looking at the 

policy process in a dynamic manner, this study attempts to gain an enhanced understanding 

of the evolution of the mixed-ability grouping policy and the interrelationships between the 

contexts and the policy, the policy and the policy actors, and between different policy actors.  

The research design of this study utilises several research techniques to investigate the 

contexts and the evolution of the mixed-ability grouping policy. It attempts to capture the 

sense of time, the influence of the wider contexts, and the interplay between the crucial 

policy actors through the design. To trace the policy over time and to understand the 

influence of the wider political, economic and educational contexts, a documentary analysis 

was adopted to explore the documents relevant to the wider contexts and different kinds of 

policy texts. To understand the evolution of the policy, a documentary analysis, a 

questionnaire survey, in-depth interviews and case studies were conducted to explore the 

attitudes and actions of policy actors in different positions, the relationships between policy 

actors, and the contested key issues in the mixed-ability grouping policy.  

1.1. Outline of the Chapters 

The outline of the chapters in this thesis is introduced below.  

To build the empirical and theoretical foundations for this study, two aspects of 

literature review are demostrated in Chapter 2. First, the review of existing research studies 
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about the equity and quality issues of school grouping practice and the mixed-ability 

grouping policy implementation in Taiwan, the UK and the US is conducted to extract the 

research questions for this study. Starting with the intuitive inquiry: ‘Why has not the 

mixed-ability grouping policy been implemented as expected?’, five sub-questions were 

proposed as follows:  

1. How have the power relationships between policy actors influenced the practice of the 

policy?  

2. How has the mixed-ability grouping policy evolved till today?  

3. How have the policy actors’ perceptions of pupils’ ability and the interpretation of 

pupils’ ability in policy texts influenced the practice of the policy?  

4. How have the policy actors’ perceptions of teaching in mixed-ability groups and the 

interpretation of teaching in mixed-ability groups in policy texts influenced the practice 

of the policy?  

5. How has the senior high school entry examination influenced the practice of the policy?  

The second aspect of review is the perspectives developed to understand the policy 

process and the implementation of an educational policy. Further, the analytical framework 

adopted in the research is discussed and identified in the latter part of this chapter.  

In Chapter 3, the research design of this study, including the rationales of the design, 

the scope of the study, the research techniques adopted, the research subjects selected, and 

the process of conducting the research and analysing the data are introduced. In the last part 

of the chapter, the issues of validity in qualitative research and the reflexivity of the 

researcher are presented. As mentioned above, this study utilises various strategies to 

approach the wider contexts and the evolution of the mixed-ability grouping policy. These 

strategies not only help extract different kind of information from different sources to 

facilitates this study to gain extensive understandings of the policy practice, the data 



 10 

obtained from these strategies can also be used to triangulate data for the purpose of 

validating data analysis.  

Chapter 4 to Chapter 8 present the findings and the analysis of this study. Beginning 

with the investigation of the evolution of the mixed-ability grouping policy from its 

inception to today, Chapter 4 traces the transformation of the socio-political environments 

and the changing power structure within the educational system during the long policy 

process. The concepts of pupils’ ability and teaching, and the influence of the governance 

and the senior high school entry system are explored within the wider contexts in order to 

capture the changing interpretations of these relevant issues and their influences on the 

policy practice.  

Chapter 5 examines the current governance of the mixed-ability grouping policy in 

both the central and the local educational authorities in detail. The interplay between 

different levels of educational authorities and schools is explored and discussed. After the 

exploration in the previous chapter about the changing power relationships between policy 

actors, the main objective of this chapter is to capture the situated considerations and the 

political struggles of the governing bodies. By focusing on the conflicts faced and the 

actions taken by the MOE and the two studied local educational authorities, the findings not 

only manifest the political aspect of governance, but also reveal how governing bodies 

strive for balance between ideological and practical concerns.  

The following three chapters concern the practice of junior high schools and the 

attitudes and the concerns of school educators. In Chapter 6 the results of the questionnaire 

survey of the junior high principals in two local educational authorities—Sunrise County 

and Middle Line County (pseudonyms) are presented. This survey was conducted for the 

purpose of gaining an overview about the attitudes and the practices of junior high schools 

in the two studied local educational authorities and understanding the local contexts of the 
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two case studied schools. Principals’ own attitudes, their understanding about teachers’ and 

parents’ attitudes towards the mixed-ability grouping policy, the barriers perceived by 

educators, and the schools’ practice of the policy were surveyed in the questionnaire.  

Chapter 7 and Chapter 8 respectively present the case studies of the practice of the 

mixed-ability grouping policy in two junior high schools—Pinewood Junior High in Sunrise 

County and North Creek Junior High in Middle Line County. Through the discussion of the 

governance in the two local educational authorities in the last chapter, and the introduction 

of the disputes about the mixed-ability grouping policy in the two local educational 

authorities, the two schools are firstly contextualised within their local situations. Then, 

through the case studies of the two schools, which utilise interviews with school educators 

and a documentary analysis of the school level policy texts, the practitioners’ attitudes, their 

practical concerns, and the process the schools had been through to make decision about 

grouping practice under conflicting interests are revealed. The micro-politics within the 

schools and the weighing between the contested perspectives within individual educators 

and within individual schools are the research focuses in these two chapters.  

The last chapter—Chapter 9 includes the conclusion and the discussion of the findings. 

The connections between the socio-political/wider educational contexts and the process of 

the mixed-ability grouping policy are synthesised. How the senior high school entry system 

and the perceptions of pupils’ ability and teaching have evolved and influenced the practice 

of policy is discussed. Finally, I discuss the momentum of educational change observed in 

this research from the analysis of the long process of the mixed-ability grouping policy and 

the corresponding policy implications. The strengths and the weaknesses of this study, and 

the suggestions for future research are presented in the end of this chapter.  
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Chapter 2 : Literature review and analytical framework 

This chapter contains two main sections which review the following two aspects of 

literature: the studies about grouping practice in education and the research approaches 

developed for analysing educational policies. The first section introduces the research on the 

effects of different grouping practices, the implementation studies with regard to the 

adoption of mixed-ability grouping, and the key issues concerning the mixed-ability 

grouping policy. The second section discusses the research scope and the research 

framework developed for analyzing educational policies from both the implementation 

study tradition and the sociological perspectives. At the end of the chapter, the research 

questions and the analytical framework adopted by this study to examine the policy process 

of the mixed-ability grouping in Taiwan are proposed.  

2.1. Mixed-ability grouping in education 

In this section, researches regarding the influence of the grouping practice adopted in 

schools, most of them about the influence of streaming, and the studies concerning the 

implementation of mixed-ability grouping in schools, will be reviewed. The former helps 

this research to grasp the core arguments of the grouping practice issue and to form a basis 

for investigating the contentious issues within the mixed-ability grouping policy in Taiwan. 

The latter discusses the research approaches and the findings of the mixed-ability grouping 

related implementation studies for the purpose of identifying the research angles that are 

needed in Taiwanese contexts. As mentioned in chapter 1, the adoption of mixed-ability 

grouping in education has also been an important issue in the policy arena in the UK and the 

US There were also abundant research studies concerning the influences of different 

grouping practices and the implementation of mixed-ability grouping in schools in these two 

countries. The following review thus draws literature from Taiwan, the UK, the US and also 
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other countries to identify the research gap that can be filled and to discern the unique 

phenomenon in Taiwan that is worth exploring.  

2.1.1. The main issues of grouping practice: effect s and inequality 

It is found that the existing research studies with regard to the grouping practices 

adopted in schools extensively discussed the following two issues: the effects of different 

kinds of grouping practices, especially streaming, on pupils’ learning and personal 

development, and in which ways these effects contribute to the equality or inequality of 

education. In the following sections I will discuss these issues respectively.  

2.1.1.1 Pupils’ attainments in different kinds of grouping practice 

Differentiation within schools, such as streaming and setting is usually argued by many 

educators as being effective for teaching and learning (Feng, 1996; Hamilton & O’Hara, 

2005; Ireson & Hallam, 2001; Ireon, Hallam, & Hurley, 2005; S-F. Liu, 2004; Reid et al., 

1981). The argument is intuitively persuasive as it is easier to teach pupils with similar 

abilities in one classroom where the learning pace will be suitable for them, thus enabling 

them to learn better. Further, the notion of preventing the more academically able pupils 

from being ‘held back’ by the less academically able pupils is also an important argument 

which is held by the proponents of within-school differentiation (Argys et al., 1996; 

Gamoran, 1992; Hanushek & Wößmann, 2005; Ireson & Hallam, 2001). Streaming and 

setting are thus viewed by its proponents as a desirable way to raise pupils’ attainment level. 

Nevertheless, the research findings about the effects of grouping practice on pupils’ 

attainments are controversial. For example, some studies find that different grouping 

practices do not influence differently pupils’ attainments. In his synthesized review, Slavin 

(1990) reviewed selected research studies based on his solid criteria and suggested that there 
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is no significant difference of attainments between pupils in streamed classes, set classes 

and mixed-ability classes. Similar conclusions are also suggested by other researchers from 

either their review of existing studies or empirical research (Betts & Shkolnik, 2000; H-H. 

Chang, 1975; Gregory, 1984; Slavin, 1987; Slavin, 1990; Harlen & Malcolm, 1997; Ireson 

et al., 2002).   

Some other studies found that streaming and setting slightly benefit pupils in higher 

attaining groups but not those in lower attaining groups. Kerckhoff (1986) indicated that 

pupils in higher attaining groups gained more but pupils in lower attaining groups learnt less 

over a five-year period based on his analysis of a large British national sample of pupils’ 

placements and test scores. Ireson and Hallam (2001) also argued that the differentiation 

system tends to benefit high-achieving groups at the expense of low-achieving pupil’s 

benefit while the mixed-ability system tends to benefit low-achieving groups. The research 

studies conducted in Taiwan also had similar findings (Y-C. Chen, 2005; Kan, 2006). Y-C. 

Chen (2005) compared the attainments of pupils in three kinds of groups: mixed-ability 

groups, streamed groups, and set groups. Although she found there was no significant 

difference in average attainment levels in the three kinds of groups, she noticed that higher 

attaining pupils performed better in streamed groups, and lower attaining pupils performed 

better in mixed-ability groups.  

In addition, some studies indicated that mixed-ability groups facilitate the learning of 

lower attaining pupils (Ireson & Hallam, 2001; Venkatakrishnan & William, 2003). 

Venkatakrishnan and William (2003) compared the math attainments of pupils who were 

placed in different kinds of groups in an English 11-16 comprehensive school. They found 

that both the higher and lower attaining pupils did not benefit from being placed at streamed 

classes, but the lower attaining pupils had made significant improvements in mixed-ability 

groups.  
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Overall, existing research studies show that the effects of streaming to increase pupils’ 

attainments are not as straightforward as was declared by the proponents of within-school 

attainment-based differentiation. Not only may higher attaining pupils not benefit from 

being placed in homogeneous groups, the consensual finding is that pupils who are placed in 

lower attaining groups would not benefit from a streamed system. Nonetheless, the 

argument that streaming leads to better pupil attainment is still powerful in the 

policy-making arena and this is constantly reiterated within different policy discourses. 

2.1.1.2 The social and emotional influence of a streamed system  

The effects of grouping practice on pupils’ self-images, teachers’ expectations of 

pupils, and pupils’ future educational and life expectations have also been a matter of 

concern. Scholars argued that the streamed system conveys a message to pupils with regard 

to who does and does not have learning potential or recognised ‘ability’ through the 

structure (grouping practice) and the reinforcement of teachers’ attitudes and behaviours. 

These kinds of messages usually resulted in a negative impact on pupils in lower attaining 

classes because these pupils felt discouraged in terms of their self-esteem, self 

academic-concept and their motivation to learn (Alexander et al., 1978; Y-C. Chen, 2005; 

Gregory, 1984; Hallinan, 1994; Hamilton, 2002; Hamilton, 2006; Kelly, 1975, as cited in 

Harlen & Malcolm, 1997; HEF, 2003; Ireson & Hallam, 2001; Oakes, 1985; C-Y. Shin, 

2005; Rosenholtz & Rosenholtz, 1981; Rosenholtz & Wilson, 1980).  Further, even for 

pupils in higher-attaining classes, scholars found that some of them suffered from the high 

expectations, fast-paced lessons and pressure put on them to succeed and compete in these 

classes (Boaler, 1997a; Boaler, 1997b;  Boaler et al., 2000).  

Streaming also influences the interaction patterns between pupils and pupils’ attitude 

towards school. The differentiation-polarisation theory proposed and tested by Hargreaves 
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(1967), Lacey (1970), Ball (1981), Abraham (1989) and Van Houtte (2006) suggests that 

streaming dichotomises pupils’ attitudes towards school. It has been found that due to the 

different school experiences, pupils in lower attaining class usually have a more negative 

attitude towards school than pupils in higher attaining classes. Scholars contend that whilst 

pupils in lower attaining classes feel they are denied and neglected in the existing system, 

they create an alternative subculture to rebel against the mainstream culture (Hargreaves, 

1967; Rosenbaum, 1976). Schwartz (1981) further argued that the disruptive actions of 

pupils often observed in lower attaining groups are not a result of pupils’ dispositions. 

Rather, these actions are used by lower attaining pupils to demonstrate their ‘existence’ in 

school, which can be seen as a negative outcome of within-school differentiation. In 

addition, whilst the differentiation-polarization theory focuses on the different attitudes 

towards schools of pupils in different classes, Ireson and Hallam (2001) found that for all 

pupils, the more structured the grouping practice the schools adopt, the less positive feelings 

that pupils have towards school.  

This strand of study touches an important issue with regard to the socialisation of 

pupils in school. Whilst findings show that pupils tend to gain different self-perceptions 

based on the hierarchical attainment-based groups they are placed in, it is important to note 

that pupils also develop their own attitudes towards the ‘culture’ in school while the culture, 

which is delivered or shaped by the grouping practice seems to value pupils with certain 

characteristics and devalue others at the same time.  

2.1.1.3 The inequality in a streamed system 

The inequality produced or reinforced by the streamed and the set system in schools 

has been argued by scholars from different aspects. A general observation is that the 

inequality, especially the inequality of attainments is initially triggered by the structure and 
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then reinforced by teachers. Further, the combination of the disproportionate placements of 

disadvantaged pupils in lower attaining classes and the inferior quality of education 

provided to lower attaining classes leads to the questions being raised about the effects of 

the streamed system on reinforcing social inequality. 

First of all, while facilitating teaching and learning is one important argument to 

support the use of streaming and setting, it is argued that there is an inequality of pupils’ 

attainments between pupils who are placed in different streams. From a longitudinal 

research study that traced pupils who were placed in different streams in junior high schools 

in Taiwan, C-H. Hsieh (as cited in Y-P. Yang, 2004) concluded that the gap between pupils’ 

attainments was widened after the three year streaming period in junior high schools. She 

believed this indicated that the pupils in lower attaining classes were not provided with 

adequate teaching resources. A similar finding was reported by Hanushek and Wößmann 

(2005) in their internationally comparative study. They compared the pupils’ attainments in 

18 countries and found that the countries that had a streamed system that streams pupils in 

their early ages had an increased inequality in pupils’ attainments between primary and 

secondary school level. 

Moreover, researchers found that teachers’ attitudes towards pupils and the methods 

teachers adopted in teaching different streams or sets hindered equal learning opportunities. 

Some studies revealed that pupils in lower attaining classes were provided with a less 

stimulating curriculum and teachers had lower expectations of them which obstructed the 

opportunities for them to move into higher attaining classes and to gain access to better 

resources (Boaler et al., 2000; Oakes; 1985; Hallinan, 1994; Schwartz, 1981). Studies also 

show that some schools tended to assign experienced and qualified teachers to the higher 

attaining classes and the less experienced teachers to the lower attaining classes, which 

resulted in an inequality in the quality of instruction (Boaler et al., 2000; Y-H. Hsu, 2005; 
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Y-H. Hsu, 2006; Ireson & Hallam; 2001; Sukhnandan & Lee, 1998), and the attainment 

inequality between pupils in different classes (Gamoran, 1992; Y-H. Hsu, 2005; Y-H. Hsu, 

2006).  

Further, it has been found in some countries that attainment-based differentiation 

within schools is associated with pupils’ race or the socio-economic status of pupils’ family 

(Ball, 1981; P-L. Chen, 1994; Oakes, 1985; Straková, 2007).  It should be firstly borne in 

mind that different countries have their own social characteristics thus the findings with 

regard to the social inequality reinforced by education should be perceived within their own 

contexts. In the US, Oakes indicated that the poorer and the minority pupils were found to 

be disproportionately placed in lower attaining groups. In the UK, Hargreaves (1967), Lacey 

(1970), and Ball (1981) suggested that the under achievements of working-class pupils 

could be attributed to streaming which disproportionately placed working class pupils into 

lower attaining streams. In Taiwan, H-C. Hsieh (as cited in Y-P. Yang, 2004) found there 

was a direct impact of parents’ educational status on their children’ streaming allocation; and 

P-L. Chen (1994) found that the SES backgrounds of pupils were significantly different 

between different streams as pupils with a higher SES background tended to be placed in 

higher attaining classes. Further, in an recent comparative study that investigated the 

relationship between pupils’ attainments and their family background in the Czech Republic, 

Canada, Sweden and Finland, Straková found that the early tracking adopted in the Czech 

Republic strengthened the relationship between pupils attainments and their families’ 

social-economic backgrounds and pupils from a higher social-economic background family 

benefited the most with regard to their general performance in the streamed system 

(Straková, 2007).  

To conclude the effects of different grouping practices on pupils, scholars found that 

pupils’ attainments were not significantly influenced by different kinds of grouping methods, 
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but discovered that pupil’s social and emotional development may be negatively affected by 

being placed in lower attaining classes, and that the inequality of attainments between pupils 

who were placed at different streams was increased.  

2.1.2. Implementation research on the adoption of m ixed-ability 

grouping and different research perspectives 

This part reviews selected studies about the implementation of mixed-ability grouping 

in England, the US and Taiwan for the purpose of identifying the key issues that are 

concerned in the implementation of mixed-ability grouping, and the perspectives adopted by 

these studies to analyse and to understand policy implementation. 

2.1.2.1 Implementation research in England and the US 

The mixed-ability grouping policy related studies in England and the US can be 

divided into two strands. Although both of them aim to understand the process of change, 

one strand focuses on identifying the obstacles and possibilities of the policy 

implementation, and the other focuses on discovering the dynamic and contested 

interactions between policy actors within the process of change. 

The first strand of research often utilises questionnaire surveys and interviews to 

discover educators’ attitudes and their practical concerns towards different grouping 

practices, and to identify the factors that influence the implementation of mixed-ability 

grouping.  

The study conducted by Reid et al. in England is one example (Reid et al., 1981). In the 

study, Reid and her colleague surveyed and interviewed educators in primary and secondary 

schools in England about schools’ grouping practice decision. They suggested that the 

objectives of schools, the styles of school management and the organisational strategies 
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adopted by schools were influential in grouping practice decisions in the studied schools.   

For example, the schools that believed that pupils should have a fresh start during the 

transition from primary school to secondary school were found to be more likely to use 

mixed-ability grouping. How schools introduced mixed-ability grouping in schools was also 

found to have an impact on how teachers accepted it. Reid et al. thus argued that 

mixed-ability grouping and mixed-ability teaching were more likely to be successfully 

implemented with adequate implementation timetable and teaching resources.  

In addition, this research correlated teachers’ attitudes with their backgrounds to 

examine whether their experience of mixed-ability teaching has had an effect on their 

attitudes. Reid et al. found that the training previously received by teachers, the degree of 

involvement in mixed-ability grouping teaching, and the length of time teachers had been 

teaching were highly correlated with teachers’ attitudes towards mixed-ability grouping. The 

more the teachers were involved in mixed-ability teaching, the more positive their attitude 

towards mixed-ability grouping was. Further, although the nature of the subjects taught was 

found to be an important influence on teachers’ preference of grouping practices, for 

example, in general teachers who teach math or literacy favoured streaming or setting, it 

was found in this study that teachers who taught the same subjects could have different 

approaches to teach the subjects and preferred different kinds of grouping practice.  

A similar research study was conducted in the US by Loveless (Loveless, 1999). In the 

two states in the US that encouraged ‘de-tracking’(de-streaming) middle schools, Loveless 

surveyed and case studied several middle schools to find out how they implemented the 

state-wide policy. Four factors were identified as crucial in influencing the adoption of 

mixed-ability grouping: a school’s institutional characteristics, a school’s organisational 

characteristics, the technical challenges posed by the reform, and the political influences on 

the policy.  
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In relation to a school’s institutional characteristics and a school’s organizational 

characteristics, Loveless reported that the composition of the pupil body and the social 

status of the neighbourhood influenced the decision of grouping practices in schools. For 

example, he found that urban schools that educate less well-off and low-achieving pupils 

were more likely to ‘de-track’ schools than suburban, high-achieving schools.  Loveless 

also identified that the technical challenges, namely the teaching in mixed-ability groups 

faced by the studied schools are crucial factors that affected schools’ implementation of 

mixed-ability grouping. Although Loveless found that changes did occur in de-tracked 

classrooms, for example, an increased use of oral reading, more hands-on materials, slower 

paced teaching and the use of fewer textbooks, he argued that the changes in teaching were 

pragmatic rather than ideological, and he found that the problem of how to teach in 

heterogeneous classes still appeared to be teachers’ primary concern when considering the 

preferred grouping practice. Loveless also found that teachers who had preferences for 

different teaching methods had different attitudes towards the use of mixed-ability grouping. 

Most of the teachers in favour of progressive pedagogy were found to be more likely to 

support ‘de-tracking’(de-streaming), and the teachers in favour of traditional approaches 

were found to be more likely to oppose ‘de-tracking’(de-streaming).  

The above two research studies fell into the category of policy studies that hold a 

techno-rational assumption to investigate policy implementation (Ball, 1987; Datnow, 2006; 

Malen & Knapp, 1997). This strand of policy study is often described as rational, technical, 

or linear oriented (Bacchi, 2000; Ball 1987; Ball, 2006; Datnow, 2006; Hill, 1997; Malen & 

Knapp, 1997; Ozga, 2000). The term ‘rational’ used to describe this approach refers to its 

assumptions about actors and processes within policies. The perspective assumes that policy 

actors in all levels develop their ‘objective’ understandings of policy and make relevant 

decisions with a deliberation upon thorough, systematic and scientifically validated 
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information (Malen & Knapp, 1997). In Ball’s argument, this perspective assumes that 

actors within policy ‘share a common value-system and are working towards the same goal’ 

(Ball, 1987, pp 30).   

Further, this perspective also holds a ‘technical’ assumption towards the policy process 

or the process of change. The technical sense is revealed through the assumption that 

policy-makers are experts who bring innovations to the area, which mimics the 

innovation-efficiency linkage that used to dominate industrial enterprise in the 

massive-production age. While the validity of the policy has been established through 

rational consideration, the policy process/implementation should proceed as anticipated 

(Malen & Knapp, 1997). It is expected that policy flows from policy-makers to practitioners 

step by step and circulates according to the sequential stages. As described by Datnow: ‘the 

causal arrow of change travels in one direction from active, thoughtful designers to passive, 

pragmatic implementers’ (Datnow, 2006, p. 106). Therefore, research in line with this 

perspective usually generates the ‘practice-oriented’ studies (Ball, 2006; Malen & Knapp, 

1997). It focuses more on the outcomes and effects of policy practice and tends to explain 

the results by explaining the value-free factors, such as misunderstandings, dilemmas, and 

external conditions that are faced by local practitioners (Ball, 2006; Hill, 1997). The 

‘unexpected event’ is viewed a problem to be solved, and the policy itself is left without 

being questioned (Ball, 2006). For example, the importance of resources, the institutional 

structure such as class size, and the communication between central/local and 

policy-maker/practitioner are identified as crucial for the policy to be implemented 

successfully (Nixon, 1980, in Hill, 1997; Loveless, 1999).  

Nonetheless, although this strand of research studies provide abundant and valuable 

information regarding practitioners’ opinions and the factors that influence policy practice, 

some scholars argued that change does not solely lie in the correction of identified ‘flaws’; 
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rather, it is the contradictory opinions, contested considerations, and the diverse interests 

within the policy arena that shape the process of change (Ball, 1987; Blase, 2005; Datnow; 

2006; Hill, 1997). Hill argued that policy analysis from a techno-rational perspective tends 

to ignore the fact that policy is often ambiguous and full of compromise (Hill, 1997). In this 

view, change exists in conflicting dynamics rather than a linear process. Studies of the 

second strand reviewed here utilised alternative perspectives to approach the policy process. 

In this strand of study, the conflicts and the interplay between the contradictory concerns 

and between different policy actors become the research focus. 

The study conducted by Ball in England to gain an understanding of the innovation 

process—the adoption of mixed-ability grouping—in a comprehensive school was one 

example (Ball, 1981). Utilising interviews and participant observations, Ball conducted a 

detailed case study to discover the dynamics of change within a single school and argued 

that the reality of innovation/change was full of negotiation and compromise. He suggested 

that some seemingly neutral arguments, such as the ‘good teaching practice’ and the 

classification of pupils, were inevitably conditioned by peer culture, school culture, the 

practical problems teachers faced when teaching in diverse classrooms, and also external 

constraints such as external examinations. In Ball’s view, change or resistance are not 

independent of the influence of the contexts. Rather, change and resistance are 

contextualised in various arenas with the interplay of diverse ideological or practical 

concerns. It is the interplay between actors and their diverse arguments that shape the 

process of change.  

Another research study that also focused on the dynamic of the process of change was 

a project led by Oakes et al. in the United States (Oakes, 1985). Aiming to explore the large 

scale de-tracking (de-streaming) reform in the US, Oakes et al. studied 10 public schools 

that had made efforts to de-track(de-stream) their schools. Based on their case studies and 
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cross-case analyses, the research team argued that ‘the de-tracking reform confronts 

fundamental issues of power, control, and legitimacy that are played out in ideological 

struggles over the meaning of knowledge, intelligence, ability and merit’(Oakes, Wells, 

Jones, & Datnow, 1997, p. 482).  From their point of view, the resistance from some 

teachers was because they felt had lost familiar teaching routines and the power to interpret 

pupils’ ability in a conventional way; and the resistance from parents, especially the white 

middle-class and wealthy parents, was a result of losing the advantages of having their 

children placed in the higher ability tracks. They argued that in spite of the ‘comprehensive’ 

ideology of education since the 1950s in the US, the unequal fundamental structure of the 

American society, and the pervasive myth of meritocracy have contributed to the inequality 

in education. These fundamental factors have complicated the practice of the de-tracking 

reform in middle schools.   

In contrast to the research that is conducted with a rational perspective, this strand of 

study emphasises the conflicts and the political aspects of educational policy. To scholars 

looking at education from this perspective, policy is not a power-free object and the process 

of change is not a production line that proceeds in a pre-determined direction. Rather, they 

assume that policy is a process that is driven by different actors’ interactions based on their 

power relationships and their diverse interests (Taylor et al., 1997).   

Bacchi (2000) used the ‘policy-as-discourse’ concept to frame the analysis of power 

conflicts within policy. She suggested that policy-as-discourse analysis has two 

characteristics. First, the analysis breaks the simple assumption about the relationships 

between policy-maker and practitioner. It assumes that the problems and also the purposes 

of a policy are framed and interpreted by all actors based on their own power positions and 

ideologies, which inevitably complicate the policy process. Second, it assumes that policy is 

a strategic process within which conflicts are not the result of the misunderstanding of 
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values; rather, they are the products of value competitions. This perspective argues that there 

are always interests and values that compete with each other within the policy process, and 

this value-laden competition leads to domination, resistance and compromise. It should be 

noted that although this perspective emphasises the inevitable conflicts, it also recognises 

the unequal power distribution among policy actors that may limit ‘what can be said and 

thought’ about the policy. An example is Ball’s study on the New Right educational policy 

in England. He argued that the agendas set by policy makers such as the market mechanism, 

accountability, and the value of competition quickly dominated policy practices and 

discussions, and also overshadowed counter arguments (Ball, 1990).  

In addition, researchers who adopt this perspective often scrutinise official policy texts 

and counter arguments in order to highlight the unidentified issues that may be related to the 

embedded structures. The ‘big picture’ has become an important parameter for policy 

analysis (Ball, 2006; Popkewetize & Brennan, 1998; Ozga, 2000). Ozga (2000) suggested 

that educational policy is intrinsically influenced by the economic, the political, and the 

cultural structures. It is also argued that by studying these structures, the embedded and the 

evolved influence of the structural, cultural, and societal foundations on the power 

relationship between policy actors and on the practice of policy would be gradually revealed 

(Ball, 2006; Taylor et al., 1997).For example, the pattern of governmental control 

determines the distribution of power over different administrative levels, and a change in 

this control pattern often has an impact on interactions between actors and between values 

(Osei & Brock, 2006). Further, the cultural patterns, which are usually generated from the 

structure of relational dominance, usually have the ability to legitimatise certain interaction 

patterns that subsequently influence the process of educational policy (Jenkins, 2002; Yen, 

1998). Finally, many educational policies are developed under specific imaginations that 

resemble the dominant functional theories of the economy. These educational policies 
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reflect specific assumptions with regard to the methods of quality enhancement and the 

process of change, which directly affect the issuing, delivery, practice, and the assessment of 

educational policy (Ball, 2007; Helsby, 1999).  

It is recognised that the research studies that utilised different perspectives had their 

specific contributions to our understandings of the policy process but they also imposed 

limitations. For example, the problem-solving orientation of the rational perspective helps 

researchers to focus on the identified problems, but it may constrain the possibility for 

policy analysts to question the identified problems and the related power conflicts (Ball, 

1987; Hill, 1997). On the other hand, the political perspective, which helps to uncover the 

interests competition between policy actors and the contested power relationships that shape 

the policy process, may ignore other factors that are also influential in shaping the policy 

process and policy outcomes, for example, the assessment of the actual effects of certain 

teaching practices (Malen & Knapp, 1997). Nevertheless, through reviewing the above 

research studies, we can see that the rational perspective and the political perspective should 

be considered as complementary in understanding an educational policy. To identify 

problems or solutions is usually a process where the contested interests compete with each 

other, and the conflict of interests does not only occur within interactions but is also 

embedded within seemingly neutral technical elements such as the argument of adequacy 

and practicality. 

2.1.2.2 Implementation research in Taiwan 

To gain an understanding of the implementation of the mixed-ability grouping policy, 

there were also several research studies conducted by researchers in Taiwan. Nonetheless, 

the majority of them utilised a rational perspective that focused on identifying the barriers to 

policy implementation through exploring policy actors’ attitudes. The investigation on how 
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the competition of attitudes and interests and the interplay between policy actors influences 

policy and practice is scarce.  

From the inception of the mixed-ability grouping policy, the attitudes of school 

educators and parents were important research focuses. Not long after the first issue of the 

policy, a government commissioned research study was conducted to understand the 

implementation and the attitudes of teachers, school administrators and parents towards the 

mixed-ability grouping policy (C-H. Chang, & S-Y. Kuo, 1984). The mixed-ability grouping 

policy at that moment was complicated. Only the first year of junior high level education 

was mandated to use mixed-ability grouping and the use of streaming was allowed in the 

second and the third grades. The research findings showed that most educators and parents 

supported the policy because it retained the advantages of both streaming and mixed-ability 

grouping. Educators and parents on the one hand agreed that pupils should not be 

differentiated based on attainments at such young ages, but they argued that in order to 

prepare pupils for the coming big examination the use of streaming in the second and the 

third grades was necessary. Similar results regarding the attitudes of educators and parents 

were found in other studies in which researchers found that educators’ and parents’ main 

concern about schools’ grouping practice was how to strike a balance between the 

advantages and disadvantages of different grouping practices (C-H. Chang, & S-Y. Kuo, 

1984; P-S. Chang, 2006; Y-F. Chang, 2009; Feng, 1996; Y-T. Kuo, 2006; S-F. Liu, 2004). 

Whilst many educators recognised that mixed-ability grouping may result in better 

discipline in schools and avoid early stereotyping, its possible negative effect on pupils’ 

academic performance was of concern (C. Chou, 2005; Feng, 1996; Y-T. Kuo, 2006; S-F. 

Liu, 2003).  

The status of the policy and the instruments the educational authority adopted to 

facilitate policy implementation were also identified as influencing the implementation of 
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the mixed-ability grouping policy. In his survey of school administrators, Feng (1996) found 

that the low implementation rate and the practitioners’ doubts about the mixed-ability 

grouping policy might result from the low legal status of the policy and the rigid policy 

delivery process. By ‘low legal status’, Feng indicated that while the mixed-ability grouping 

policy was just one administrative order among many other policies, there was no incentive 

for school practitioners to change their accustomed routine. By rigid delivery process, Feng 

indicated that the process of delivering the mixed-ability grouping policy to schools ignored 

the communication between the educational authorities and the first-line practitioners. He 

thus suggested that educational authority should consider enforcing the mixed-ability 

grouping policy through law and strengthening the communication between policy makers 

and practitioners.  

In addition, the influence of the centralised senior high school entry examination is a 

crucial external condition that was identified by researchers as hindering the successful 

implementation of the mixed-ability grouping policy (W-C. Huang, C-L. Chen, & M-H. Lin, 

1991; Y-H. Lo, 2000; Ma, 2005). Some studies argued that it is under the pressure of 

preparing pupils for the senior high school entry examination so the schools are forced to 

use streaming (Y-L. Chien, 2004; Y-P. Chuang, 2006; Huang, et al., 1991;Yen, 1998), and 

some suggested that the examination made parents become obsessed with children’s 

academic performance, which led to their interference with the grouping practice decision in 

junior high schools (Y-L. Chien, 2004; Y-P. Chuang, 2006; Huang, et al., 1991; C-J. Lin, 

2007; H-M. Lin, 2004; Ma, 2005; Yen, 1998). It is also found by researchers that with the 

influence of the senior high school entry examination, most educators had an impression 

that parents were against the use of mixed-ability grouping (C-H. Chang & H-Y. Kuo, 1984), 

and many educators argued that the demand of influential parents for using streaming or 

grouping higher attaining pupils was the major obstacle to the successful implementation of 
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the mixed-ability grouping policy (Y-P. Chuang, 2006; Huang, et al., 1991; Lo, 2000).  

It is worth noting that whilst these studies identified the senior high school entry 

examination and parents’ attitudes as barriers of policy implementation, little is known 

about how the school educators deal with this two ‘barriers’. It seems that with the ‘rational 

perspective’, most arguments made by the previous studies viewed the influence of the 

senior high school entry examination and parents as external and unidirectional, and the 

interactions between schools and parents, and how the school educators relate the senior 

high school entry examination with their teaching were rarely explored.  

The synthesis study conducted by Yen (1998) is a clear example that most of the 

mixed-ability grouping policy related research in Taiwan focuses on discovering the 

difficulties of policy implementation and the solutions, but ignores the conflicts and the 

complicated relationships between different policy actors within the policy process. Yen’s 

study categorised all the factors previously identified as influencing the implementation of 

the mixed-ability grouping policy by existing research studies into two categories—policy 

content and policy context—to analyse the ‘problems’ with the contents of the policy and 

the implementation system. For example, Yen suggested that the mixed-ability grouping 

policy itself was initiated without an applicable implementation plan and adequate fiscal 

resources, which can be seen as a flaw in the contents of the policy. As for ‘policy contexts’, 

Yen argued that the senior high entry system and the rigid administration system, which he 

described as a bureaucratic administration that failed to deal with problems promptly, 

hindered the implementation of the mixed-ability grouping policy. His argument was that 

whilst the pressure of sending pupils to the highest-ranking senior high schools decreased 

schools’ desire to adopt mixed-ability grouping, the rigid administrative system was not 

capable of assessing policy implementation or providing effective assistance.  

After the mixed-ability grouping policy came into effect in 2004, research studies that 
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focused on examining the evolution and the process of the mixed-ability grouping policy 

started to emerge. However, the arguments made by these studies were also developed from 

a ‘rational-technical’ assumption. For example, scholars argued that the process of the 

mixed-ability grouping policy fitted into a ‘gradualist model’, which implied that the MOE 

intentionally promoted the use of mixed-ability grouping step by step (Y-P. Chuang, 2006; 

C-J. Lin, 2007). This was a clear example that previous studies tended to view the policy 

process as linear and rational without being aware of alternative perspectives.  

In brief, in spite of the breadth of the mixed-ability grouping policy related research in 

Taiwan, the ‘problem-identifying’ assumption of the existing research limited these studies’ 

understanding of the barriers that they identified as hindering policy implementation. As 

suggested earlier, scholars pointed out that this problem-solving style of policy analysis 

undermines the ability of research to detect the dynamic, fluid, and multi-dimensioned 

social relationship (Ball, 1981; Datnow, 2006; Malen & Knapp, 1997). With this lack of 

awareness, the subtle space that may be crucial to educational change within the interactions 

may be ignored. We can see that in describing the practice of the policy, most of the 

Taiwanese studies assumed that the social relations among policy actors were fixed, and that 

the identified barriers were extrinsic to them. For example, when describing the influence of 

the senior high school entry system, the relationship between the system and school 

educators was viewed as unidirectional without dialogue or struggle, which literally writes 

off the ability of educators to reflect upon the system and to make a difference. Another 

example is that although teaching and teaching materials are said to hinder the practice of 

the mixed-ability grouping policy, careful examinations of how and why certain teaching 

methods and teaching materials are dominant in Taiwanese schools and how this domination 

influences the practices of the mixed-ability grouping policy have not been conducted.  

This is the same for other ‘barriers’ identified. How these ‘barriers’ existed and 
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functioned within the complicated relationships between policy actors and between structure 

and agency has been left without exploration. Moreover, the micro-politics, namely the 

bargaining, contested, and the situated relationships between policy actors within or 

between organisations has also been left without careful exploration in the previous studies 

(Ball, 1987; Blase, 2005; Malen & Knapp, 1997; Malen, 2006; Mosen-Low et al., 2009; 

Taylor et al.,1997). Whilst many studies discussed school practitioners’ attitudes, the 

group-level and the cross-group analysis (Ball, 1981; Blase, 2005), which emphasises the 

dynamics within particular systems, for example within a school or within a local 

educational authority, was missing.  

With the recognition that the conflict of interests is one intrinsic characteristic of all 

kinds of human interactions (Ball, 1987; Ball, 1990; Blase, 2005), this study attempts to 

examine the interactions between different policy actors and their interpretations of the key 

issues with regard to the mixed-ability grouping within the long-term policy process. It is 

expected that with the alternative research perspective the understanding of the process of 

the mixed-ability grouping policy in Taiwan and the key issues involved will be expanded. 

In the following paragraphs, the key issues involved in the mixed-ability grouping policy 

and how they were presented and argued in existing research studies will be introduced and 

discussed. The issues include: the influence of the senior high school entry examination, 

teaching in mixed-ability groups and the perceptions of pupils’ ability.  

2.1.2.3 Key issue influencing policy practice: The senior high school entry 

examination 

As the influence of the senior high school entry examination on the practice of the 

mixed-ability grouping policy has been identified by scholars (W-C. Cheng, 2001; T-m. 

Hwang,2008; C-W. Wang,1995; K-S. Yang, & C-C. Yeh, 1984), the scope and the patterns 
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of the influence has been a topic for debate. Nevertheless, the consensus is that there is a 

‘Sheng-Hsueh-Chu-Yi’(升學主義) permeating the Taiwanese education system, which is a 

complicated aggregation of phenomena that entangles with the senior high school entry 

system (T-m. Hwang, 2008; C-W. Wang,1995; K-S. Yang & C-C. Yeh, 1984). Taiwanese 

sociologists even identified ‘Sheng-Hsueh-Chu-Yi’ as a social problem which influences 

every school, every pupil and their parents in Taiwanese society (K-S. Yang & C-C. Yeh, 

1984).  

It is difficult to accurately translate this concept into English as the term itself contains 

complex meanings. As mentioned above, a general agreement among the researchers is that 

‘Sheng-Hsueh-Chu-Yi’ refers to an aggregation of several phenomena, and all of these 

phenomena are connected to the competition for better resources and better credentials in 

the education system (W-C. Cheng, 2001; T-m. Hwang, 2008; C-W. Wang, 1995; K-S. Yang 

& C-C. Yeh, 1984). It has been argued that with the ‘Sheng-Hsueh-Chu-Yi’, several 

anti-educational school behaviours, including cramming pupils with tests, 

grades-competition, and the competition between schools for sending more pupils to the 

highest-ranking schools in the next stages, dominate the education in Taiwan (T-m. Hwang, 

2008). It has also been argued that ‘Sheng-Hsueh-Chu-Yi’ is revealed by almost every actor 

within the Taiwanese education system. Although in public discourse, educational 

authorities and school educators often blame the way that parents possessing 

‘Sheng-Hsueh-Chu-Yi’ influences educational practice, scholars argued that in many ways 

educational authorities and schools actually reinforce both the structure and the concept of 

‘Sheng-Hsueh-Chu-Yi’ through their everyday practice (C-W. Wang & W-Y. Lin, 1994).   

There are also intense debates with regard to whether ‘Sheng-Hsueh-Chu-Yi’ is a 

cultural phenomenon or that it has been resulted from political control (W-C. Cheng, 2001; 

K-S. Yang & C-C. Yeh, 1984). For example, in arguing for ‘Sheng-Hsueh-Chu-Yi’ as a 
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cultural phenomenon, K-S. Yang and C-C. Yeh contended that the traditional value of 

‘academic wins it all’, and ‘wishing the best for children’ are major contributors for the 

development of ‘Sheng-Hsueh-Chu-Yi’ (K-S. Yang & C-C. Yeh, 1984). Y-C. Hwang and 

Y-G. Chen (2005) also indicated that in Taiwan, people considered education as not only a 

means for obtaining better jobs and financial gain, the level of education also represented 

people’s social status and influenced people’s self-concepts. However, it was indicated that 

this vein of thinking often points the finger at parents and argues that many of the 

anti-education actions are supported and demanded by parents (Y-W. Chang & W-Y Lin, 

2002).  

In another vein of thinking, scholars argued that ‘Sheng-Hsueh-Chu-Yi’ has been 

shaped and reinforced by the long-established national curriculum and national standardised 

examination (W-C. Cheng, 2001; C-W. Wang, 1995). W-C. Cheng (2001) contended that the 

‘single-valued’ education system narrows the imagination towards learning and teaching and 

contributes to the burgeoning of ‘Sheng-Hsueh-Chu-Yi’. C-W. Wang (1995) further pointed 

out that the Taiwanese education system itself keeps reinforcing ‘Sheng-Hsueh-Chu-Yi’ 

through its obsession with producing high academic performance. In this sense, it is the 

centralised and ‘single-valued’ education system, and the seemingly neutral actions within 

the system, such as putting a great deal of effort into boosting pupils’ academic performance 

that should be reflected on.   

In fact, the studies concerning pupils’ future opportunity after they were streamed into 

different kinds of senior high schools provide some evidence showing that the pursuit of 

academic achievement is related to parents’ consideration of their children’s future 

livelihood. Utilising large-scale data and longitudinal methods, researchers found that pupils 

who went to vocational senior high school were more likely to have lower-status jobs, be 

paid less, and have less opportunity to enter advanced education (Y-H. Chang et al., 1996; 
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T-S. Lin, 2002; Lyau, 2003). Further, a study aimed at investigating the resource distribution 

between different kinds of senior high school found that there was a significant disparity 

between the resource obtained per pupils in academic and vocational high schools. The 

pupil-teacher ratio in vocational high school was higher, the quality of teachers in academic 

high school was better, and in vocational schools pupils received less money spent on their 

education although these pupils in average paid more them their academic counterparts 

(Lyau & M-S, Liu, 2004). In other words, although there is an argument some pupils have 

vocational ability so that vocational high schools should be their ‘rational choice’, the 

definition of ‘being rational’ would be totally different when it comes to the concern of 

children’s future livelihood.  

Nonetheless, in the present we can see that most policy actors use these two concepts 

alternately. In the process of the mixed-ability grouping policy, the influence of parents’ 

obsession with academic performance (cultural influence) and the senior high school entry 

system (structural influence) have been constantly mentioned by policy makers and 

practitioners (C-H.Chang & S-Y. Kuo, 1984; Y-W. Chang, & W-Y. Lin, 2002; Y-H. Hsu, 

2006a; Y-H. Hsu, 2006b; T-m. Hwang, 2008). Whilst some argue that 

‘Sheng-Hsueh-Chu-Yi’ is a cultural phenomenon intrinsic in Taiwan (Y-J. Hwang & Y-G. 

Chen, 2005), in the policy arena many also argue that the abolition of the senior high school 

entry examination may improve the implementation of the mixed-ability grouping policy 

(Y-P. Chuang, 2006). 

However, I find that in these abundant but mostly self-evident arguments, how 

‘Sheng-Hsueh-Chu-Yi’ and the senior high school entry system are perceived, discussed, 

and reacted to by policy actors within the process of the mixed-ability grouping policy is 

rarely discussed.  This study thus includes the influence of ‘Sheng-Hsueh-Chu-Yi’ and the 

senior high school entry system as one research focus. Moreover, whilst the influence of 
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examinations within school grouping practice was also identified in the UK (Ball, 

1981;Reid et al., 1981), detailed research with regard to its mechanism of influence is 

lacking. With the rise of education policies that utilise examination as a means to improve 

performance, how pupils are labelled and positioned in schools with the change of the 

rationales of education ‘management’ is crucial in today’s educational policy studies.  

2.1.2.4 Key issue influencing policy practice: Perceptions of teaching and 

pupils’ ability 

In research studies regarding the adoption of mixed-ability grouping, it has been argued 

that the perceptions of teaching, the teaching methods applied, and the perceptions of the 

effects of teaching influences the practice of mixed-ability grouping (Ball, 1981;Feng, 1996; 

Ireson & Hallam, 2001; Y-T. Kuo, 2006; Loveless, 1999; Pan, 1999; Reay, 1998; Reid, 1981; 

Yen, 1998). For example, in a top-down sense that reflects the educational authority’s 

viewpoint, there were arguments suggesting that the lack of appropriate teaching approaches 

of teachers hinders the practice of mixed-ability grouping (T-L. Chein, 2005; Reid et al., 

1981; Yen 1998). Conversely, in a bottom-up sense that reveals local practitioners’ concerns, 

it was found that most teachers felt teaching mixed-ability groups is more difficult than 

teaching streamed or set classes (C-H. Chang & H-Y. Kuo, 1984; S-F. Liu, 2004). It is also 

found that different teaching preferences, such as the choice between whole-class teaching 

and children-centred teaching, and subject-related teaching ideologies, such as the orthodox 

methods used to teach maths or social science, influence practitioners’ attitudes and practice 

of the mixed-ability grouping policy (Ball, 1981; Loveless, 1999; Ireson & Hallam, 2001; 

Reid et al., 1981). Moreover, researchers found that different policies adopted by teachers to 

manage and to teach different kinds of groups had a crucial influence on pupils’ motivation 

and attainments (Venkatakrishnan and William, 2003). 
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Overall, teaching is considered by both the policy makers and the practitioners to be 

crucial element in the process of the mixed-ability grouping policy. Whilst the above 

arguments expect teaching to be a professional and rational practice, there are also 

researchers arguing that teaching is inevitably influenced by the external conditions and the 

constructed framework of teaching (Ball, 1981; Bernstein, 2000; S-F. Liu, 2004; Yen, 1998). 

For example, the purpose of teaching, which may directly influence the teaching method 

adopted, may be constrained by the pursuit of pupils’ academic performance or the 

mainstream educational ideologies. In an environment that demands performance through 

attainment, it would be questionable to say that teaching is a neutral practice that concerns 

mainly specific characteristics of knowledge. Further, the grouping structure itself is found 

influencing educators’ teaching practice. For instance, scholars found that it is more likely 

for teachers to use whole-class teaching in set classes while they use more differentiated 

teaching and remedial teaching in mixed-ability classes (Boaler, 1997; Reay, 1998; Straková, 

2007). The premise that the set classes is a ‘homogeneous’ class seems to have a crucial 

impact on a teacher’s teaching. This finding also gives rise to a question about whether 

using a set or streamed class would facilitate teaching and learning or whether it is just an 

‘easy option’ for teachers (Reay, 1998, p. 555). Therefore, with the intention to discover in 

depth the influence of educators’ perceptions of teaching on the implementation of the 

mixed-ability grouping policy, the understanding of the framework that constructs the 

definition and the practice of teaching in different kinds of groups is imperative. 

It is similar when considering policy actors’ perceptions towards pupils’ ability. While 

exploring the debates about the adoption of mixed-ability grouping within schools, a 

common reaction regarding pupils’ ability is that more able pupils may be held back in 

mixed-ability groups (Ball, 1981; S-F. Liu, 2004). Terms such as more able, brighter, high 

flyer, and levels of difference are constantly mentioned by policy actors as rational, neutral 
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judgements about pupils’ ability, which reflects a deep-rooted ideology that pupils’ ability is 

innate and fixed (S-F. Liu, 2004; Oakes, 1985).  Further, Oakes et al. found that although 

many educators started to become aware of the broader views towards ability/intelligence, 

for instance, to question the concept that equates intelligence with IQ and to recognise that 

the concept of intelligence is socially constructed, the majority of the educators were still 

used to viewing ability as something fixed when they discussed grouping practice (Oakes et 

al., 1997; Wells & Serna, 1996). In other words, the seemingly scientific, rational 

conceptualisation of ability dominates educators’ perceptions, which influences educators’ 

attitudes towards the adoption of mixed-ability grouping.  

In addition, there is one strand of research concerning how the ideologies of the 

educational reform in England during the last 20 years have influenced school educators’ 

perceptions of pupils’ ability and school teachers’ teaching. In the study conducted by 

Gillborn and Youdell (2000), they argued that ‘school league tables’ and the newly 

constructed ‘discourse of educational success/failure’ resulted in the forming of the ‘A - to - 

C ranking’ of schools, classes, and pupils into hierarchical groups based on academic 

performance. This ‘A - to - C ranking’ contributes to the attainment-based differentiation 

within schools whilst mixed-ability grouping is perceived to be ineffective at producing 

successful results Furthermore, their findings show that within schools, pupils’ ability is 

viewed as being fixed and that it can be measured through scientific IQ tests. Another 

research conducted by Reay (1999) also found a similar trend that under the pressure of 

being regularly tested, teachers’ pedagogical strategies have shifted to ‘teaching to the test’, 

the adoption of streaming and setting is increasing, and the self-perceptions of pupils are 

dominated by the assessment result. These findings show that the ideologies valued and the 

mechanism adopted by the educational environment have a profound influence on teachers’ 

teaching and teachers’ and also pupils’ perceptions of pupils’ ability.  
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It is worth noting that the issue of eliminating attainment-based differentiation within 

school was initially (and still is) an issue that concerns the structural effects on teaching and 

learning. The arguments that attainment-based differentiation within school contributes to 

the inequality of educational opportunities through its rigid labelling of pupils and the 

unequal teaching quality provided to different classes have been the main reasons for the 

educational authorities to promote mixed-ability grouping (Y-P. Chuang, 2006; Oakes, 2000; 

Gamoran, 2000). In these arguments, the teaching method adopted and the perceptions of 

pupils’ ability are attributed to the schools’ grouping practices. Nonetheless, from the 

debates concerning the adoption of mixed-ability grouping in Taiwan, we can see that the 

effects of teaching and pupils’ ability were often argued as neutral parameters without 

further explanation. Not only did very few researchers in Taiwan discuss how teaching and 

the perceptions of pupils’ ability influences policy actors’ attitudes towards the mixed-ability 

grouping policy, most of them only aimed to extract policy actors’ opinions without further 

analysis.  

In this study, how and why certain perceptions of pupils’ ability and teaching in 

mixed-ability groups dominate the discussion of the policy implementation are of interest. 

The premise of this research focus is that educational practice should not be examined 

without an understanding of its wider social, political and economic construction (Whitty, 

2002). This concern is also a classical issue in both the area of sociology of school 

knowledge and policy sociology. For example, researchers of sociology of school 

curriculum argue that the research questions that should be asked include: who has the 

power to define knowledge? How is the power exercised? And how do the political, 

economic and cultural values and interests influence the inclusion and exclusion of 

curriculum? (Apple, 1979; Popkewitz, 1991; Whitty, 1985; Young, 1994) It is argued that 

the same questions should also be asked when examining the contexts of educational policy 
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to explore whether those that were identified as unbiased and neutral were actually 

constructed under specific macro-societal circumstance and were maintained through 

specific power relationships (Ball, 1990; Popkewitz, 1991; Popkewitz, 2000; Whitty, 2002).   

This study thus intends to approach these two key issues in the mixed-ability grouping 

policy—the perceptions of pupils’ ability and the perceptions of teaching in mixed-ability 

groups—from a different perspective that emphasises the development of the interpretations 

of these issues and links them to the ‘bigger picture’. An argument will be explored with its 

underlying assumptions and its wider contexts, and the alternative explanations excluded 

from the mainstream interpretation (if there are any) will be considered.  

2.2. Scope of educational policy research 

In the above sections, I discussed the different perspectives adopted for understanding 

the implementation of the mixed-ability grouping policy,; in this part, I attempt to further 

review how different perspectives held towards the process of policy affects the research 

scopes of educational policy studies in the first few sections. In the latter sections, I will 

discuss the conceptualisation of the policy process and the theories with regard to the 

mechanism of power exercise among policy actors, values, and structures for the purpose of 

developing a suitable analytical framework to explore and to analyse the mixed-ability 

grouping policy in Taiwan. 

2.2.1. Educational policy research: different persp ectives, different 

research scopes 

Examining the existing educational policy analysis, it can be found that the scope and 

the focus of educational policy research are different with different research perspectives 

and different purposes.  
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2.2.1.1 Identifying solutions from policy and implementers 

One of the strands of policy analysis is defined by Dale (1986) as the ‘social 

administration project’. It is pointed out by scholars that this kind of analysis dominated 

policy studies in the 1960s and the 1970s in both the UK and the US, and is also prominent 

in today’s policy research (Dale, 1986; Honig, 2006; Ozga, 2000). With a purpose of 

improving the implementation of policies and a linear and rational presumption of the policy 

process, the premise held by this research perspective is that policy would be able to be 

implemented accordingly by closing the gap between policy and implementers (Honig, 2006; 

Ozga, 2000). Therefore, the research focuses of this strand of policy analysis are the 

characteristics of policy and the reactions of individual implementers to the policy. For 

example, in a framework developed by Sabatier and Mazmanian (1980) to understand the 

implementation of a policy, the coherence and the clarity of policy, the behaviours of target 

groups, and public awareness of the policy problems were the main issues discussed. It is 

also pointed out that this school of policy research emphasises that the provision of suitable 

incentives and effective instructions and the forming of consensus are crucial in facilitating 

policy implementation (Honig, 2006). Nevertheless, in spite of the thoroughness of this 

strand of study in documenting the characteristics of educational policy, such as the 

instruments adopted to facilitate policy implementation, and the general reactions of policy 

implementers, the ‘why’ questions, such as why policy implementers in different contexts 

react differently to the same policies seems to seize less attention.  

2.2.1.2 Exploring the relationship between actors and local contexts 

After the 1970s, educational policy studies in the UK and the US both started to 

expand its research scope with the input of sociological, organizational and psychological 

perspectives. The relationship between policy actors and the influence of local contexts on 



 41 

actors’ attitudes and reactions began to gain researchers’ attention. For example, in the UK, 

Ball (1987) argued that previous policy research rarely considered the contexts of schools 

when exploring the implementation of educational policy. Therefore he utilised the political 

lens to gain an understanding of the struggles and the conflicts that resulted from innovation 

within a school for the purpose of better explaining first-line educators’ attitudes and actions 

towards an educational innovation. In the US, Weatherley and Lipsky(1977) examined the 

special education reform by looking at local actors’ engagement in policy implementation. 

The term ‘street-level bureaucracy’ was developed to describe the autonomous 

micro-politics of local organisations. The Rand change agent study conducted in the US, 

which aimed to understand the federal funded innovation in schools, also argued that local 

actors created a contextualised balance by reconciling authority’s demands with the 

conditions framed by local contexts (Berman & McLaughlin, 1976, 1978). The concept of 

‘mutual adaptation’ was proposed to replace the previous techno-rational assumption to 

understand the reconciliation of central policy and local educators (Berman & McLaughlin, 

1976, 1978).  

The role of the state has also become an important issue. Departing from the rational 

perspective, the state has been critically examined to find out how the education system is 

endowed with bureaucratic, political, and economic characteristics through the governance 

of the state (Apple, 1995; Dale, 1989). Research studies that aimed to understand the role of 

the state flourished after the 1980s and 1990s when the education reform wave spread in 

many countries. Education reform during this period, which attempted to change the 

mechanism of educational governance, revealed dramatic ideological change in the 

management of public education (Ball, 1994; Gewirtz et al., 1995; Whitty, 2002). In the UK, 

the influence of the market or the quasi-market mechanism on the quality and equality of 

public education has become a research focus ever since (Ball, 1994; Gewirtz et al., 1995; 
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Hodgson & Spours, 2006; Whitty& Power, 2002a).  

As suggested by scholars, countries in different regions of the world began to introduce 

educational policies that explicitly or implicitly promote market principles in the education 

system after the 1980s (Croxford & Raffe, 2007; Whitty & Power, 2002a, 2002b). The logic 

of the market mechanism-- utilising the interests of consumers and the competition among 

suppliers to boost the quality of supply—is considered to be reasonable and efficient to 

enhance the quality and also the diversity of the public services under the ideology of 

new-liberalism (Gerwitz, et al., 1995). Nonetheless, one important criticism of the 

educational market is its rhetoric of power devolution. Whilst the market mechanism is 

argued as facilitating school-based management and enhancing the quality of education, 

researchers argue that the introduction of the market mechanism in fact reinforces the state’s 

hidden control, which not only unifies rather than diversifies schooling, but also cloaks the 

indigenous inequality (Malen, 2003; Whitty & Power, 2002a, 2002b).  

The mid-level actors of the education system, such as the local educational authorities 

and the districts have also been explored. It can be seen in the UK, the US and also in 

Taiwan that the market mechanism and the power devolution within the education system 

give the mid-level actors new responsibilities within the policy process and also create new 

patterns of interaction between policy actors (Bowe, Ball & Gold, 1992; Y-P. Chuang, 2006; 

Honig, 2004). In addition, the influence of non-system actors in the educational policy 

process has also gained more attention in the research arena. Although back in the late 70s, 

the influence of interest groups and the ‘policy elites’ started to be explored (Kogan, 1975, 

1978), the ‘partners’ of education, including parents, the community, burgeoning interest 

groups, and business organisations that have gradually gained an influential position in the 

educational arena, have also attract more research attentions at present. Both the influences 

and the characteristics of these groups are probed by researchers (Coburn, 2005; Mawhinney, 
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2001; McPherson & Raab, 1988; Raab, 1992; Sipple & Killeen.2004; Sipple, Kileen & 

Monk, 2004; Vincent & Martin, 2005).  

2.2.1.3 Attend to larger contexts and embedded structures 

On the other hand, we can see that contemporary policy studies put more efforts into 

exploring the relationships between the wider influence of society and the process of 

educational policy. The tradition of sociology of education to attend to the influence of 

economic, class, cultural, and political structures, which has long been adopted to analyse 

curriculum reforms (Bernstein, 2000; Apple, 1995; Apple, 1996; Whitty, 2002), has been 

applied more extensively in educational policy studies. In this strand of research, 

researchers utilise sociological imagination to explore not only the interactions between 

policy actors, but also the organisations and the structures the policy actors are involved in 

(Ozga,2000; Whitty, 2002). For example, the class structure in society has long been found 

to contribute to the design of the education system and the competition over educational 

status (Power, 1994; Wells & Serna, 1997); and the influence of politics, which can be 

detected from the forms of governmental control and power distribution, was found to have 

a profound effect on the interactions between policy actors in different administrative levels 

(Karlsen, 2000; Osei & Brock, 2006). Moreover, cultural values that have been embedded in 

certain societies, such as Confucius’ ‘Yin-Tsai-Shih-Chiao’ ideology (因材施教: teaching in 

accordance with pupils’ ability) that is commonly believed in Taiwanese society , or the 

concept of ‘equality’, which is interpreted differently in different societies were also argued 

as dominating educational policy discourse and school practice (Raveaud, 2005; Yen, 1998). 

In a study that compared the construction of differentiated learning in French and English 

primary schools, Raveaud (2005) found that the different social and historical contexts of 

France and England contributed to their difference in the concept of equality and further 
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influence educators’ attitudes towards differentiated learning and educators’ teaching 

practice in schools.  

In addition, in the past twenty years, the research on the relationship between 

globalisation and education policy is prominent. (Ball, 1998; Dale, 2005; Green, 1997; 

Kupfer, 2008; Moore, 2007; Ozga and Lingard, 2007). Ozga and Lingard (2007) identified 

three important topics in this study area. The first concerns the balance between 

international forces and local characteristics, which may further influence the politics of 

education and the politics of change within specific contexts. The second aims to understand 

the transformation of governance technology under international influence. They argued that 

under the international comparative context, the change of educational governance, such as 

utilising data-based and comparative-based governance for the purpose of producing 

‘world-competitive’ educational results, is worthy of investigation with regards to its 

influence on the quality and equality of education. The third important topic in this area is 

related to the position of educational policy research. In their observation, policy research 

nowadays is once again more to be expected to produce solutions for problems related to the 

globalised competition and within the rhetoric of pursuing economic profits through 

knowledge. 

In brief, the above discussions review the scope of different educational policy research. 

It is argued that not only the sense of actors, the sense of location (institutional positions), 

and the sense of structure (political, economic and cultural influences) should be kept in 

mind by educational policy researchers (Honig, 2006; Malen, 2006). The sense of time, 

which reveals the embedded ‘historical, structural, and ideology contradictions’, is also 

argued as crucial to be considered in policy analysis (Ball, 2006; Grace, 1995, p3; 

McLaughlin, 2008). The term ‘policy trajectory study’ is given by Ball to studies that 

included a time factor. Policy trajectory, as he argued, ‘traces through the development, 
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formation and realization of those policies from the context of influence, through policy text 

production, to practice and outcomes’ (Ball, 2006, p 17). It is indicated that through 

exploring different contexts within the policy process over time, the knowledge of a specific 

policy will be enhanced, and the relationships between different contexts of the policy 

process and the struggles of the meanings and actions in a policy will be unearthed (Ball, 

2006; McLaughlin, 2008).  

As reviewed above, the majority of the existing research on the mixed-ability grouping 

policy in Taiwan focused on criticising the governance of the policy and exploring first-line 

practitioners’ attitudes towards the policy. The lack of investigation of different levels of 

policy actors and their interactions within the process of the mixed-ability grouping policy 

limits the ability for these studies to understand and to explain the mixed-ability grouping 

policy implementation in Taiwan. Further, the changing political, societal and economic 

environments of the policy, which may shape the governance and also policy actors’ 

interactions within the policy process, have never been taken into consideration. Informed 

by the above review, this study proposes to investigate the long-term mixed-ability grouping 

policy in Taiwan through attending to its changing political, societal and economic 

environments, and the interactions of policy actors in different levels. It is expected that 

through the analysis, we cannot only learn about the implementation of the mixed-ability 

grouping policy in Taiwan in a more dynamic manner, but also understand and explain the 

implementation of the mixed-ability grouping policy in Taiwan in its own political, 

economic and societal contexts.  

2.2.2. The Policy Process Conceptualisation 

In order to capture the contested complexity and the process of educational policy in a 

more coherent way, the conceptualisation of the policy process developed by Bowe et 
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al.(1992) and the modification made by later researchers will be reviewed in the following 

sections, which will serve as the basis for developing an analytical framework for this study. 

The criticisms of the framework regarding its assumption of power distribution among 

policy actors will also be discussed (Hatcher & Troyna, 1994; Fitz, Halpin, & Power, 1994; 

Raab, 1994). 

2.2.2.1 Policy cycle 

In their book ‘Reforming Education and Changing Schools: Case Studies in Policy 

Sociology’, Bowe, Ball and Gold characterised the policy process as a ‘continuous policy 

cycle’, which contains three contexts that interact with each other (Bowe et al., 1992).  In 

contrast to other frameworks that describe the policy process as proceeding through 

different stages with a sequential premise, the concept of ‘policy cycle’ intends to provide a 

conceptualisation that emphasises the complicated interactions between the major contexts 

within the policy process. Three contexts are proposed in the framework: the context of 

influence, the context of policy text production, and the context of practice (see Figure 1 

below).  The context of influence is identified as the context where public policy is 

initiated and reinitiated by the influence of different groups that exert competing discourses. 

The context of policy text production is the second context identified, and it is argued that in 

the process of policy text formation, policy actors from different positions are ‘in 

competition for control of the representation of policy’ (p.21). The third identified context is 

the context of practice. Whilst many studies use the term ‘implementation’ to describe the 

stage after the delivery of policy, Bowe et al. chose to use the word ‘practice’ for the 

purpose of emphasising the contested responses of the policy actors in this context.   
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Figure 1: The conceptualisation of policy cycle 

 

   Context of influence 

 

 

Context of policy text production            Context of practice 

 

Bowe et al. contended that this conceptualisation has two different assumptions about 

the policy process in comparison to previous conceptualisations. The first is that the ‘policy 

cycle’ does not assume that the policy process is a linear process, rather, it views the policy 

process as a dynamic and cyclical course within which contexts interact with one another 

and policy actors compete for power overtly and covertly in every context. The second 

difference is the research perspective adopted to view power relationships in the ‘policy 

cycle’. Departing from the traditional structural sense, the policy cycle’s conceptualisation 

suggests that conflicts within the process of policy should be explained by the 

post-structural approach. In the post-structural sense, power is viewed as existing in the 

relationships between actors and the ‘domination’ is often obscured and legitimised 

(Foucault, 1980; Popkewitz, 1991). In this sense, conflicts, competition, and the cyclical 

characteristic of policy are key research issues. 

To refine this conceptualisation, Ball (1994) later added two contexts into this 

conceptualisation of the policy process. One is the context of outcome, which he 

characterised as the second order effect of policy (other than the effects of the practice). The 

context reminds policy actors and researchers to examine the policy outcomes in terms of 

social justice, equality and individual freedom rather than only considering the 

implementation rate of educational policy.  The last context added is the context of 

political strategy. This is a context where policy analysis and scholars evaluate educational 
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policy and develop strategies to tackle difficulties that may hinder the realisation of quality 

and justice.  Both of these contexts provide policy researchers with a refined lens to 

examine the objectives and the influences of educational policy.   

2.2.2.2 The role of the state and the power relationships between policy 

actors 

The major criticism of the concept of ‘policy cycle’ concerns the assumptions of the 

power relationships between policy actors. While Bowe et al. emphasised the flexible power 

relationships between different policy actors, other scholars argued that the power of the 

state/centre was relatively underestimated in their conceptualisation of the policy process 

(Fitz et al.,1994; Hatcher & Troyna, 1994). 

The role of the state has been discussed in detail by policy researchers for years.  

There was a period when scholars viewed the state (and education) as neutral without 

following specific ideology. Later, scholars from a critical tradition started to examine the 

ideologies carried by the state and their influence on the objectives, the issuing, the 

formation, and the execution of policy (Dale, 1989; Hill, 1997).  Although in this school of 

thinking, the policy process is also viewed as dynamic and contested, scholars criticise the 

concept of ‘policy cycle’ falsely treating different policy actors as having equal power to 

influence the policy process (Fitz et al., 1994; Hatcher & Troyna, 1994). Fitz et al. (1994) 

provided a further explanation of the role of the state. They argued that the state not only has 

the power to define and interpret policy, but it also has the legitimate authority to distribute 

resources and design a mechanism, which will inevitably direct the route of the policy 

practice. Boyd (1990) also suggested that the state is not only an actor inside the policy 

process, rather, the state is the ‘centre’ that can change mechanisms, design or change the 

purpose of educational institutions, and take legitimate actions towards other policy actors. 
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Whilst the power of the state is a contentious issue, Ball (1994) contented that their 

emphasis on the power struggle between policy actors does not imply the negligence of the 

central power. Rather, he suggested that through a careful examination of the unattended 

micro-level power relationships, the previously left unexplained approaches that the 

powerful adopted to exert their influence can be explored in more detail.  

It would be useful to discern the different constructions of how the state exercises its 

influence here. One concept that is often adopted is the concept of ‘hegemony’. In a 

sociological sense, hegemony indicates a relationship that is constituted through ‘the 

saturation of ideology’ within which actors passively give consent to the dominant ideology 

(Apple, 1979; Apple, 1995; Mao, 2001). In Gramsci’s argument, the state is the initiator of 

hegemony as it utilises ‘hegemonic apparatuses’, such as schools and courts to deliver and 

maintain dominance. The key point is that through the exercise of hegemony, most actors 

within the system would conform to and identify themselves with the dominant ideology if 

the critical reflection of agencies is missing. Apple (1979) further elaborates the concept of 

hegemony by arguing that while being aware of the decisive position of the state, one cannot 

view the relationship as unidirectional and technical. The micro-politics, such as the 

conflicts and the resistance that exist within the process could also create the space for 

autonomy. In this sense, the maintenance of dominant power requires the ability to attend to, 

to debate and further to absorb the resistance. It is argued that the revision of the curriculum, 

and the discourses created to justify and legitimise the curriculum are the manifestations of 

such mechanism (Apple, 1979).  

Another perspective adopted to conceptualise the power relationship between the 

macro-societal influence and education views power in a more dynamic sense. Derived from 

the post-structuralism tradition, this perspective questions the oppressor/oppressed 

dichotomy of the power relationship (Popkewitz, 1991). That is, instead of directly positing 
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the political, economic or cultural structures or the state as the sole source of power, power 

is argued as existing in not only the macro but also the micro relationships that influence the 

everyday practice of society, including education. It is through the ‘interactions’ between the 

macro-social influence and the micro-politics that specific sets of values and practices are 

internalised as common sense (Popkewitz, 1991; Mao, 2004). In this school of thinking, it is 

not the ‘external structures’ that serve as the sole oppressors, it is the actors within the 

relationships along with the structures that together reinforce the power through competition, 

conflicts, and interest-based compromise. It should be noted that it is not to say that 

structural influences do not exist, rather, the influences are usually articulated as sets of 

arguments, ideals, regulations, and practices in order to enter agency’s everyday life.  

It can be seen that the two latter perspectives argue that within a structure-agency 

power relationship, actors are not just passive receivers, rather, actors may on the one hand 

internalise specific sets of values and practice within specific environments that have 

bounded by rules, regulations, styles, and also situated interests; they may also, on the other 

hand, create autonomy through reflection, criticism and resistance (Apple, 1979; Popkewitz, 

1991). Informed by this concept, this study proposes to investigate the influence of 

macro-societal influence on Taiwanese educational practice through this critical lens in 

order to examine some unquestioned sets of values and practice. For example, whilst the 

senior high school entry examination and the centralised education system has been 

criticised as complicating the practice of the mixed-ability grouping policy, I intend to 

utilise this analytical perspective to further investigate policy actors’ perceptions, 

interpretations, and also internalisation of the values embedded in the system. It is expected 

that through this way of exploration, the complicated relationships between the system and 

the policy actors, and the influence of these complicated relationships on the 

implementation of the mixed-ability grouping policy can be unfolded.  
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2.2.2.3 Modification of the ‘policy cycle’ 

After the proposal of the ‘policy cycle’, several modifications were made by scholars 

in order to better utilise this conceptualisation for policy studies (Hodgson & Spours, 2006; 

Lingard, 1996; Raab,1994; Vidovich, 2003). 

Vidovich (2003) adopted the model with the addition of researching policy actors in 

different positions in each context of the policy process to explore the Australian higher 

education policy.  She used the term macro, intermediate, micro, and mini-micro to 

describe the centre educational authority, the local educational authority, university and 

grassroots university educators who are involved in the process of the higher education 

policy. Vidovich argued that by using the modified model, actors in different positions can 

be clearly identified and examined, and the influence of the state would not be ignored. 

Further, she highlighted the importance of exploring the ‘inter linkages’ between different 

levels and also different contexts to see how different contexts and different levels of policy 

actors interact with one another. 

Hodgson and Spours (2006) later adopted the concept of the policy cycle as one of 

their analytical tools in the framework they developed to understand the 14-19 reform in 

England. It is indicated that the concept of the policy cycle helps to highlight the ‘dynamic, 

contested and cyclical nature of the policy process’ (Hodgson & Spours , 2006, pp 689). 

Other than the policy cycle, other analytical tools adopted in this framework include 

political eras, the education state, and the operation of political space (See figure below). 
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Figure 2: The analytical framework 

 

 
 

As shown in the above figure, political eras represent the period of time when specific 

political and educational ideologies work upon the constitution of the education state and 

the ‘policy cycle’ of educational policy. In the case of the 14-19 reform in England, 

Hodgson and Spours argued that the ‘ideology of marketisation’ and the ‘divisive approach 

to education system expansion’ envelop the process of the policy (Hodgson & Spours , 2006, 

pp 686). Although they discussed the alternative proposal with regard to the expansion of 

the upper secondary education system, for example, a comprehensive approach, they argued 

that the alternative ideology was not strong enough to constitute a new political era due to 

the lack of corresponding contexts, including the political, cultural, economic and societal 

contexts that were needed for shaping a new equilibrium.  

The importance of placing an educational policy in the wider social and economic 
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contexts for the purpose of better understanding the ideologies and the process of the policy 

has been emphasised by researchers (Ozga, 2000; Taylor et al., 1997). In the argument of 

Hodgson and Spours, referring to the wider contexts of educational policy would prevent 

‘policy amnesia’ that restrains the opportunity for policy makers to learn from previous 

experience. It is argued in this study that the same principle should be applied when 

analysing a long-term policy. Whilst there are many research studies which discuss the 

contexts of educational policies, most of them discuss the contexts within a specific moment. 

There are rare studies tracing a single policy that has experienced the change of political 

eras and the corresponding changing education states. The evolution of the mixed-ability 

grouping policy in Taiwan provides this study with an opportunity to further investigate that 

how an educational policy is interpreted, promoted, reacted to and disputed in different 

political eras with different patterns of policy actors’ interactions. 

Another analytical tool identified by Hodgson and Spours is the education state. They 

suggested that the education state is the manifestation of political eras. In their definition, 

the education state is not only composed of the governmental institutions, such as 

educational authorities and schools. Rather, different kinds of educational policy 

stakeholders, including the pressure groups, the individuals and the media are all parts of the 

education state. They argued that by attending to various policy actors within the policy 

process, the influence of the degree of power centralisation and the interplay between actors 

in different positions can be better understood. They also argued that a more devolved 

system represents a better balance between different levels of institutions, which may lead to 

a more ‘deliberate judgement’ of educational policy. Nonetheless, it should be noted that the 

devolved system may have diverse characteristics and different forms of power distribution 

(Karlsen, 2000). Thus its influence on the process of educational policy requires a more 

contextualised examination. This is an area that requires further research.  
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The last analytical tool included in the framework is ‘political space’. Hodgson and 

Spours identified it as the space that is opened up for actors to participate in the policy 

process. According to their argument, the space can be created by a risk that everybody 

recognises, by the ‘battle of ideas over a period of time’, or by institutions as a formal 

routine to welcome discussions and debates (Hodgson & Spours, 2006, pp690). Further, 

political space can exist through the whole policy cycle, in any level of the education state 

and in any political era. Hodgson and Spours view this dimension as an indication of the 

degree of openness in a policy process, which also reveals the balance of power distribution.  

The analytical framework created by Hodgson and Spours combines the advantages of 

the concept of ‘policy cycle’ and the criticisms of it. The analysis of political eras recognises 

the central status of the state and also the influence of the political, social and economic 

contexts, while the conceptualisation of the education state still pays close attention to the 

influence of policy actors in different positions and their interactions. It is suggested by 

Hodgson and Spours’ that the framework would help to trace the historical development of 

the policy, to understand the current condition, and also to criticise current policy-making.  

This research attempts to adopt the analytical framework developed by Hodgson and 

Spours(2006) to explore the process of the mixed-ability grouping policy. By looking into 

the political eras, the education state, the policy cycle and the political space of the 

mixed-ability grouping policy in Taiwan, this study explores the process of the 

mixed-ability grouping policy in Taiwan through understanding the underpinning structures, 

the ideologies debated and the interactions between policy actors. Further, by exploring the 

‘interactions’ between the wider contexts and policy actors, and between different policy 

actors, the exercise of power within the mixed-ability grouping policy and its influence on 

the process of the policy will be revealed.  Finally, whilst the mixed-ability grouping policy 

in Taiwan has existed for a long period, whether the changing political eras and the 
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changing education states influence the policy cycle and the political space of the 

mixed-ability grouping policy would be one specific concern in this research.  

2.3. Analytical framework rearticulated and researc h questions 

To summarise, this study attempts to investigate the long-term process of the 

mixed-ability grouping policy in Taiwan from a contextualised manner and a ‘political’ 

perspective which pays attention to the contested attitudes and actions of policy actors and 

the interaction between them. The framework developed by Hodgson and Spours that 

includes the analysis of the wider contexts (political, economic and societal contexts), 

different policy actors and the continuous policy cycle of educational policy is adopted in 

this research. The research questions proposed in this research are as follows: 

Under the influence of the wider contexts (political, economic and societal contexts), 

1. How have the power relationships between policy actors influenced the practice of the 

policy?  

2. How has the mixed-ability grouping policy evolved till today?  

3. How have the policy actors’ perceptions of pupils’ ability and the interpretation of 

pupils’ ability in policy texts influenced the practice of the policy?  

4. How have the policy actors’ perceptions of teaching in mixed-ability groups and the 

interpretation of teaching in mixed-ability groups in policy texts influenced the practice 

of the policy?  

5. How has the senior high school entry examination influenced the practice of the policy?  

The contribution of this research is twofold. First, although there were already several 

research studies conducted to understand the mixed-ability grouping policy/innovation, few 

of them considered the combined and complicated influences of the wider contexts (political, 

economic and societal contexts), the power relationships between policy actors in different 
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levels, and the conflicts between ideologies on the policy process of the mixed-ability 

grouping policy. This is an important angle that should be included in the study of the 

mixed-ability grouping innovation because the effects of grouping practice within schools 

touch on the foundation issues in education, such as the concepts of equity, equality and 

social justice; and these key concepts are all related to the dominant ideologies of the wider 

contexts. Second, the attention placed on the influence of the senior high school entry 

system on the process of the mixed-ability grouping policy will add a valuable 

understanding of this identified but under-explored mechanism. Whilst in the UK and the 

US research studies regarding the influence of the emphasis of pupil attainments and the 

high-stake testing has emerged, the long history of utilising centralised examination to 

decide pupils’ future learning path in Taiwan provides an opportunity to explore how the 

examination influences the teaching and learning in schools and also the policy actors’ 

attitudes towards schools’ grouping practice.  
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Chapter 3 : Research method 

3.1. Research Design Overview  

Following on the framework developed by Hodgson and Spours(2006) in chapter 2, 

this next section explores the research design to be employed and the issues faced in trying 

to capture the views of diverse actors in the policy process.  

This framework helped to inform the development of the research questions and 

decisions being made about possible participants. As demonstrated in the end of last chapter, 

the research questions were developed with an intuitive question—why has not the 

mixed-ability grouping policy been implemented as expected? Five questions were 

subsequently developed as follows: 

1. How have the power relationships between policy actors influenced the practice of the 

policy?  

2. How has the mixed-ability grouping policy evolved till today?  

3. How have the policy actors’ perceptions of pupils’ ability and the interpretation of 

pupils’ ability in policy texts influenced the practice of the policy?  

4. How have the policy actors’ perceptions of teaching in mixed-ability groups and the 

interpretation of teaching in mixed-ability groups in policy texts influenced the practice 

of the policy?  

5. How has the senior high school entry examination influenced the practice of the policy?  

Further, as suggested earlier, the attempt to utilise the Hodgson and Spours’ analytical 

framework is to understand the evolution of the mixed-ability grouping policy and to 

investigate the contested issues within the policy from a contextualised and a ‘political’ 

perspective, a research design that combines various strategies for exploring the contexts, 

the policy cycle, and the complicated relationships between policy actors of the 
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mixed-ability grouping policy was thus developed for this study. Documentary analysis, 

questionnaire survey of junior high school principals, interviews with officers in educational 

authorities and case studies of junior high schools were employed to answer my research 

questions.  

To explore the wider contexts of the mixed-ability grouping policy, documentary 

analysis of the existing official documents, including legislation, regulations, policies and 

crucial speeches, and relevant research studies that analysed and described the political, 

social, economic and educational contexts in these recent thirty years was conducted in this 

study. As pointed out by McCulloch: ‘documents can provide potent evidence of continuity 

and change in ideals and in practices, in private and in the public arena. They are significant 

mediums through which to understand the way in which our society has developed, and how 

it continues to develop. Yet they also reflect a basic tension in our society, a rupture between 

its present and its past’ (McCulloch, 2004, p. 7). In other words, continuity, changes and 

also tensions in the development of society can be mapped out through carefully conducted 

documentary analysis. It is thus a proper tool to explore the wider contexts that have exerted 

their wide-range of influences into different aspects of society.  

Further, documentary analysis was also applied in exploring the evolution of the 

mixed-ability grouping policy for the purpose of reconstructing the past through examining 

key documents and records. The exploration of evolution in this study is defined as tracing 

the policy from its inception to the present day, within which the three interconnected 

contexts within the ‘policy cycle’ are the focuses of the study. Therefore, in addition to 

documentary analysis, semi-structured interviews, case studies, and a questionnaire survey 

that aim to extract primary data directly from current policy actors were also conducted in 

this study. The purpose of combining several research strategies is to utilise the strengths of 

each strategy to not only trace the evolution of the policy, but also to approach the policy 
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actors in different levels of the education system and understand policy actors within their 

own local contexts. 

As suggested in the previous chapter, the process of an educational policy is shaped by 

the complicated and contested relationships between policy actors and the influences of the 

wider contexts. Although due to the limited resources, the relationships between the major 

policy actors, including the educational authorities, school educators, parents, pupils, and 

influential interest groups in the past were mainly explored through existing documents. 

This study also utilised semi-structured interviews with educational authorities, a 

questionnaire survey of junior high school principals and case studies of two selected 

schools to study policy actors for the purpose of investigating their perceptions and 

interpretations of the policy and the contested issues, and their understandings of their own 

local and also wider contexts at the present. Further, the case studies were specifically 

designed for the purpose of exploring the decision-making process and the concerns about 

grouping practice within individual schools.  

Scholars have suggested that the utilisation of different research strategies is helpful in 

exploring phenomena with enhanced depth and breadth (Burgess, 1984; Gorard & Taylor, 

2004; McCulloch, 2004). Burgess indicated that every research strategy has its own strength 

and weakness regarding specific research problems (Burgess, 1984). Therefore, adopting 

multiple strategies in the field helps the researchers to address both the theoretical and 

practical concerns. For example, in explaining the combination of documentary analysis and 

interviews in his research, Duke (2002) pointed out: ‘with the documentary analysis 

informing the direction and focus of the interviews and providing historical and contextual 

data, while the interviews influenced further analyses and explorations of the documents.’ (p. 

43). Moreover, it is also argued that through considering different settings of an educational 

policy, such as the wider contexts and the policy actors in different positions, researchers 
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will have the opportunity to gain a ‘well-grounded understanding of the complicated 

mechanisms by which economic, political and social constraints on teaching and learning 

are filtered down to school levels’ (Hargreaves, 1985, p. 43). In this study, it was expected 

that through combining several research strategies, this study would have the strengths to 

link the past to the present, to perceive both the macro and the micro, and to capture the 

conflicts within their own micro and macro contexts. 

An overview of the research design is presented in the diagram below. In later sections, 

the process of utilising different strategies to collect data from different sources will be 

presented in section 3.3, and the data analysis approach will be explained in section 3.4.  
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Table 1 : Research design overview 

Purpose Objective Strategy Source and Subject 
To explore the 
contexts 

Explore the political, 
economic, societal and 
educational contexts in 
the process of the 
mixed-ability grouping 
policy 

Documentary analysis 1.Governmental documents 
including legislations, 
major policies, public 
announcements, statistical 
data and other relevant 
documents 

2. Academic research 
studies that are related to 
the embedded social, 
political and economic 
structures 

Trace the process-the 
cyclical policy cycle of 
the mixed-ability 
grouping policy and the 
relationships between 
different policy actors 

1. Documentary analysis 
2. In-depth Interviews 

1. Governmental documents 
including legislations, 
major policies, public 
announcements, statistical 
data and other relevant 
documents obtained from 
the Ministry of Education 
and local educational 
authorities 

2. School level policy texts 
3. Documents, research 

studies, and 
announcements collected 
from influential Interest 
groups 

4. The public opinions 
delivered by research 
studies and the media 

5. Media reports 
Explore the current 
practice of targeted 
counties 

Questionnaire survey All junior high school 
principals in two selected 
counties 

Explore the 
decision-making 
process and the 
concerns in individual 
schools 

1. Case studies of schools 
(Utilising in-depth 
interviews and 
documentary analysis) 

Two schools in the two 
selected counties (One in 
each county). 

Explore the 
governance, the 
challenges , and the 
situated considerations 
of the Ministry of 
Education 

1.In-depth interviews 
2.Documentary analysis 

The Ministry of Education 

To understand 
the evolution of 
the policy 

Explore the 
governance, the 
challenges, and the 
situated considerations 
of the local authority 

1.In-depth interviews 
2.Documentary analysis 

Two selected counties’ local 
educational authorities 

 

 

 

 



 62 

3.2. Understanding the contexts: collecting documen ts 

Two categories of documents were collected for the purpose of exploring the wider 

contexts including the political, economic, societal and educational contexts of the 

mixed-ability grouping policy. I obtained these documents through governmental online 

database and the National Library in Taiwan which keeps all the governmental documents, 

academic studies and newspapers. 

First, legislations, governmental bulletins, and major policies that are relevant to the 

mainstream political, economic and educational ideologies were collected to examine their 

possible influence on the process of educational policies, the education system, and the 

interaction patterns between policy stakeholders. For example, the Martial Law, the national 

development and construction plans, the legislations about the governmental system in 

Taiwan, and the legislations and the policies with regards to the purpose of education, the 

education system, the teaching training system and the curriculum at compulsory education 

level were scrutinised. Statistical data such as the national and local average senior high 

school entry rates, pupils’ family socio-economic status of the schools and local educational 

authorities researched were also collected as the basis to establish the contexts of the 

practice of the policy in the educational authorities and in the schools. 

Secondly, research studies that are relevant to the development and the transformation 

of Taiwanese political, economic, and societal environments were also collected. There were 

abundant research studies which discussed the changing political regimes in Taiwan, and a 

handful of studies which discussed the transformation of Taiwanese education before and 

after the abolition of Martial Law and the education reform. I examined these studies to 

identify various perspectives and explanations and to compare them with my own 

interpretations of the official documents for the purpose of developing a refined 
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understanding of the wider contexts in the long process of the mixed-ability grouping policy 

in Taiwan. 

3.3. Investigating the evolution of the mixed-abili ty grouping 

policy: collecting documents, a questionnaire surve y, 

semi-structured interviews, instrumental case studi es 

As suggested above, the exploration of the evolution of the mixed-ability grouping 

policy utilised several different strategies to approach different policy actors and the past 

and the present of the policy process. In this section, the process of utilising these strategies, 

the documents collected and the subjects approached in this part of study will be presented.  

Here I firstly introduce the research scope, namely the policy actors included in the 

study in the evolution of the mixed-ability grouping policy. As shown in Table 1, in 

documentary analysis I paid attention to all the major and influential policy actors in the 

process of the mixed-ability grouping policy; but I also approached some policy actors 

through interviews, a questionnaire survey and case studies in order to obtain primary data 

from key policy actors. Due to the limited resources, this part of research was confined to 

researching the policy actors in the traditional education system which included two officers 

in the MOE, two officers in two local educational authorities and the principal, the director 

of teaching affairs and five teachers in two junior high schools. 

Further, in order to not only gain an understanding of policy actors in different 

positions of the education system, but also to connect them with one another for the purpose 

of examining their relationships, I chose the junior high schools in the researched local 

educational authorities as research subjects in order to contextualise the policy practice of 

the schools within their local contexts. The relationships between these research subjects’ 

positions in the education system are illustrated in figure 3 below followed by a table that 
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provides the overview of the exploration of the evolution of the mixed-ability grouping 

policy. The execution of the research, including the selection of local educational authorities 

and schools and the study process are introduced in the following sections.  

 

Figure 3: Research subjects and their relationships   

(the dotted lines indicate weaker statutory influences based on the Local Government Law, and the 

arrows indicate the direction of influence) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Ministry of Education 

LEA: Sunrise LEA: Middle Line 

Pinewood Junior High in Sunrise County North Creek Junior High in Middle Line 

County 
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Table 2: The overview of the research of the evolut ion of the policy 

Strategy Subjects Key informants Research 

period 

Documentary 

Analysis 

[Please see Table 3 for detailed introduction] June, 2007 

--July, 2009 

A Questionnaire 

survey 

All schools in the 

two educational 

authorities studied 

School principal September & 

October, 2007 

Instrumental 

Case study (see 

section 3.3.5) 

Pinewood junior 

high school 

(Sunrise County) 

1. Principal 

2. Director of teaching affairs 

3. Five teachers who teach the five 

main subjects 

Late 

November to 

December, 

2007 

Instrumental 

Case study (see 

section 3.3.5) 

North Creek 

junior high school 

(Middle Line 

County) 

1. Principal 

2. Director of teaching affairs 

3. Five teachers who teach the five 

main subjects 

Later April to 

May, 2008 

Semi-structured 

Interview 

 

LEA:  

Sunrise County 

The officer in charge of the 

mixed-ability grouping policy in the 

two counties  

June, 2008 

Semi-structured 

Interview 

 

LEA:  

Middle Line 

County 

The officer in charge of the 

mixed-ability grouping policy in the 

two counties 

June, 2008 

Semi-structured 

Interview 

 

Ministry of 

Education 

The officers in charge of the 

mixed-ability grouping policy (The 

chief officer and the main officer in the 

fourth section of the Department of 

Compulsory Education) 

July, 2008 

 

 

 

 

3.3.1. Ethical Guidelines 

This part discusses the ethical issues raised from approaching research participants.  

Scholars suggested that building a research relationship between a researcher and a 

participant requires guidelines to fulfil the objectives of respecting the participant and 

keeping him/her away from harm (Marvasti, 2004; Silverman, 2006). It is the responsibility 

of the researcher to make sure that participants understand the objectives of the research and 
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that the participant agrees to do the research voluntarily. Also, the participants have to be 

aware of the way in which their words and actions will be utilised, and that they can 

withdraw from the research at any point (Silverman, 2006).  

In this research, other than documentary analysis, which mainly examines the 

information that is available to the public, the interviews and the questionnaire survey were 

both conducted with the participants’ consent. The questionnaires sent to principals were 

sent with a letter that stated the objectives of the research, the researcher’s identification, the 

participants’ right to withdraw, the application of the data (to be analysed in a PhD thesis 

and to be published in academic papers), and the promise of anonymity.  The same 

statement was also provided to my interviewees in the two junior high schools at the time of 

contact and again at the beginning of each interview. Both the participants and I signed the 

consent forms, in Mandarin and in English. The consent for digital recording was also 

requested at the beginning of every interview. The only exception with the provision of 

anonymity was the interview with two officers in the MOE. The main reason was that they 

were central level governmental employees who could be identified easily. Both 

interviewees in the MOE also agreed that most of the interview’s content could be publicly 

discussed and non-anonymity was agreed.  

Further, in order to make sure that participants have the opportunity to clear and 

confirm their utterance, which may help increase the credence of the description and 

analysis in the research, all recorded interviews were transcribed and sent back to 

participants (via email or post) for content confirmation. 

3.3.2. Documents collected for understanding the ev olution of the 

policy 

In examining documents related to policy, Ozga (2000) indicated that policy texts make 
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it possible to examine policy over time. She identified that policy texts, which include 

formal policy texts and relevant materials chosen by researchers, can help convey three 

kinds of issues: the source of the policy, the scope of the policy, and the pattern of the 

policy. 

The documents collected in this study for investigating the evolution of the 

mixed-ability grouping policy aimed to achieve the following objectives: 1) mapping out the 

process of the policy through tracing the context of influence, the context of policy text 

production and the context of policy practice; 2) exploring different stakeholders’ 

documented attitudes and actions towards the policy; 3) gathering information and opinions 

about the ‘barriers’ of the policy practice that were identified by previous research; 4) 

gathering information and opinions regarding the senior high school entry system and the 

selection mechanism within the Taiwanese education system. 

The documents analysed were collected from five categories as shown in the diagram 

below and explained in successive paragraphs, and the analysis approach will be presented 

in section 3.4. These five categories of documents provided different key information that 

was needed in this study. Other than the formal policy texts that recorded the ‘official 

interpretations’ of the mixed-ability grouping policy, the documents collected from policy 

actors in different position (e.g., the MOE, the local educational authority, the school, 

different kinds of interest groups) helped the study to attend to the documents that were 

generated by different policy actors with their own consideration, rationalisation and 

interpretation. The media report was also scrutinised in this study due to its capacity to 

record conflicts, arguments, and concrete examples that might be omitted or ignored in 

formal policy texts. 
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Table 3: Sources of document for exploring the evol ution of the policy 

Category  Target Sources 
Governmental 
sections  

Ministry of Education 1. Regulations and legislation 
2. Circulars and meeting records 
3. Records of public complaints 
4. Records of inspection and evaluation 
5. Official statistics 

 Two Local Educational 
Authorities 

1. Local regulations 
2. Supervision records 
3. Public appeal records 

 Central and local legislative 
institutions 

1. Interrogation records 

Schools Two junior high schools 
(Other school level related 
information was collected 
from governmental sections or 
interest groups) 

1. School policy documents 
2. Meeting records 
3. Filed complaints  
4. Relevant documents provided by schools 

Interest Groups Teachers Association 
Parents Associations 
Educational NGOs 

1. Public announcements 
2. Records of actions 
3. Relevant documents provided 

Media Three major news sources 1. The regard/opinion of media reports to the 
process of the mixed-ability grouping policy 

Other documents  1.Governmental documents regarding the main 
educational ideologies in different periods 

2. Research, official data, and governmental 
records that related to the embedded social, 
political and economic structures 

 

3.3.2.1 Governmental documents 

The first category of documents is governmental documents. They were collected from 

central and local educational authorities through websites, public records, and also through 

participants in this research. These governmental policy texts were examined to understand 

the intentions and actions of governmental institutions in the long process of the policy. In 

the searching process, not only documents that are related to the mixed-ability grouping 

policy, but also documents that are related to the development of the Taiwanese education 

system were collected. 

The revisions of the policy in this 30-year period were paid special attention to in my 

documentary analysis. In the central level, I gathered the relevant regulations, legislation, 

inspection reports and official statements published in Ministry of Education Bulletins. I 
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also went through the MOE Educational Statistic Database to gather the pertinent statistics, 

which included the average senior high school entry rates of pupils in the past ten years, the 

available statistics of the mixed-ability grouping policy implementation rates, and ratio 

between the numbers of academic and vocational senior high schools in the past thirty years, 

the average class size of junior high school class in the past thirty years, and the general 

information about academic and vocational senior high schools. Further, while interviewing 

the MOE informants, I asked them to provide meeting records, internal circulars, complaints 

filed by different sources, and written inspection procedures. In the local level, I collected 

local regulations that corresponded to the mixed-ability grouping policy, and also asked 

informants to provide relevant meeting records, internal circulars, complaints filed the 

public, and the written inspection procedures. Several complementary regulations were 

identified by local educational authorities as being applicable to the practice of the 

mixed-ability grouping policy, such as the ‘Regulations of Within-School Pupil 

Transference’. These regulations were also collected if the local educational authorities 

interviewed issued such regulations.  

3.3.2.2 Documents gathered from schools 

School documents are the second category of documentary evidence collected. I 

intended to gather relevant documents about the current practice and the history of grouping 

practice in the researched schools. The procedures of grouping practice adopted in the 

schools were provided by both of the case-studied schools. I obtained the school history 

records that contained information about school grouping practice in the past from only one 

school. Other than governmental circulars, both of the schools stated that relevant 

documents, such as the records of the decision-making process were scattered so they could 

not provide them all to me. 
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3.3.2.3 Documents gathered from interest groups 

The next documentary source is interest groups. During the process of the 

mixed-ability grouping policy, interest groups including teachers’ associations, parents’ 

associations and civil educational reform groups have established complicated relationships 

with educational authorities, schools, and with one another. Interest groups thus became an 

important source for this study and it is imperative to explore the negotiations, conflicts and 

compromises among different stakeholders within the policy process. Most of the 

documents which recorded their activities, announcements, the complaints they received, 

the negotiation processes with schools and educational authorities, and the obtained 

responses are safely retained by these interest groups in their electronic newsletters and 

internal files. Other than contacting some groups to ask for their internal files, I also went 

through the newsletters published by influential interest groups, which included three 

teachers’ associations (National Teachers’ Association and two local teachers’ associations), 

two national parents’ associations (National Parents’ Association and National Compulsory 

Education Parents’ Association), and also one active civil educational reform group 

(Humanistic Education Foundation) to collect documents. 

3.3.2.4 Documents gathered from media reports 

The fourth category of document is the media report. It can be found that during the 

long process, many policy actors utilised the media as an arena to attract public attention 

and to impose pressure on educational authorities. For instance, scholars and interest groups 

utilised the media to address their concerns towards the policy, educational authorities made 

use of the media to promote their decisions, and recently, parents and pupils reported 

schools’ grouping practice to the media rather than to the educational authorities in the hope 

of invoking public concern. The media in Taiwan have also actively investigated the 
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practice of the policy in order to better present this controversial issue to the public. Their 

interviews with school educators all over the country usually provided readers with more 

concrete examples of the policy practice in schools than the official reports published by the 

educational authorities. Therefore, I treated media reports as an important source for tracing 

the development and the conflicts over the mixed-ability grouping policy. In this study, I 

searched both the electronic databases and paper archives of the three major 

newspapers—United Daily News, China Times and Liberty Times in Taiwan to collect 

appropriate information. United Daily News has the most extensive news about the 

mixed-ability grouping policy. Currently there are many small on-line news sources 

available; these news sources were also used if the content was pertinent to this study.  

3.3.2.5 Academic research 

Previous research studies were also collected in this study. I used the terms 

‘mixed-ability grouping policy’, ‘streaming’, ‘ability grouping’, and ‘grouping practice’ to 

search research studies through the Taiwan National Academic Journal Database and the 

Database of Master and Doctoral theses in Taiwan. Since the research studies were 

conducted in different periods of the mixed-ability grouping policy which captured the 

snapshots of the policy process at different times, their results and arguments served as 

important data for me to achieve a fuller understanding of the long policy process. 

To sum up, with the recognition that documents are produced by different policy actors 

with their own ideologies and intentions (Goodson, 1985; McCulloch, 2004), this study tried 

as thoroughly as possible to collect documents from different sources, different policy actors 

and different perspectives over time. Nevertheless, it was also aware that there were always 

things left out in documents or left unsaid by policy actors (Codd, 1988; Duke, 2002). For 

example, I found more resisting arguments in media reports than in governmental 
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documents, and I found the media reports tended to emphasise conflicts while the 

governmental documents focused on consensus and expectation. This awareness helped me 

to be cautious about the sources and the functions of the information. Specifying sources in 

my arguments was often adopted in the findings in order to provide readers with a clearer 

understanding about the conflicts between diverse policy actors.  

3.3.3. Pilot survey and interviews 

Before starting the case studies, pilot surveys and interviews were conducted with two 

principals and two teachers from another county to make sure the questions designed were 

answerable and valid within its context. I asked the two principals to fill out the 

questionnaire survey and interviewed the principals and teachers about the mixed-ability 

grouping policy practice in schools. In the pilot study, one of the principals told me that he 

had difficulty to fully answer some questions, such as the questions about the different 

grouping methods used by schools; but they agreed that the questions asked in the survey 

were the key issues that were discussed in schools. The interview questions were also 

refined with the responses provided by principals and teachers. I found that using a detailed, 

concrete description to ask questions could obtain more concrete responses. For example, 

when asked about teaching in classrooms I needed to ask teachers to introduce the exact 

activities they applied in classroom so that I could understand their abstract comments on 

teaching in mixed-ability groups. In addition, during the pilot interviews I also learned that 

the director of teaching affairs was usually the key person in the schools who is in charge of 

the execution and the conflicts over the mixed-ability grouping policy. Therefore in the 

official interviews I spent more time in interviewing the directors of teaching affairs in the 

researched schools.  
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3.3.4. A questionnaire survey of school principals 

A questionnaire survey of junior high school principals was employed in this study to 

identify the ‘problems’, which are usually patterns, trends, or situations that were perceived 

of in the process of the mixed-ability grouping policy (Gorard & Taylor, 2004).  The 

results of the questionnaire survey served as an important source to understand the general 

practice of schools in the two selected counties, and to refine case study interview questions. 

Further, I paralleled the survey results with the arguments generated from documentary 

analysis and interviews for ‘methodology triangulation’, which is a technique for obtaining 

an increased credence of interpretation (Silverman, 2005; Stake, 1995). For example, my 

interviewees in schools constantly referred to the practice of other schools within the same 

county, or using phrases such as ‘all schools face the same problems…’; the survey results 

thus provided me with important information to examine these statements. 

From the initial documentary study, it was clear that in almost every local educational 

authority there had been certain degrees of conflicts and resistance. However, due to the 

limited resources (time, funding and labour), this study chose three out of 23 local 

educational authorities in Taiwan to conduct a questionnaire survey in order to gain 

principals’ opinions and attitudes towards the mixed-ability grouping policy.  Purposive 

sampling was utilised for selecting three local educational authorities. Through examining 

official evaluations and media reports, the three local educational authorities that were 

found to have more conflicts over and show strong resistance to the mixed-ability grouping 

policy were chosen for the questionnaire survey.   

The questionnaires were sent to all junior high schools in the three target local 

educational authorities. Aiming at surveying junior high school principals, who are 

identified by scholars as the key administrative figures in the reform process in schools (e.g. 
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Fullan, 2001), the questionnaire questions focused on extracting the practice of the 

mixed-ability grouping policy in the schools and principals’ perceptions of the often alleged 

barriers of policy implementation, including the disparity of pupil ability, the difficulty in 

teaching, the pressure from parents and the pressure of the senior high school entry 

examination (see questionnaire in Appendix). 

In the three targeted local educational authorities, there are a total of 132 junior high 

schools. At the beginning of August 2007, the questionnaires in addition to the introduction 

letters were sent to all principals in the three local educational authorities by post. Telephone 

calls to the schools were made after one week to confirm they had been received. After one 

month, I sent the questionnaires out again to those who hadn’t responded4. I waited until the 

beginning of October 2007, and then stopped the collection process.  Out of the 132 

surveyed junior high schools, 66 principals responded to the survey, which is a 50% total 

response rate. Separately, the response rate in Sunrise County5 was 57.1%, 63.4% in 

Middle Line County, and 30% in Greenheart County. The data obtained from Greenheart 

County was thus excluded from further analysis due to its lower response rate.   

The responses from Sunrise County and Middle Line County were analysed using 

SPSS for frequency and crosstabulation. I also used these results to contextualise the later 

case studies and to refine the questions asked in the interviews with the officers in local 

educational authorities and the officers in the MOE.  

3.3.5. Instrumental case studies of two schools 

The case studies of the practice of the mixed-ability grouping policy in schools in the 

surveyed counties were conducted after the completion of the questionnaire survey. The 

                                                 
4 The questionnaire asked the principals to identify their schools (but promised anonymity) for the 
purpose of selecting the possible case study schools. I recorded those who sent the questionnaire back 
and sent the questionnaire to others again. 
5 The names of the counties are pseudonyms assigned by this study 
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policy practice of schools was examined as cases because policy practice is bounded in 

individual schools which have their own situation and ecology that lead to specific decisions 

(Stake, 1995). Further, because the case studies were conducted for the purpose of exploring 

the specific issue—the practice of the mixed-ability grouping policy—in schools, the type of 

the case studies is located in the domain of ‘instrumental case study’, within which a case is 

studied in order to gain information about particular questions (Stake, 1995).   

In order to maximise what I can learn from the cases about the conflicts over the 

practice of the policy, in each of the two counties where the local educational authority has 

resisted the mixed-ability grouping policy the most—Sunrise County and Middle Line 

County, which were also the sites for the principal questionnaire survey, one school from 

each county was chosen for case study. It was assumed that the attitudes and actions of local 

educational authorities significantly influence the general attitudes and actions of schools. 

The details of the case studies are presented as follows, and the approach to analysis will be 

presented in section 3.4. 

3.3.5.1 Research subjects  

The research strategies adopted in the case studies include documentary analysis of 

school level documents and interviews with school principals, the director of teaching 

affairs and teachers, who have different positions within the practice of the policy.  

The role of the principal in school reforms and educational change has been discussed 

extensively (Fullan, 2001). Fullan (2001) indicated that principals stand in a pivotal place 

where changes may start or stagnate. Further, it was also found that the principals utilised 

their power to communicate, negotiate, integrate, or directly impose arguments and ideas in 

schools’ grouping practice (Ball, 1981; Loveless, 1999; Wells & Serna, 1996). In Taiwan, 

after the mixed-ability grouping policy was enforced through law in 2004, school principals 
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are now subjected to a sanction if the practice of the policy in school is found to be flawed. 

However, there is some evidence that principals also have their own educational ideologies 

and situational judgments which influence their actions. In my previous work experience, I 

have known principals who tried hard to implement mixed-ability grouping in schools but 

they encountered obstacles from both teachers and parents; I have also known teachers who 

complained that principals streamed pupils secretly. Either way, the principal is a key figure 

that plays an important role in the practice of the policy.  

In addition, the director of teaching affairs, who is the leading administrator of all the 

teaching affairs within a school in the Taiwanese context, was another important interviewee 

in this study. Due to the minor role played by subject-related departments in Taiwanese 

schools, most of the issues regarding teaching and learning are handled by the Department 

of Teaching Affairs, which is a school-wide department. Although the role of the director of 

teaching affairs was overlooked in the existing research of the mixed-ability grouping policy 

in Taiwan, I was advised by the piloted principals that the director of teaching affairs was 

the one who coordinates disagreements regarding the practice of the mixed-ability grouping 

policy. The directors of teaching affairs in the two studied schools were thus invited to be 

interviewed, and I found during the process that they were probably the most important key 

informants within the practice of the policy in schools because they were the ones who were 

responsible for the overall academic performance of the pupils; therefore the questions 

regarding grouping practice and pupils’ attainments was often raised by teachers and parents 

to the directors of teaching affairs. 

Teachers were the third interview targets in the case studies. In the research about the 

implementation of the mixed-ability grouping policy conducted in the US and the UK (Ball, 

1981; Ireson & Hallam, 2001; Lookwood, 1996; Loveless, 1999), it is clear that the 

conflicts among teachers in schools influence the practice of mixed-ability grouping. For 
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example, teachers who teach different subject areas may have different perceptions towards 

using mixed-ability grouping, which influences their grouping decision in subject 

departments; further, teachers who have different beliefs towards learning and social 

equality may also have different positions while discussing the policy inside schools (Ireson 

& Hallam, 2001; Ball, 1981). Though there is research in Taiwan regarding teachers’ 

attitudes towards the mixed-ability grouping policy (C-H. Chang & S-Y. Kuo, 1984; Feng, 

1996), these findings were separated from the policy practice in schools. Little is known 

about how teachers’ attitudes and actions influence the decision-making process and the 

actual practice of the mixed-ability grouping policy in Taiwan. 

In this study, teachers who teach five different subjects (math, English, Mandarin, 

science, and social study), who may have different perceptions towards pupils’ abilities and 

mixed-ability teaching based on the logic of knowledge, were interviewed in this study. 

These five subjects are the subjects tested in the senior high school entry examination and 

this study attempted to learn how the teachers who teach these ‘tested’ subjects perceive the 

policy and the influence of the senior high school entry system. Due to the limited time and 

labour, I interviewed five teachers who taught the five subjects in each school to explore 

their understandings of school practice and their own values and arguments towards the 

mixed-ability grouping policy. I was initially concerned that more interviewees should be 

recruited in order to gain better information about school practices; but after the completion 

of several interviews, I found their descriptions of school practice of the mixed-ability 

grouping policy and the negotiation process were not much different even where they had 

different opinions towards the policy and school practice. Further, the quality time I spent 

with the teachers gave me new insights into the issues that were constantly argued about, 

which helped me to develop in-depth analysis of the issues related to this study.  
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3.3.5.2 Research questions 

With the main objective of understanding the practice of the mixed-ability grouping 

policy, the issues covered in interviews include (see appendix for interview questions): 

1. The current practice of the schools; 

2. The negotiation process the school experienced; 

3. The conflicts emerging; 

4. Personal perceptions of relevant educational issues;  

6. Personal arguments about the barriers alleged to hinder the implementation of the 

mixed-ability grouping policy including the disparity of pupil ability, the difficulty of 

teaching and the influence of the senior high school entry system. 

During the interview, other than focusing on my interview questions, I also collected 

information about the interviewees’ background including their professional training, their 

teaching experience, and if they had taught in schools with a different kind of grouping 

practice. Through the interviews it was found that the interviewees themselves view their 

training and teaching experience as important factors that influenced their attitude towards 

the mixed-ability grouping policy. 

3.3.5.3 The type of interview 

Interviews were utilised in this research in the case studies and in approaching officers 

in the local educational authorities and the MOE. As indicated by scholars, interview is a 

strategy that gives the researcher access to the ‘meaning’ levels (Kvale, 1996; Seidman, 

2006), and to the ‘representation or accounts’ of individuals’ interpretations or views 

(Silverman, 2006). Interviews can also be combined with questionnaire surveys as a 

follow-up to explore survey responses or established cases (Gorard & Taylor, 2004; Yin, 

2003). In this study, interviews were adopted to understand stakeholders’ perceptions, 
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arguments, and rationales of the different elements of the policy. The type of interview I 

conducted in this study was located within the domain of semi-structured interview. The 

interview questions were planned ahead to form the basic direction of the discussion, but 

asked without a strict sequence (Miles and Huberman, 1994). The questions were 

open-ended and exploratory; personal experiences and stories that helped explain 

stakeholders’ construction of the policy were welcomed. Further, to probe this contentious 

policy, I constantly asked the interviewees to provide examples, if there were any, to clarify 

their arguments; and if interviewees were aware of counter arguments, which often turned 

out to be the case, I asked them to make their own comparisons of contradictory arguments 

to explain why they supported specific standpoints or why they had conflicted attitudes 

towards the same issue. During every interview, notes and digital recordings were taken 

with the interviewees’ consent. The contents of the interviews were partially transcribed 

through a manual procedure.  

3.3.5.4 The execution of the case study 

The invitation to participate in the case study was initially sent with the questionnaire 

survey to all surveyed schools in the two studied counties. In Sunrise County, eight out of 

the total 49 junior high schools in the county expressed a willingness to be interviewed. I 

picked out schools at random from these eight schools and Pinewood junior high, which was 

the second school I contacted in Sunrise County, was willing to arrange interviews with 

teachers and administrators for me. The research plan I proposed to Pinewood junior high 

included in-depth interviews with the principal, the director of teaching affairs, and five 

teachers of the five main subjects, and collection of relevant documents.  According to the 

teachers, they were asked by the director of teaching affairs in staff meetings and 

participated in the interview voluntarily. In November and December 2007, I visited 
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Pinewood junior high six times within three weeks to interview the participants. Most of the 

interviews were between two and three hours long. The interview with the principal lasted 

for 3.5 hours. 

In Middle Line County, only five out of the 41 junior high schools showed an interest 

in being interviewed further. Failing to recruit enough interviewees in the first school, where 

interviews with the principal and the director of teaching affairs had already been completed, 

North Creek junior high school was the second school I contacted. I interviewed the 

principal, the director of teaching affairs, and five teachers of the five main subjects in the 

school. The teachers I interviewed were asked by the director of teaching affairs in their 

personal office rather than in a school-wide staff meeting. It meant that not all teachers had 

the chance to express their willingness to be interviewed. After contacting the principal and 

the director of teaching affairs via telephone and email several times, I visited the school 

three times in April and May 2008 and interviewed all the participants and collected 

documents. The interviews were also between two to three hours long. I interviewed both 

the principal and the director of teaching affairs twice in this school to collect further 

information and to clarify certain vague messages. 

I was aware that the schools that hadn’t agreed to this interview invitation had their 

own reasons for making such a decision. The topic, which is a sensitive issue, and the extra 

time and effort that the school educators were willing to spend, may have influenced their 

response to the research. In this study, the reasons why the schools and the educators were 

willing to be interviewed were explored as part of the information to understand the 

educators’ attitudes towards the conflicts over the mixed-ability grouping policy and the 

school practice.  

In both of the schools that were researched, ‘gate keeping’ issues were encountered in 

the research process. Two issues are discussed due to their influence on the data obtained. 
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One is the relationship established between the ‘gatekeeper’ and researcher, and the other is 

access controlled by the gatekeepers.  

To build a rapport with the gatekeepers in the two schools—the directors of teaching 

affairs who were the ones helping me arrange the teacher interviewees, a complete set of 

documents which included the introduction of the research, the research questions, and the 

consent form were sent at the beginning, accompanied by several phone calls for answering 

subsequent questions. I also negotiated with the directors of teaching affairs about the 

methods that could be adopted to recruit teachers as interviewees.  As mentioned above, 

the teachers at Pinewood junior high were recruited through school-wide staff meetings, but 

the teachers at North Creek were recruited by the director of teaching affaires through 

individual invitation in a much more casual manner. In the latter case, the gatekeeper held 

more control over my access to teacher participants, which not only limited the sampling 

pool of this study, but also increased the possible bias of selection that the director of 

teaching might select the participants based on his own preference.  

Nonetheless, either way participants’ preferences and motives for being interviewed, 

and their relationship with the school administrators are relevant to their understanding and 

interpretations of school practice. Hence, every teacher interviewee was asked about the 

way they were approached to accept the interview, and every interviewee, including the 

principal and the director of teaching affairs were asked about their motives for participating 

in the research. I also asked the teacher interviewees to provide their own perceptions of 

other teachers’ attitudes and opinions in the schools. The information related to concrete 

practices such as the procedure of pupil grouping provided by all interviewees in each 

school was later compared with one another to ensure acceptable credibility6.  

                                                 
6 The grouping practice adopted in junior high school in Taiwan is a sensitive topic due to that many 
schools were accused of using different ‘disguised forms’ to group higher attaining pupils. 
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3.3.6. Interviewing officers in two local education al authorities 

After conducting the questionnaire survey and school case studies, I contacted the 

officers in charge of the mixed-ability grouping policy in the two researched local 

educational authorities where the questionnaire survey and the case studies were conducted 

for in-depth interviews.  

The importance of local educational authority lies in their direct authority over junior 

high schools within individual counties, especially after the 1999 devolution of authority 

over compulsory education (primary and junior high schools) from the MOE to local 

educational authorities.  The devolution has resulted in at least two changes. First, a local 

educational authority has to formulate its own regulations according to central policy or 

educational law about compulsory education; and second, the power of utilising direct 

sanction and reward on junior high schools is now controlled by the local educational 

authority whilst the MOE only holds the power of supervising the local educational 

authority and a limited authority to sanction and reward the local educational authorities and 

the schools. It is hence important to explore the different constructions and actions of local 

educational authorities in order to thoroughly understand the relationships between key 

policy actors of the mixed-ability grouping policy. 

From the information provided by school administrators and local educational 

authority websites, I identified the key informants in the two local educational 

authorities—Miss Hung in Sunrise County and Mr. Chen in Middle Line County.7 It is 

found that in the two case study local educational authorities, the mixed-ability grouping 

policy is listed as an important task that requires intensive administrative attention, and the 

officers in charge of the practice of the policy need to handle affairs including the 

                                                 
7 The names of the officers in the local educational authority are also pseudonyms. 
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supervision of school grouping procedures, routine inspection, and also investigation of the 

mal-practice complaints. 

The interview invitation was sent to them both in May 2008 via emails and telephone 

calls. Then I interviewed both Miss Hung and Mr. Chen in June 2008. The issues covered in 

the interviews included: 

1. The reactions of the local educational authority to the mixed-ability grouping 

legislation; 

2. The current practice of the schools in the county; 

3. The difficulty of implementing the policy; 

4. The negotiation process with parents and the schools; 

5. The conflicts shown in the schools within the local educational authority; 

6. The function of the ‘mixed-ability grouping supervision committee’; 

7. The power relationships between the central educational authority, the local educational 

authority and schools. 

Both of the interviews lasted about three hours, and both of the informants provided 

detailed responses to my questions which focused on the functions of the local educational 

authorities in the practice of the policy and the conflicts and struggles faced by them. 

Documents including local level regulations, procedures of evaluation practice, and 

anonymous complaints were collected from the two informants.  

3.3.7. Interviewing educational officers in the Min istry of Education 

After the mixed-ability grouping policy started to be enforced through law from 2004, 

the mixed-ability grouping policy gained its legal status which was viewed by the 

proponents as a crucial change that may facilitate policy implementation (H-M. Lin, 2004). 

Although according to the legislation, the direct authority of supervision and inspection of 
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school practice are controlled by local educational authorities, the MOE holds the highest 

authority over the policy due to its legal status.  

However, whether the actions taken by the MOE to supervise the policy 

implementation is effective has been questioned by the proponents of the mixed-ability 

grouping policy (HEF, 2002, 2003a, 2008, 2009). Conversely, there were also arguments 

questioning the pertinence of endowing the MOE with the highest level of authority to 

supervise the practice of the mixed-ability grouping policy (Y-P. Chuang, 2006). It can be 

seen that during the process of the policy, the role of the MOE is important and also 

contentious  

In order to explore the practice of the MOE in-depth, I decided to interview the officers 

who actually deal with the complicated and detailed practice of the policy, instead of the 

ones that are in power (for example, the Minister of the MOE). Combining the information I 

obtained from the MOE official websites and my informants in local educational authorities, 

I decided to interview the chief officer and the officer in charge of the mixed-ability 

grouping policy in the fourth section of the Department of Compulsory Education in the 

MOE. The issues covered in the interviews included: 

1. The rationale of the mixed-ability grouping policy and the reason to turn the policy into 

legislation; 

2. The main responsibility of the MOE in this policy; 

3. The implementation plan of the MOE; 

4. The power relationships between the central educational authority, the local educational 

authorities and the schools; 

5. Their understandings and the reactions towards the practice of the policy in schools; 

6. Their attitudes and reactions towards the conflicts and the resistance 

The interview invitation was sent out in May 2008 by email. My personal information, 
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the purpose of this study, the planned interview questions, the estimated interview time, and 

a consent form were included in the invitation package. Several telephone calls were made 

to arrange the interview after the email. From the outset the officer in charge of the 

mixed-ability grouping policy was reluctant to accept the invitation due to a busy schedule. 

After further explanation through phone calls and emails and the provision of time 

flexibility, I had the opportunity to interview both the officer in charge of the policy, Miss 

Ju-Chen Huang, and her director, the director of the fourth section of the Department of 

Compulsory Education, Miss Hsiao-Hsia Wu, together at the end of July in 2008 in the 

office building of the MOE.  

I later found that it was very useful to interview both the officer in charge of the policy 

and the director of the section. During the interview, the officer in charge provided many 

concrete examples of how she handled different complaints and conducted evaluations, and 

the director possessed the background knowledge about the policy design and the evaluation 

procedure.  

Moreover, because the interview was conducted after the interviews with schools and 

the officers in the local educational authorities, I had many local responses as contextual 

information to interview the MOE. For instance, I had more concrete examples to describe 

the ‘difficulty’ faced by schools. I also developed detailed questions regarding the 

evaluation of the practice from the opinions I previously obtained from the school principals 

and the officers in the local educational authorities.  

The officers also provided many documents for analysis at the time of the interview. 

They provided the internal circulars regarding the policy implementation, recent complaints 

made by the public, and recent evaluation reports. Additional documents such as the 

regulations about the evaluation procedure were also provided by email at a later date. 



 86 

3.4. Data analysis  

In this part, I first present the general procedure I followed to analyse the obtained data; 

then I illustrate the criteria for winnowing the data extracted from different sources in order 

to explore different aspects of the research.  

3.4.1. General analysis procedures 

As demonstrated above, both quantitative and qualitative data were collected in this 

study. The quantitative data collected from the questionnaire survey of school principals 

were organised and analysed through SPSS software for generating frequency and 

crosstabulation. The qualitative data, which was drawn from documents and interviews, was 

analysed followed the analysis procedure proposed by Miles and Huberman, which contains 

three components: data reduction, data display, drawing and verifying conclusions (Miles 

and Huberman, 1994).   

This section explains the general procedure I applied in analysing my data, and the 

following few sections will introduce the directions of codes and themes identifying, which 

were developed for the purpose of answering my questions. 

The first step of analysing qualitative data in the framework proposed by Miles and 

Huberman is reducing them (Miles and Huberman, 1994). In this study, I perceived ‘data 

reduction’ as a process during which meaningful codes are identified, categories are formed 

and themes emerged are detected. I firstly read the documents and the data I had partially 

transcribed from my digital recording of interviews line by line in order to identify 

meaningful words, phrases and sentences. All data were read repeatedly and examined 

within the statement contexts until I had the confidence to label them with specific codes, or 

‘units of meaning’ (Wellington, 2006). Due to the different characteristics of my research 

questions, as some are exploratory questions and some are target specific, I attended to 
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themes that emerged naturally which helped the understanding of the policy process, and 

also paid attention to the data that were related to the arguments used to debate the 

mixed-ability grouping policy.  

Next, I identified the connections among the codes in order to develop the themes that 

might help answer my research questions. This is a step for seeking patterns and regularity 

as well as ‘contrasts, paradoxes and irregularities (Wellington, 2006, p136). For example, 

when I found the patterns emerged from several identified codes regarding the way policy 

texts referred to the implementation of the policy or regarding educators’ perceptions of 

pupils’ ability, I recorded the emerged themes and noted the rationales for developing these 

themes.  After identifying the themes, I re-checked them to see if the themes covered the 

relevant codes, or whether other themes that might better represent the main ideas of certain 

codes should be developed. Here, the quantity of similar codes, which unfolds the 

significance of the meanings, was one of the criteria for me to develop reliable themes for 

analysis (Seidman, 2006).  

The next step conducted was ‘data display’. After developing several themes, I 

displayed them in a notebook to explore the relationships between the themes and the 

relationships between the themes and my research questions. For example, there were 

several meaningful themes regarding the changes of the interpretations of the policy 

objectives and these themes could be paralleled with the changes of the mainstream 

educational ideologies that were influenced by the wider political and social contexts. I also 

read these themes and examined the possible relationships that I established repeatedly in 

order to develop the coherent arguments that might help me to answer my research 

questions. This technique then led to the next step of the analysis framework—drawing and 

verifying conclusions. Here, I developed interpretations of the themes with reference to the 

contexts within which the themes emerged. Tentative interpretations were reconsidered 
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through revisiting data collected from different sources. This technique was constantly 

utilised to examine the suitability of the interpretation in the hope of establishing the 

‘appropriate and adequate warrants’ of my arguments and conclusions (Phillips & Burbules, 

2000).  

3.4.2. The direction of data analysis 

The direction of analysis was guided by the Hodgson and Spours’ analytical framework. 

I conducted the analysis with the attempt to explore the relationships between the wider 

contexts and the policy cycle of the policy, the characteristics of the policy cycle of the 

mixed-ability grouping policy, and the relationships between the wider contexts and the 

contested issues in the process of the mixed-ability grouping policy.  With these theoretical 

assumptions in mind, I dived into my data with an open yet cautious mind to search for 

emerging themes to properly and solidly answer my research questions.  

Further, I was aware of that the data I obtained from documents and interview 

responses were generated within specific time-frames and contexts where specific 

discourses might dominate the thoughts and the arguments (Gee, 1999). This recognition of 

‘discourse’, which is often emphasised by scholars who utilise the discourse analysis 

methods (Fairclough, 2003; Gee, 1999), facilitated the analysis of data in this study 

especially when this study was aiming at understanding arguments and process within their 

wider contexts.  

It should be noted there that whilst the analysis of the data was guided by the Hodgson 

and Spours’ framework, during the analysis process I kept my mind open with the 

possibility that the framework might not be adequate to explain the process of the 

mixed-ability grouping policy in Taiwan, and that the framework might need to be extended 

in order to better understand an educational policy in Taiwanese contexts.  
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3.4.2.1 Understanding the context 

Searching for contexts in this study was identified as understanding the political, 

economic, and educational contexts of the policy. It was also a search to understand the 

‘political eras’ and ‘the education state’ of the research framework in this study.  

As mentioned in the previous section, governmental documents and existing academic 

research were collected for this research purpose. In governmental documents, the important 

transitions of Taiwanese political and economic environments which were revealed from 

relevant legislations and policies and the educational ideologies repetitively emphasised in 

different kinds of official announcements were identified and coded. Further, the contents, 

the rationales, and the characteristics of major educational policies, including the centralised 

curriculum, the designation of a centrally controlled administrative system, and the 

establishment of the senior high school entry system, were identified.  

I also utilised academic research to learn about the arguments about the political, 

economic, social and educational structures in Taiwan for the purpose of examining and 

enriching my own constructions of the wider contexts of the policy.  

3.4.2.2 Exploring the evolution of the mixed-ability grouping policy 

The exploration of the evolution of the mixed-ability grouping policy was guided by 

the conceptual framework of the policy cycle, and then discussed within the analysis of the 

wider contexts.  

By examining the documents, I identified the emerging main activities and themes in 

the process of the policy to map out the ‘policy cycle’ of the mixed-ability grouping policy 

in Taiwan. The influential factors, arguments, and the channels the arguments delivered 

were coded as the meaningful events in the context of influence. The main policy actors, the 

key points of the policy texts, and how the policy texts establish the rationales of the policy 
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were identified in the exploration of the context of policy text.  Finally, the actions of 

policy actors in different positions and the arguments generated from practice revealed from 

documents, the questionnaire and my interviews were analysed and categorised in the 

contexts of practice. The interviewees’ understandings of the practice of the mixed-ability 

grouping policy and their perceptions of related issues, including the obstacles to 

implementation and their own interpretation of teaching and pupils’ learning, were read 

several times to identify the emerging patterns and themes. Further, through simultaneously 

examining policy texts and policy actors’ ‘reading’ of and ‘reactions’ to the texts, the 

influences and also the limitations of policy texts in the practice of the policy were revealed.  

It was also recognised that the policy cycle is identified as a continuous process in 

which different contexts interrelate with one another. Therefore, I paid attention to whether 

there was a nexus that connects the different contexts across the long process. For example, 

it was frequently found that the arguments generated in the context of practice became 

major influences in the contexts of influence and the context of policy text production, and 

the policy texts would be revised accordingly but also generated new discussions that either 

influenced the policy practice or constituted further influences.  

Finally, the power structure among policy actors and the influence of the structure on 

policy practice were also analysis focuses. As indicated above, the interviewees in this study 

were selected from different positions in the process of the policy; therefore, the positional 

power, the situational interests, and the relationships between policy actors who were in 

different positions were taken into consideration. 

3.5. Validity  

Validity of research, which is identified as the extent of ‘accuracy’ the research could 

achieve while representing, describing and also interpreting social phenomena is crucial to 
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social science research (Hammersley & Atkinson, 1995; Stake, 1995). Though in different 

research paradigms, the views towards ‘reality’ and the manners employed to approach 

social phenomenon are varied, it is agreed that the researcher should put effort into ensuring 

the credibility of the data source and the interpretation generated from various analytical 

strategies (Creswell & Miller, 2000). In this study, data source triangulation and 

methodological triangulation were the main strategies utilised to ensure the validity of the 

data source and interpretation. 

Data source triangulation was adopted to learn about the consistency of participants’ 

opinions or actions (Stake, 1995). For example, in understanding the practice of the 

mixed-ability grouping in schools, and the pressure faced by schools, different interviewees’ 

responses were triangulated to ensure the credibility of the claims.  

Methodological triangulation was used to increase my confidence in making assertions 

and interpreting my data (Silverman, 2006; Stake, 1995). The triangulation of documentary 

analysis, the questionnaire survey, and the data obtained from semi-structured interviews 

and case studies enhanced the credibility of the findings obtained from individual research 

strategies and further validated my interpretation based on the data.  

I was also aware that the values of the researcher would inevitably influence the 

process of data collection and interpretation. Particularly in qualitative research, the 

interaction between researcher and participant is ‘presumed unique and not necessarily 

reproducible for other cases and researchers’ (Stake, 1995, p135). However, as a researcher 

who holds my own attitudes towards the mixed-ability grouping policy, it is important to 

avoid any unnecessary impressions that would influence a participant’s response, which 

may affect the credibility of the research. Therefore, in the interview contexts, I exposed 

myself as a researcher who was aware of the conflicts over the issue and also appreciated 

and respected any perspectives from interviewees. Moreover, with a semi-structured style, 
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the interviews were conducted in a dynamic power relationship within which participants 

were encouraged to articulate their responses and were free to choose the questions they 

wanted to answer. Participants were also able to discuss any of their concerns that weren’t 

mentioned in the original research questions, and had the opportunity to remind the 

researchers of the arguments they wanted to keep confidential.  

The same self-awareness was applied during the process of data analysis. Other than 

adopting methodological triangulation to ensure the credibility of findings and interpretation, 

I also tried to immerse myself in data to be near to the interviewee’s original logic in order 

to approach the acceptable accuracy of interpretation.  

3.6. The Role of Researcher: Reflexivity 

Schwandt (1997) asserts that reflexivity is an ‘acknowledgment’ of the researcher’s 

own preconceptions, preference, values, and position, and a ‘process’ that researchers 

critically reflects on the possible influence of their personal characteristics on the 

construction of meanings throughout the research process. In any research, the researchers’ 

preference is involved with the choice of topic and the choice of research approach. It is also 

the same in the process of research, personal influence is unavoidable in the interaction 

between the researcher and the subjects and in the researcher’s interpretation of data. 

Moreover, in qualitative research, which puts emphasis on approaching human subjects to 

gain deep meanings, mutual construction by participants and the researcher is natural and 

unavoidable. Reflexivity is thus crucial to reveal these possible influences. 

Other than retaining the ‘acknowledgment’ in the research process, it is suggested that 

providing a reflexivity report on the researcher’s personal perspectives would help both the 

researcher and the reader to understand the research with prudent caution (Silverman, 2006). 

This section thus presents the reflexivity report. 
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First, the choice of topic was rooted in my concerns of the ‘abnormal’ junior high 

school education in Taiwan. It has long been argued that the junior high school is the most 

painful learning stages for pupils in Taiwan due to its utilisation of not only within-school 

streaming, but also other many anti-educational actions (C-W. Wang, & W-Y. Lin, 1994).  

Further, my own experience gave me a presumption that although the saying ‘teaching in 

accordance with pupils’ abilities’ is constantly adopted to support streaming, the 

expectations and the resources invested in pupils in the stratified classes are not equal. From 

my perspective, both the equity and quality of education are infringed under the 

circumstances. Nonetheless, the mixed-ability grouping policy, which aims to challenge the 

adoption of streaming in school, is in constant and long-term conflict as described in the 

introductory section. For me, it is an interesting dilemma that requires thorough 

investigation, and the idea of ‘understanding the dilemma’ influences the approach and 

questions adopted in this study. I was aware of my own predispositions during the research 

process, especially when I was conducting the interviews. As previously mentioned, I did 

not articulate my own views when participants invited me to discuss specific issues in order 

to avoid the possibility that interviewees might answer the questions with supposition. I also 

emphasised that I was aware of the conflicts within the policy and that it is in the interests of 

the study to learn about perceptions and experiences from different perspectives.  

Second, my previous work experience as a policy analyst and journal reporter in an 

active civil education reform group was likely to impact on my understanding of the policy 

actors in the education system. The disadvantage may be that I was not an ‘insider’ who 

could fully appreciate the specific cultures within schools and administrative institutions, 

and I may still position myself as an activist in civil educational reform groups. However, I 

may be able to depart from the ‘common sense’ held by policy actors within the official 

education system and capture the detailed meanings delivered by every interviewee. 
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Therefore, I spent lots of time with interviewees reconfirming their arguments and their 

interpretations. 
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Chapter 4 : The evolution of the mixed-ability 

grouping policy—transformed contexts, process, 

and contested issues 

As demonstrated in chapter 3, this study attempts to utilise different research methods 

to approach the evolution of the mixed-ability grouping policy in Taiwan. In this chapter, the 

evolution of the mixed-ability grouping policy is explored by investigating a broad range of 

policy texts, which includes formal policy texts (regulations, legislation, official 

announcements, etc.), relevant factual data (statistics, official reports, etc.), media reports 

and materials that are significant and influential in the process of the mixed-ability grouping 

policy. The exploration in this chapter pays close attention to the contradictory arguments 

and the occurrence of conflicts and negotiations in order to understand the contested policy 

process as thoroughly as possible. The analytical framework developed by Hodgson and 

Spours (2006) is explicitly adopted to trace the influence of the wider contexts and the 

power relationships between different policy actors on the contested process of the 

mixed-ability grouping policy. In the rest of this chapter, the exploration of the evolution of 

the mixed-ability grouping policy will be presented based on the adopted analytical 

framework. The two different political regimes, which are argued in this study as 

constructing two different political eras and the corresponding education states will be 

presented, the conflicted and also cyclical policy process will be depicted, and the influence 

of the wider contexts (political, economic and societal environments) and the interplay 

between policy actors on the evolution of the contested key issues in the policy process will 

be discussed. The discussion about political space within the policy process, which is the 

fourth analytical tool identified in the Hodgson and Spours Framework, will be presented 

firstly in the sections that explore the education states and policy cycles in the two political 
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eras. This is because the manifestations of political space are inseparable from the 

characteristics of the education states and the policy process. In section 4.3, a more 

comprehensive analysis of the political space within the long mixed-ability grouping policy 

process will be presented, and the issues it raises will be discussed.  

4.1. The autocratic regime, the autocratic educatio n system 

4.1.1. Political era: nation-centred educational id eology 

The mixed-ability grouping policy in Taiwan was issued in 1979 under the Nationalist 

Party’s autocratic regime. It was a period when the Nationalist government8 imposed 

Martial Law on the island to control every aspect of society. Education was no exception. 

The centralised education system and the nation-centred educational ideology penetrated 

almost every educational policy. This autocratic regime, which existed from 1945 to 1987, is 

argued in this study as the first political era that contextualised the mixed-ability grouping 

policy.  

The autocratic ruling of the Nationalist government in Taiwan was a means for nation 

building. After World WarⅡⅡⅡⅡ, Japan surrendered its 50 year rule of Taiwan to the Nationalist 

government in China in 1945. On the one hand, the Nationalist government declared the 

sovereignty transference as Taiwan’s return to the ‘home country’; but on the other hand, the 

Nationalist government was wary of the long colonised Taiwanese society because of its 

unique culture and social structures (Ho, 1980; N-H. Hsu, 1993; Hu, 2005; S-C. Yeh, 1993). 

Under the circumstances, ‘transforming the enslaved Taiwanese “back” to the Chinese’ was 

one of the most important tasks of the Nationalist government at that time (Hu, 2005). The 

later overall retreat of the Nationalist government from China to Taiwan reinforced the 

                                                 
8 The Nationalist Party controlled government in the autocratic regime is generally called as the 
Nationalist government.  
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determination of the Nationalist government to control Taiwanese society. After being 

defeated by the Chinese Communist Party in China, the Nationalist government viewed 

Taiwan as the last fortress to secure its legitimacy. Thus, autocratic control was imposed in 

Taiwan for the purpose of stabilising society and defending the country (Martial Law, 1948; 

Temporary Act of the Period of Mobilization for the Suppression of Communist rebellion, 

1949). 

The issue of Martial Law and ‘Temporary Act of the Period of Mobilization for the 

Suppression of Communist Rebellion’ assured the establishment of the autocratic regime 

and endowed the Nationalist Party with total power over every aspect of society in Taiwan. 

Politically, the Nationalist government utilised Martial Law to suppress free speech, 

democratic elections, and the establishment of political parties. Economically, the 

Nationalist government led the ‘planned economy’ that controlled key market elements in 

society. Socially, the media, civil groups, and also people’s ordinary lives were all under the 

government’s surveillance. Prohibition and sanctions on speech, group gathering and 

collective actions opposing the government were strictly enforced during this period, and 

the education system, which was built on the system established by the former Japanese 

colonisation, was also under a ‘comprehensive control’ of the nation-centred ideology (C-T. 

Tsai, 2002; W-N. Wu, 2000).  

Earlier research has categorised the Nationalist government’s control over education 

into two dimensions: control of the contents and control of the system (W-N. Wu, 2000). In 

order to embed patriotism, conformity, and discrimination against local cultures (Taiwanese 

language and Taiwanese culture) in Taiwanese society, educational content including the 

curriculum and textbooks was designed and produced by the centrally controlled 

institutions—the National Institute for Compilation and Translation—following rigid 

standards. The themes that penetrated education content at that time included being loyal to 



 98 

the Nationalist government, appreciating Chinese culture, conforming to the authorities and 

opposing the Communist regime in China. Scholars indicated that the control of educational 

content reduced the curriculum to textbooks and turned teachers into ideology transmitters 

(C-T. Tsai, 2002). In terms of control over the system, the Nationalist government built up a 

large and centralised bureaucratic system to ensure the delivery of centralised controlled 

content. The establishment of schools, the training and certification of educational personnel, 

the appointment of educational authority officers, and the norms of schooling were all 

directly regulated by the central authority. A representative example is the ritualised 

schooling schedule. During that period, every school not only used the same textbooks and 

curricula, but teachers also taught in a similar way using identical teaching and assessment 

methods (W-Y. Lin, 1996).  

A diagram developed by W-N. Wu (2000) to explain the Nationalist government’s 

centrally controlled content and education system is presented below.  

Table 4: The control over the education system befo re the abolition of Martial Law 

 Systems Contents 

Resource 

distribution 

1. Economic development driven. 

2.Severe control on the establishment of 

private schools 

Resources focused on taking care 

of ‘talents’ and ‘elites’.  

Teaching force Trained by controlled institutions. Certified 

and assigned by the country.  

Teachers were defined as discipline 

and ideology cultivators. 

Education 

administration 

1. Administrators were certified and assigned 

by the country 

2. Locating military officers in schools 

Administrators’ main tasks were 

ideological and political 

management 

Curriculum Centralised and mandated textbooks Emphasis on patriotism, 

conformity, unidirectional ideology 

and segregation between Chinese 

and others 

Parents’ 

involvement 

Educational regulations stated that schools 

could choose parent representatives. 

Parents were financial supporters. 

Source: Wu, W-N., 2000 
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It was also during this period that the wave of modernisation among developing 

countries started to influence the Nationalist government (H-F. Liu, 2007). With the 

ideology that education should serve economic development, the Nationalist government 

identified education as a means of raising the overall quality of manpower and also a means 

of manpower differentiation (C-H. Chang, 1996; C-H. Chang, 2007). Compulsory 

education9 was extended from six to nine years in 1968 for the purpose of enhancing 

people’s level of the education (Nine-year Compulsory Education Statute, 1968). The 

academic and vocational streams in senior high level education were designed to be based 

on the Nationalist government’s economic plan (H-F. Liu, 2007).  In the 1970s, the Council 

for Economic Planning and Development launched a series of manpower development plans 

for the purpose of advancing national industrial development. These plans proposed that the 

ratio between pupils in academic senior high schools and vocational senior high schools 

should be 3:7, and this proposed ratio later became a working target for the MOE in 1977 

(H-C. Hsieh, C-F. Chang, & S-L. Huang, 1996; Executive Yuan Council for Economic 

Planning and Development, 1973a, 1973b; Ye & C-Y. Lin, 2008).   

Scholars argued that this ‘planned’ streaming at senior high school level education 

influenced the previous level of education—the junior high level education profoundly (Y-H. 

Chang, C-T. Hsueh, & Y-J. Hwang, 1996).  Y-H. Chang et al.(1996) argued that because 

the streaming at senior high school level education was closely linked to pupils’ future 

economic and social status, the competition for entering academic high schools became 

fiercer than ever before. C-W. Wang and W-Y. Lin(1994) suggested thin senior high level 

education has become a ‘senior high school entry industry’, within which schools adopted 

within school streaming, corporal punishment, and after-school cramming to ‘train’ pupils to 

                                                 
9 It is mandated that Taiwanese citizens between the ages of 6 and 15 should receive compulsory 
education. The two stages of compulsory education are primary level education and junior high level 
education (Compulsory Education Act).  
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compete in the examination. In addition, scholars also pointed out that the attention paid to 

manpower planning and gifted education fostered a narrowly-defined meritocracy where 

test scores became the sole criteria adopted to differentiate between pupils and distribute 

resources (C-W. Wang & W-Y. Lin, 1999, W-N. Wu, 2000; H-F. Liu, 2007). 

In short, during the autocratic regime, the mainstream educational ideologies in Taiwan 

were solely controlled by the Nationalist government to cultivate the “Chinese 

characteristics” in people and to utilise education as a means to boost economic 

development. 

4.1.2. The education state: central-control and adm inistrative-control 

The central-control ideology during the autocratic regime confined the education state 

in Taiwan to governmental agencies. During this period, developing a centralised education 

system was viewed as necessary and efficient. The central educational authority, the local 

educational authority and all schools of different levels were all under the strict control of 

the Nationalist government. Applying the concept of ‘political space’, which refers to the 

space opened up for policy actors to influence the policy process (Hodgson & Spours, 2006), 

we can see that there was little space for various policy actors to participate in educational 

affairs. Although there were scholars and educational professionals invited to attend the 

‘Educational Development Meetings’ held by the Nationalist government from time to time, 

most of these meetings were pretty closed. There was no sign showing that the educational 

authority had an intention to invite the participation of the public or to raise public 

awareness.  

In order to impose strict and detailed control, the central educational authorities utilised 

thousands of administrative orders to control educational affairs. Matters as central as the 

schooling system to matters as minute as the school dress code were all regulated by the 
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MOE, which restrained the local educational authorities and the schools from exercising 

autonomous governance (W-Y. Lin, 1996). Nonetheless, the interactions between 

governmental institutions at different levels were found to be languished rather than 

efficient. The description of ‘under-organisation within over-organisation’ was used by 

researchers to describe how a seemingly rigorous system could be so ill-functioning due to 

its inability to accommodate local contexts (e.g. W-Y. Lin, 1996).   

This narrowly-scoped and centralised controlled education state had a profound 

influence on the education in Taiwan. It is argued that the education system during that 

period was a large bureaucratic machine within which personnel and educators were tamed 

into regulation followers and not only were their teaching, learning and management in the 

education system all unified, but the in-depth reflection of the educational profession was 

eliminated (W-Y. Lin, & C-W. Wang, 1996; C-W. Wang, H-Y. Lin, & H-T. Huang, 1996).  

Moreover, in a later section we will also see from the analysis of the mixed-ability 

grouping policy that the imagination of policy implementation during this period was 

predominantly top-down and order-driven. Under the circumstances, the conflicts regarding 

practicability and ideologies during the process of educational policy tended to be 

suppressed, and the practice of policy, especially the contested policies, often headed in 

unexpected directions without being discussed or reflected upon. 

The following diagrams summarise the characteristics of the political era and the 

corresponding education state in the autocratic regime. To sum up, during the autocratic 

regime, the education system in Taiwan was built under the overarching ‘nation-centred’ 

ideology, and the centralisation of power and the strict control over educational affairs made 

education a direct tool of the Nationalist government.  
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Table 5: The characteristics of the political era in the autocratic regime 

Underlying societal shift 

and historical trend 

1. Nation building and sovereignty defence 

2. The urge for modernisation and industrialisation 

Dominant political 

ideology 

1. Education is the means for nation building.(Morally, culturally, 

politically, and economically). 

2. Overall Controls are imposed on personnel training, personnel 

certification, curricula, textbooks, resources, the behaviours of 

educators and pupils, and educational paths. 

 

Table 6: The characteristics of the  education state in the autocratic regime 

Scope Confined to governmental institutions 

Power structure Hierarchical stratification 

Central control 

Administrative control  

The absence of civil society 

Education 

administration 

Administrators’ main task is ideological and political management 

Administrators are certified and assigned by the central authority 

Teacher Teachers are identified as discipline and ideology cultivators.  

Teachers are trained by controlled institutions, and certified and assigned by the 

central authority 

Parents 

involvement 

Schools could choose parent representatives by themselves. 

Parents are financial supporters rather than participants in education 

 

4.1.3. The policy cycle in the Martial-Law period 

As introduced in chapter 2, the concept of ‘policy cycle’, which is composed of three 

inter-related contexts—the context of influence, the context of policy text, and the context 

of practice—was proposed by scholars to describe the non-linear, messy and cyclical 

process of policy (Bowe et al., 1992; Hodgson & Spours, 2006). It is argued that these three 

important contexts within the policy process constantly interact with one another and it is 

within the interactions that the influences, the policy texts, and the practice of the policy 

keep evolving. In the following paragraphs, I will present the policy process of the 
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mixed-ability grouping policy by exploring the three key contexts. Although I discuss these 

three contexts separately, it is important to highlight that the key developments in one of the 

contexts are inevitably related to the other two contexts. In this part I focus on exploring the 

policy process of the mixed-ability grouping policy in the autocratic regime in Taiwan to 

discover the influence of the nation-centred educational ideology and the centralised 

education system on the process of the mixed-ability grouping policy.  

After the issue of the pilot mixed-ability grouping policy in 1979, the policy was 

revised three times in 1982, 1983, and 1985 during the Martial Law period. The revisions of 

the policy are listed in the table below. We can see that the policy texts were very 

prescriptive that they described the procedures that schools should follow in detail. Further 

discussion about the style and the content of the mixed-ability grouping policy will be 

presented in section 4.1.3.2. 

 

Table 7: The four versions of the mixed-ability gro uping policy during the Martial Law 

period (1979~1987) 

1979: Pilot regulation 

(The Execution Codes of Grouping Practice for Junior High School Pupils) 

The first grade of junior high level education should adopt mixed-ability grouping. Setting or banding 

can be utilised in the second and the third grade. 

In order to improve the vocational education, the third grade of junior high level education could use 

streaming. 

Setting should be formed within every two or three classes based on pupils’ IQ scores, aptitudes, and 

attainments. 

Banding of pupils should be based on pupils’ attainments or IQ scores. Pupils within the same band 

should be mixed-ability grouped.  

Ladder-like streaming is strictly prohibited. 

The teaching methods used and the teaching material adopted should be enhanced when using setting 

or banding.  

1982: Administrative order 

(The Execution Codes of Grouping Practice for Junior High School Pupils) 
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Revised the code: ‘In order to improve the vocational education, the third grade of junior high level 

education could use streaming’ into ‘ In order to improve the vocational education, junior high schools 

can establish a vocational class in the third grade, but the establishment of a fixed ‘vocational class’ 

and a ‘advanced school entry class’ is not allowed’  

Add one code: The execution of mixed-ability grouping can utilise pupils’ IQ scores, physical 

heights, and an open lottery but not the order the pupils report to school or the distance pupils live 

from the school to decide pupils’ placement. An example of the execution is as follows: if the school 

is going to group the 280 new pupils for the first grade this year into 6 classes, pupils should be 

ranked from 1 to 280 first based on their IQ scores first, and then allocated by their ranks as shown as 

below: 

Class one:  1, 12, 13, 24…. 

Class two:  2, 11, 14, 23…. 

Class three: 3, 10, 15, 22… 

Class four:  4, 9, 16, 21… 

Class Five:  5, 8, 17, 20… 

Class Six:   6, 7, 18, 19… 

1983: Administrative order 

(The Execution Codes of Grouping Practice for Junior High School Pupils) 

Reconfirm the above codes. 

1985:Administrative order 

(The Execution Codes of Grouping Practice for Junior High School Pupils) 

Revised the code: ‘The first grade of junior high level education should adopt mixed-ability 

grouping. Setting or banding can be utilised in the second and the third grades’ into ‘All grades in 

senior high level education should utilise mixed-ability grouping. Setting in subjects can be utilised 

from the second grade, and the voluntary selected grouping can be adopted in the third grade’.  

Add one code: Junior high schools could adjust pupils’ placements in ability groups based on pupils’ 

progress and adjustments to the groups could be made in the middle or at the end of every semester.  

*All versions of the mixed-ability grouping policy are listed in Appendix 

4.1.3.1 The context of influence 

The mixed-ability grouping policy was issued in 1979 as a pilot regulation, and then it 

became an official regulation in 1982. According to the Taiwan Provincial Council of 

Education’s (COE10) records, the purpose of the mixed-ability grouping policy was to 

                                                 
10 COE was the official unit between MOE and local educational authorities between 1945 and 1998. Other than 
Taipei and Kaohsiung’s educational authorities, which were municipal level units under the direct authority of 
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eliminate the flaws of the previous within-school pupil grouping practice (Taiwan Provincial 

Council of Education, 1983). The record stated:  

Due to the educational problems resulting from the ladder-like pupil grouping11, and 

the concerns expressed by officers in central government, the Ministry of Education 

consulted scholars and educational administrators to establish this regulation. The 

regulation is designed to provide equal opportunities to every child, but it still concerns 

the difference between pupils. (Taiwan Provincial Council of Education, 1983). 

Before the mixed-ability grouping policy was issued, Taiwan extended compulsory 

education to junior high level education in 1968. Although the extension of compulsory 

education was recognised as being beneficial to pupils and the country, the sudden decision 

made by the autocratic leader resulted in negative influences. For example, due to the lack 

of qualified teachers, the newly established junior high schools were filled with untrained 

educators (Tsao & Liang, 2002). The MOE also pointed out that it was because of the 

boosted pupil intake and the unprepared teaching force that the use of streaming was viewed 

as necessary in junior high schools for the purpose of distinguishing pupils and facilitating 

teaching (MOE, 1979).  

At that time, junior high schools adopted an extreme method to stream pupils. Pupils 

were grouped into stratified classes based on their attainments in primary schools or on their 

IQ test12 results. Within a school there could be more than eight to 10 streams established 

with a clear attainment ranking. According to the survey conducted by the MOE in 1971, 

more than 95% of junior high schools streamed students into ‘ladder-like’ classes at that 

time (as cited in HEF, 2001b).  

                                                                                                                                          
MOE, all other local county educational authorities were directly supervised by COE. COE was abolished after 
1998 when the government system was reconstructed. 
11 Placing pupils into ranked streams based on their ranked academic performance.  
12 Without being specified in regulations, schools are allowed to choose different assessment tools. 
The popular IQ measurement tests include the Wechsler Intelligence Scale for Children (Chinese 
edition), the Otis-Lennon School Ability Test (Chinese edition), the Raven Matrices Test (Chinese 
edition), and the Junior High School Ability Test (developed by Taiwanese scholars). 
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Nonetheless, the emerging disadvantages of using streaming in junior high schools 

started to be criticised. Several arguments regarding the disadvantages of streaming were 

pointed out by scholars and caught the attention of the MOE. In 1976, the psychologist 

Kuo-Shu, Yang criticised the unequal treatment among pupils in the streaming system in an 

academic conference, and suggested that most problems with teenagers in Taiwan were 

related to the streaming adopted by junior high schools (“Streaming,” 1976, p.2). This 

argument and successive reports in newspapers invoked the first wave of discussions about 

the grouping practice in junior high schools. There were some media reports interviewing 

educators, parents and scholars to discuss the effects of streaming between 1976 and 1979. 

The disadvantages of negatively influencing lower attaining pupils’ self-esteem, and the 

subsequent negative impacts on the development of a sound society were the main 

arguments.  

The opinions and criticisms of educational scholars were the most powerful ‘resisting 

voices’ to the centralised educational policy during this period. Several educational 

psychologists were interviewed or quoted by major newspapers and also by educational 

authorities regarding the disadvantages of using streaming in schools. Whilst the MOE still 

praised the educational and economic advantages of differentiating pupils within junior high 

level education (attainment-based differentiation), the scholars’ voices provided society with 

an alternative view about the grouping practice.  

The pilot version of the mixed-ability grouping policy was thus issued in 1979, which 

introduced mixed-ability grouping to the first grade in junior high schools13. However, as 

streaming was permitted in the second and the third grade of junior high level education, 

scholars kept paying attention to the grouping practices in junior high schools and their 

                                                 
13 The first grade in junior high school was also called as the 7th grade in nine-year compulsory 
education after the 2001 nine-year compulsory education curriculum reform. This thesis uses 1st, 2nd, 
and 3rd grades to indicate these learning stages in junior high school.  
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effects. In 1984 and 1985, C-H. Chang and S-Y. Kuo(1984) conducted a large-scale survey 

interviewing school educators, parents and pupils and they argued that the prominent 

adoption of streaming undermined lower attaining pupils’ learning and also their interests in 

learning. S-Y. Kuo (1985) further argued that schools only adopted streaming for the 

purpose of producing higher senior school entry rates. He suggested that rather than 

improving teaching and learning, streaming in junior high school in fact corrupted the junior 

high level education.  

In general, scholars did not disagree that streaming created serious problems in 

teaching, learning and school discipline; but different approaches for dealing with the 

problems based on different ideologies. One strand of thoughts argued that streaming should 

be abolished because it would have a negative impact on both the higher attaining and lower 

attaining pupils’ learning (C-H. Chang & S-Y. Kuo, 1984; “The Increasing Teenager 

Problems,” 1978, p. 3; S-Y. Kuo, 1985); but the other strand suggested that schools should 

reinforce streaming by providing differentiated yet solid education to both pupils with 

academic and vocational aptitudes rather than just abandon streaming (K-K. Hwang, 1982, p. 

2). These two strands of thoughts were frequently mentioned by the educators interviewed 

by the media, and quoted in the official policy documents (MOE, 1979; Taiwan Provincial 

Council of Education, 1983). Later we will see that while the former argument became one 

of the mainstream ideologies in the policy arena, the concept of the latter argument, which 

emphasised the innate differences between pupils, was embedded in the equally powerful 

counter argument that was used to question the promotion of mixed-ability grouping.  

It is worth noting that in the process of the mixed-ability grouping policy in Taiwan, 

the media have played an important role in revealing the practice of the mixed-ability 

grouping policy from the outset. Other than reporting the opinions of scholars, the media 

produced a series of stories covering the observations and the opinions of school educators, 
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parents, and even local councillors to discuss the advantages and disadvantages of streaming. 

It was clear that controversial opinions towards streaming existed. Some argued that 

streaming resulted in abnormal education in junior high schools while others insisted that 

streaming could facilitate the learning of pupils. Further, after the issue of the mixed-ability 

grouping policy, it was through the interviewing of first-line practitioners by the media, that 

the public and also the educational authorities learned that the divide between ‘higher’ and 

‘lower’ attaining classes was still prominent rather than being constrained, although most 

schools declared they followed the regulations. These reports contributed to the discussions 

of the existing policy and the subsequent revisions of the policy texts.  

Although studies found that school administrators, teachers and parents mostly 

supported streaming during this period (C-H. Chang & S-Y. Kuo, 1984), with the strong 

argument made by scholars and the extensive discussions presented in the media, the 

mixed-ability grouping policy was revised in 1985 to demand that pupils should mainly be 

placed in mixed-ability groups for the whole three years of junior high level education.  

It can be seen that under the autocratic regime, limited political space was created by 

scholars and the media. They both utilised their ‘professional’ power to inform the 

government and society about the issues that should be considered. Most importantly, the 

main argument made by scholars about the negative influence of an unequal education on 

the soundness of society was in line with the nation-centred educational ideology. By 

appealing to the mainstream educational ideology, the pursuit of the abolition of streaming 

in school gained political ground.  

4.1.3.2 The context of policy text 

The Pilot ‘Executive Codes of Grouping Practice for Junior High School Pupils’ issued 

in 1979 is defined as the debut of the mixed-ability grouping policy in Taiwan in this study 
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because it already mandated all schools to follow the pilot regulation. During the autocratic 

regime, the regulation was further revised in 1982, 1983 and 1985. The 1982 version was 

the first official version of the mixed-ability grouping policy. It was similar to the pilot 

version because mixed-ability grouping was only introduced to the first grade in junior high 

school whilst streaming was still permitted in the second and third grades. The 1985 version 

of the mixed-ability grouping policy was the first version that prohibited streaming (but still 

allowed the use of setting) and it introduced mixed-ability groups to all three grades of 

junior high level education.  

These early policy texts had their own characteristics regarding the format and contents. 

First, it can be found that the format of the policy texts was highly instructional. Being 

developed in a top-down manner by the MOE, the regulation listed not only the principles 

of the policy but also the detailed working procedures. For example, the policy texts were 

not only concerned with which grade should adopt mixed-ability grouping, they also 

specified the procedures for grouping pupils into different classes. This regulatory 

characteristic of the policy texts suggested a strong intention of ‘practice control’ (Taylor et 

al., 1997). This instructional style of the mixed-ability grouping policy also fitted with the 

Taiwanese scholars’ observations that the MOE intended to create detailed administrative 

orders to regulate every aspect of education under the autocratic regime (W-Y. Lin, 1996). 

In terms of the messages conveyed by the texts, although the policy demanded the 

adoption of mixed-ability grouping, the presumption that pupils have different abilities, 

which should be accommodated by different kinds of classes, penetrated the early versions 

of the policy. For example, the 1979 and the 1982 versions only mandated schools to adopt 

mixed-ability grouping in the first grade, but promoted streaming and setting in the second 

and the third grades. Further, although the regulations all stated that a strict divide between 

academic and vocational classes was prohibited, these versions all emphasised that certified 
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vocational classes could be established in junior high schools. The MOE highlighted that the 

combination of mixed-ability grouping, streaming, and setting would accommodate pupils 

in the schools and in their future career paths (MOE, 1982). This rationale provided by the 

MOE revealed the idea that pupils’ career paths could and should be planned based on 

pupils’ differentiated abilities through junior high level education. This resonated well with 

the dominant political ideology that education should be centrally controlled in order to 

facilitate the nation’s economic development.   

Another message conveyed by these early versions of the mixed-ability grouping 

policy was that the MOE attended more to the structure of pupil grouping rather than to 

what really happened inside classrooms, especially in the mixed-ability grouping classrooms. 

Although enhancing teaching and revising teaching materials were both mentioned in the 

mixed-ability grouping policy texts, they were considered to be the preparation for teaching 

streamed and set classes. For example, the 1979 and the 1982 versions of the mixed-ability 

grouping policy both stated: ‘The adoption of setting and streaming should be accompanied 

by the enhancement of teaching methods, teaching material selection and assessment’; there 

was nothing that mentioned the teaching in mixed-ability groups. In other words, teaching 

mixed-ability groups was not seen as a challenge at that time; and the popular ideology was 

that using mixed-ability grouping was more a concern of pupils’ emotional and social 

development rather than a consideration of pupils’ academic learning. 

4.1.3.3 The context of practice 

After the issue of the mixed-ability grouping policy in 1979, the MOE circulated the 

policy through local educational authorities into schools in a strictly top-down approach. 

Later in 1982, after discovering that only few or even no schools followed the regulation, 

the MOE claimed it would impose sanctions on school administrators, inspectors and local 
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educational authorities for violating the policy14. To create conformity through order and 

sanction was the main theory the MOE held to facilitate change, which corresponded to the 

governing philosophy during the autocratic regime.  

Further, while the education system was highly controlled, the MOE held a ‘rational 

perspective’ towards the practice of the policy, in which they assumed the front-line policy 

actors would react to policy with uniformity (Malen & Knapp, 1997). This rigid and naive 

perception of the policy process prevented the MOE from realising the complexity of the 

policy process. For example, it has been found that the MOE did not view evaluation as an 

important stage in the policy process. There were very few evaluation conducted by the 

educational authority during this period to understand the actual practice of the 

mixed-ability grouping policy or to re-examine the policy or the implementation of the 

policy.  

Although the official inspectoral system was heavily relied on by the MOE, it was 

argued that the official results were often contradictory to common knowledge. For example, 

after the 1982 regulation had been issued, the Taiwan Provincial Council of Education 

briefed the practice of the mixed-ability grouping policy to the Control Yuan15 stating that 

there were no schools violating the regulation, which was a statement that contradicted 

popular understanding (T-C. Lee & Y-K. Chen, 1994). This phenomenon suggested the 

dysfunction of the educational administrative system in the autocratic regime. Whilst the 

MOE relied on the administrative system (which included the inspectoral section) to 

supervise the practice of the policy, it can be seen that most of the influential information 

                                                 
14 There was no further document recording the practice of the claim. In the process of the policy, the 
MOE claimed that they would impose sanctions on schools several times, but it is questionable 
whether the claim was actually put into practice. 
15 One of the five central offices in the central government of the Republic of China. According to 
the Constitution and its additional articles, the Control Yuan has the powers to impeach, censure, 
audit, and take corrective measures against governmental agencies.  
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that affected the MOE’s actions and later decisions came from other sources or external 

pressure. Most of the school practices were revealed by anecdotes and media reports, and 

these publicly reported stories and subsequent discussions were often quoted when the MOE 

made policy revisions.  

Further, the relationship between the inspectoral system and schools was argued as 

unprofessional. Both the media’s commentary and the local county councillors publicly 

questioned inspectors’ ability and willingness to reveal the existing problems in junior high 

schools (N-P. Lin, 1986, p. 6; “Bribe into,” 1987, p.8). The media and the local county 

counsellors even harshly criticised inspectors saying they were the schools’ accomplices in 

the violation of the mixed-ability grouping policy because inspectors often concealed the 

real practice in junior high schools (N-P. Lin, 1986, p. 6; “Bribe into,” 1987, p.8; Taipei City 

Council, 1984). These phenomena suggested that the centrally controlled educational 

personnel training system produced a closed and conservative atmosphere where the 

educational administrative system became bureaucratic and lacked the ability to 

self-criticise and improve junior high level education. 

In terms of the practice of schools, as mentioned above, most schools reported to the 

educational authority that they followed the regulation while the popular experience was 

that a strong divide between higher and lower attaining classrooms was still prominent in 

schools. For example, whilst the 1985 version of the mixed-ability grouping policy 

mandated that pupils should mainly be placed in mixed-ability groups and could only be set 

in certain subjects after entering the second grade, it was reported by teachers and parents in 

the media that the schools still used streaming for all three years in junior high schools (N-P. 

Lin, 1986, p. 6; Hung, 1988, p. 9).  

It was also found that the attitudes of school educators during that period mostly 

favoured streaming. C-H. Chang and S-Y. Kuo (1984) had some interesting findings when 



 113 

analysing a survey commissioned by the MOE. While they found that more than half of the 

teachers were in favour of streaming, only 27% of the teachers thought streaming had a 

positive influence on pupils’ physical and psychological development; and 57.8% of them 

admitted that they favoured the pupils who were placed in higher ability classes. 

Nonetheless, given that the policy still approved the adoption of streaming before 1985, 

there was less resistance shown by school educators towards the mixed-ability grouping 

policy. It was not until the issue of the 1985 version of the mixed-ability grouping policy, 

which prohibited the use of streaming, that educators started to express their doubts about 

the mixed-ability grouping policy. Although the MOE argued that the regulation was revised 

with the endorsement of representative school administrators, the 1985 version of the 

mixed-ability grouping policy prompted fierce objections. For example, while recognising 

the positive intentions of the policy, the concerns over complicated administrative work, 

classroom management, the rigidity of teaching materials, the lowering of pupil attainments 

and the pressure imposed by parents and local county councillors were argued by school 

administrators and teachers (“Support Setting,” 1985, p. 2; M-H. Shih, 1985, p. 6; “The 

Reactions,” 1985, p. 6; M-H. Shih, 1985, p. 7; “Setting Confused,” 1985, p. 7).  Although 

on the surface the education system was under strict centralised control, the practice of 

educational policy, especially the controversial mixed-ability grouping policy was entangled 

within the complicated micro-politics within individual schools.  

4.2. After the abolition of Martial Law: the start of deregulation 

4.2.1. Political era: deregulated society, deregula ted education 

The abolition of Martial Law in 1987 was a crucial change in Taiwanese society. After 

the abolition of Martial Law, governmental control over the politics, the economy and 

society of Taiwan started to loosen, the mainstream educational ideology gradually changed 
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and the governance of education was also reconstructed. This study identifies the 

post-Martial Law period as the second political era that the mixed-ability grouping policy 

has experienced. After the abolition of Martial Law until today, the mixed-ability grouping 

policy has also been revised three times in 1991, 1997 and 2004, and the characteristics of 

this post-Martial Law political era have imposed very different influences on the process of 

the mixed-ability grouping policy from the previous Martial Law period.  

It is generally recognised that the transition from autocratic ruling to democratic 

governance initially resulted from both internal resistance and international pressure (H-H. 

M. Hsiao, 2004; N-T. Wu, 1989; Ouyang, 1996; W-N. Wu, 2000). Research studies show 

that although the Nationalist government applied strict control during the autocratic regime, 

resistance against the gevernment never disappeared. Underground political activities that 

promoted the democratic system, Taiwanese independence, and communism kept emerging 

(H-H. M. Hsiao, 2004; N-T. Wu, 1989; W-N. Wu, 2000).  Through the establishment of the 

local election system in 195016, resistors gained limited space for political pursuits. After 

1980, the candidates that opposed autocratic ruling started winning in local elections. The 

voice that demanded democracy grew stronger. This social atmosphere in addition to the 

succession issue within the Nationalist Party together contributed to the abolition of Martial 

Law (H-H. M. Hsiao, 2004; W-N. Wu, 2000).  

During the 1980s, the economic system in Taiwan was also transformed. Due to the 

development of the capital-intensive industries and the demand of non-governmental capital, 

the planned economy and the nation’s fiscal system were gradually reconstructed (H-F. Liu, 

2007). Moreover, hidden societal problems were quickly disclosed after the 1980s. Only 

during the period between the announcement of the abolition of Martial Law and the official 

                                                 
16 It is documented that the Nationalist Party controlled most of the resources in the process of these 
local elections and that they manipulated election results (Hsueh, 1995). 
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abolishment, there were 1835 different types of demonstrations held by civil groups and 

extra-Nationalist Party political groups (W-N. Wu, 2000). Most of the demonstrations 

involved issues regarding local development, environmental protection, and labour right, 

and the majority of them were allied with political pursuits to demand an open and 

democratic political body.  

Within this context, the criticisms about the education system were quickly developed 

by civil groups. In fact, before the abolition of Martial Law, there were already a few 

small-scale protests held by college pupils against the governmental control. These protests 

aimed to object to the censorship of expression and publishing imposed on college 

campuses.  After the abolition of Martial Law in 1987, the criticism of the education 

system spread to the structure and the contents of education. The rise of civil educational 

reform groups played a crucial role in challenging the existing educational ideology and the 

education system (410 Education Reform Alliance, 1996; Hsueh, 1995; H-C. Hsien, 2003; 

W-N. Wu, 2000). For example, in 1988, 1989 and 1994, several civil groups held what was 

called as ‘Civil National Educational Conferences’ to discuss existing educational problems. 

There objectives were to generate consensus over educational affairs and to form strategies 

for the purpose of tackling the identified problems (410 Education Reform Alliance, 1996; 

Hsueh, 1995; W-N. Wu, 2000). The 1994 conference was a landmark. Other than civil 

educational reform group members, legislators, governmental officers and educational 

scholars were invited to the conference. Seventeen prestigious educational scholars 

published fifteen papers to criticise the existing education system.  They argued that state 

control over educational affairs had damaged education in Taiwan. They also criticised the 

conservative characteristics of the educational administration system and the teacher 

training institutions (410 Education Reform Alliance, 1996; W-N. Wu, 2000). 

Other than utilising the conferences to form consensus and create a reform discourse, 
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the civil educational reform groups were devoted to the establishment of educational Acts. 

After 1990, several groups allied with legislators of the opposition political party to revise 

and establish educational Acts. The ‘University Act’, the ‘Teacher Training Act’, the 

‘Regulation of Parents Participation’, the ‘Compulsory Education Act’ and the constitution 

of education—the ‘Educational Fundamental Act’ were all passed or revised at the 

beginning of the post-Martial Law era (H-C. Hsieh, 2003). This action of establishing 

educational Acts can be seen as a reaction which aimed to overthrow the previous 

centralised education system. The rationale of the ‘Educational Fundamental Act’ proposed 

by the Taiwanese Professors Association (TPA) and other reform groups clearly indicated 

that to enforce educational regulations through law is an action to prevent the profession and 

the autonomy of education from being suppressed by the centralised and autocratic 

educational administration system (C-h. Chou, 1996; C-h. Chou, 2003; Taiwanese 

Professors Association, 1993). Therefore, in many newly established Acts the protection of 

the profession of educational professionals and the protection of people’s right to learn are 

clearly stated in the official texts.  

Civil educational groups also promoted their ideologies to the public. Other than the 

national educational conferences, small-scale petitions were constantly lodged to call for 

public support. The alliance of civil groups (not only educational related groups) worked 

well in this period. The members of these groups went to public spaces to meet people and 

to ask for support (H-C. Hsieh, 2003; W-N. Wu, 2000). In 1994, the first large-scale 

educational demonstration was held by the alliance of civil groups. The thirty thousand 

participants in the ‘410 Educational Reform March’ sent clear messages to government that 

the public demanded an education reform (410 Education Reform Alliance, 1996).  

Under enormous pressure, the minister of the MOE at that period, Dr. Wei-Feng Kuo 

proposed to establish an independent institution to plot education reform policies. The 
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‘Executive Yuan Education Reform Committee’ was established. With a special power 

status and composed of not only educational administrators but also professionals from 

different areas, the committee represented the official response to the reform appeal 

proposed by the civil society. Fierce educational debates officially entered governmental 

institutions, and the dominant ideologies regarding the purpose, the structure and the 

practice of education were gradually transformed. Two important reforms are presented 

below. The first is the deregulation of textbooks, and the second is the reconstruction of the 

purpose of education. 

4.2.1.1 Deregulation of textbooks 

As mentioned above, some of the civil groups’ activities were supported by legislators 

of the opposition party. Although politicians and educational reform groups may possess 

different rationales towards the educational reform, their emphasis on deregulation was the 

same during this period.  

Not long after 1987, the Chinese-centred and the nation-centred ideologies embedded 

in textbooks started to be criticised by legislators of the opposition party (Democratic 

Progress Party, DPP). They strongly demanded that the previously eliminated materials with 

regard to Taiwanese history, Taiwanese geography and Taiwanese language should be 

included in the official curriculum. This demand gradually gained support in society and 

among educational scholars, which led to reforms in the content of textbooks and the 

process of textbook production and selection (Mao & C-C. Chang, 2005).  The 

deregulation of textbooks thus started from 1993. Currently, the MOE still holds the 

authority to censor the content of textbooks, but the production of textbooks at primary and 

secondary level education has expanded into private and academic sectors based on 

curriculum guidelines rather than strict curriculum standards (Lan, 2003). The selection of 
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textbooks has also devolved to schools and teachers (Lan, 2003). Although the control over 

textbooks (and also the curriculum) in Taiwan can still be seen as centralised compared to 

other countries, the degree of control has been lessened, and the space for public debates 

over educational materials has been opened.  

4.2.1.2 Revised objectives of education 

The establishment of the ‘Executive Yuan Education Reform Committee’ in 1994 and 

its successive actions officially started a new era in Taiwanese education. In response to 

civil society, the four concrete demands made by the 410 Educational Reform 

March—establishing smaller classes and smaller schools, increasing the number of 

comprehensive high schools and universities, modernising education, and establishing the 

Educational Fundamental Act—were incorporated into the educational reform proposals 

produced by the Committee (Executive Yuan Education Reform Committee, 1996).  The 

Committee issued four reports that analysed the problems of education and provided 

concrete suggestions. The reports indicated that education in the 21st century should be 

humanistic, democratic, diverse, technology-oriented, and internationalised; and the four 

major reform directions proposed included:  

1. Deregulation: inappropriate regulations should be abolished. 

2. Protection of the right to education: the right to education is a basic human right; the 

public education system should not serve a specific political ideology; educators should 

not impose inappropriate authority on pupils. 

3. Protection of parents’ rights to participate in their children’s education: the state should 

not only demand that parents help their children to complete their compulsory education, 

but it should also ensure parents’ rights to participate in educational affairs. 

4. Protection of teachers’ professional rights: the teaching profession should be valued. 
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Teachers’ autonomy over teaching techniques and the selection of teaching materials 

should be ensured. 

Later in 1998, the MOE turned the four educational reform directions into “Twelve 

Education Reform Plans” and four large scale-projects (F-C. Chang, 2002). The ‘Twelve 

Education Reform Plans’ cover all areas of the education system from pre-primary 

education to higher education. Content-wise, the MOE expected to enhance the quality of 

education by improving the curriculum and the teacher training system; structure-wise, 

modifying the advanced school entry system and revising the ratio of pupils between 

academic education and vocational education at senior high school level were two 

objectives (Executive Yuan Education Reform Committee, 1996).  

In sum, with the dramatic change in political system, economic system and societal 

atmosphere, the period after 1987 constituted a new political era within which the 

deregulation of the existing education system and the reconstruction of the purpose of 

education have become dominant educational ideologies.  

4.2.2. The education state: an expanded education s tate with new 

power relationships 

The education state in Taiwan expanded after 1987 with the participation of various 

non-traditional participants and the changed power relationships between them. With the 

revision of several educational Acts, especially the Compulsory Education Act, various 

official decision-making systems that used to only involve the educational authorities were 

transformed into systems that involve educational authorities, administrators, teachers, 

parents, civil group members and scholars through newly-established committees 

(Compulsory Education Act, Article 9; Compulsory Education Act, Article 10; Compulsory 

Education Act, Article 19; Hou, 2007). For example, the purview of principal selection and 
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teacher recruiting in primary and junior high schools was devolved to school-based 

committees that are composed of administrators, teacher representatives, parent 

representatives and scholars (Compulsory Education Act: Article 9, 2009; Compulsory 

Education Act: Article 10, 2009; Compulsory Education Act: Article 19, 2009).  The 

addition of these articles in educational legislation is the clear manifestation of power 

devolution in the post-Martial Law period.  

The relationship between central and local educational authorities was also redefined 

by the newly-established ‘Educational Fundamental Act’ (Educational Fundamental Act, 

1999). With the ideologies of deregulation and decentralisation, the local educational 

authority is now under the supervision of both the local government and the MOE rather 

than being directly controlled by the MOE. The ‘Local Educational Affairs Consulting 

Committee’, which was mandated to be established as the main apparatus at the local level 

to supervise educational affairs with diverse participants, can also be seen as a manifestation 

of the public participation ideology (Educational Fundamental Act: Article, 10, 1999; Tang, 

2003). 

Moreover, a complicated relationship between civil groups and the traditional 

education system was formed after the abolition of Martial Law which influenced the 

process of the education reform in Taiwan profoundly (H-C. Hsieh, 2003; Hsuen, 1985; Ou, 

1998; W-N. Wu, 2000). As stated earlier, the restriction on the establishment of different 

kinds of interest groups, especially the political-related and economic-related groups was 

loosened after 1988 according to the revised ‘Civil Associations Act’. Numerous new and 

diverse interest groups have been established. Among them, civil educational reform groups 

grew steadily and utilised various strategies to participate in educational affairs. These 

groups argued that citizens have the right to oversee governmental affairs, especially 

educational related affairs which have profound influence on the development of society 
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(HEF, 1997). Based on this ideology, these groups visited schools, encouraged public 

opinions, conducted surveys and publicly demanded that the education system to react to 

their pursuits. Their actions successively opened up the closed education system and gave 

rise to the later public participation in educational affairs.  

Many different kinds of educational related groups have asserted influences at different 

levels of the education system. They have devoted to discussing specific issues in society, 

and they pay attention to both policy initiation and local practice. We can see that the larger 

representative groups, such as National Teachers’ Association, which was established 

according to the revised ‘Teacher Act’ in 1995, and the NPA have asserted most of their 

influence in the MOE and Legislative Yuan17 to lobby legislators and promote relevant 

educational Acts. The teachers’ and parents’ groups that have local relevance usually put 

more efforts into attending to local educational affairs. Other civil educational reform 

groups, such as the HEF, may either participate in policy-making or interfere with local 

practice depending on their working strategies.  

The relationship between civil educational reform groups and the education system is 

sometimes characterised as external versus internal (W-N. Wu, 2000). This is because whilst 

the civil groups contended that the long-standing yet never solved problems in the education 

system should be disclosed and publicly discussed, the traditional education system often 

questioned whether these ‘external’ participants had the ‘profession’ to discuss these issues 

and emphasised the orthodoxy of the official system (T-H. Huang, 2002). Nonetheless, 

scholars have found that the civil educational reform groups have used relatively 

complicated strategies to influence educational affairs. H-C. Hsieh (2003) identified that 

civil educational reform groups employed different strategies to resist, cooperate with and 

compete against the official educational system for both the educational ideology and the 

                                                 
17 The highest legislative bogy in Taiwan. 
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actual educational practices. The actions of the HEF—the largest civil group in Taiwan were 

cited as examples by Hsieh. She found that although HEF often publicly criticised the 

problematic conducts of the traditional education system, it also provided and developed 

alternative ideologies and practices for both the public and school practitioners (H-C. Hsieh, 

2003). Moreover, governmental agencies including the MOE, local educational authorities, 

and schools did respond to these actions from time to time. It was argued that a form of 

power based on educational ideology has been developed by these civil educational reform 

groups (H-C. Hsieh, 2003). Unlike the identity-based groups which primarily aim to secure 

group members’ rights, civil educational reform groups in Taiwan have been devoted to 

developing expertise in targeted educational issues, and their expertise often outweighed 

other arguments (even the ones developed by the education system) and further directed 

policy decisions. For example, even under the fierce resistance of the education system, the 

argument of prohibiting corporal punishment in schools, which was developed by civil 

groups, dominated the attitudes of the public and further resulted in legislation being 

revised.  

During this period, it can be seen that political space was officially created through the 

establishment of various educational Acts. Many decision-making mechanisms, such as the 

selection and the appointment of compulsory level schools’ principals and the establishment 

of different committees in the local educational authorities, now officially include different 

stakeholders as statutory participants. In addition, political space was also intentionally 

created by civil groups and the public even when it was not officially opened up within 

specific educational policies. Before the establishment of these educational Acts, civil 

groups had already employed strategies to facilitate public debates and to forge public 

consensus. Further, as mentioned above the media played important role in disseminating 

information and reinforcing the debates through their own reports. It can be seen as a 
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reaction to the previous centralised administrative system that the public engaged 

intentionally to secure and utilise the space for participating in educational affairs.  

To summarise, the transformed education state after 1987 manifested the ideologies of 

the new political era (Hodgson & Spours, 2006).  The rights of citizen were promoted, the 

purposes of education were redefined, and the conflicts over public affairs began to be 

recognised.   

The following diagrams summarise the characteristics of this political era and the 

corresponding education state. 

Table 8: The characteristics of the political era after 1987 

Underlying societal shift 

and historical trend 

1. Conflicts over the nation’s identity 

2. The development of capital-intensive and high profit industry 

Dominant political 

ideology 

Education is for both the individual’s well-being and the nation’s progress 

Power sharing, control being loosened 

Educational debates The abnormal phenomena that existed in schools 

The quality of education 

The relationship between different stakeholders 

 

Table 9: The characteristics of the  education state after 1987 

Scope Governmental institutions, parents’ groups, teachers’ unions, civil educational 

groups 

Power structure Stated power structure in Education Fundamental Act 

Local educational authority repositioned under both the governance of the Ministry 

of Education and the local county government 

Various multi-participant committees established for personnel recruitment, 

personnel evaluation, and local educational policy making 

Education 

administration 

Administrators’ tasks redefined as assisting teaching 

Principals are selected through a multi-participant committee 

Teacher Teachers are trained in the certified programmes in general colleges and recruited by 

local educational authorities or schools 

Parents 

involvement 

The rights and responsibilities of parents in compulsory education are regulated in 

educational regulations. 

Parents are identified as the ‘partners’ of educators. 
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Table 10: Power structure within the education syst em before and after 1987 

Changes/regimes Before 1987 

Under autocratic control 

After 1987 

Democratic governance 

The Education 

system 

Centralised Gradually decentralised 

Legal status of 

educational affairs 

Administrative order Legislation 

Stakeholders  Within the traditional education 

system 

Traditional education system, interest 

groups, legalised parents participation 

The role of education A means of control Asset of the public and the country 

 

4.2.3. The policy cycle in the post-Martial Law per iod 

As demonstrated above, the wider contexts, including the political, the economic, and 

the educational contexts in Taiwan have gradually changed since the abolition of Martial 

Law. The process of the mixed-ability grouping policy has also gradually changed with the 

infusion of different mainstream educational ideologies and the reconstruction of the 

education state. This part explores the policy process in the post-Martial Law period. It is 

the same as the discussion above, although I will discuss the three contexts within the policy 

process—the context of influence, the context of policy text, and the context of practice 

separately, it is important to note that the key developments within these contexts were 

inter-related and should be understood in conjunction with one another. 

As demonstrated in the following table, the mixed-ability grouping policy was also 

revised three times in 1991, 1997, and 2004 in the post-Martial Law period. The revisions 

made in 1991 and 1997 added new codes to clarify the definition of mixed-ability grouping 

and the procedure of grouping pupils into classes; the 2004 legislation and the 

corresponding regulations added codes regarding the governance of the policy. The 

influences that contributed to the revisions and the policy practice will be discussed in the 

following sections.  
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Table 11: The four versions of the mixed-ability gr ouping policy in the post-Martial Law 

period (1987~) 

1991: Administrative order 

(The Execution Codes of Grouping Practice for Junior High School Pupils) 

Revised the grouping regulation to:  

All grades of junior level education are mandated to use mixed-ability grouping: Pupil allocation 

should be conducted based on pupils’ IQ scores or through an open lottery. If pupils’ IQ scores are 

utilised, pupils’ scores should be ranked first and then pupils should be grouped based on the S-shape 

selection of their ranks. If an open lottery is applied, then pupils should draw their placements by 

themselves.  

The mixed-ability groups that pupils are placed in in the first grade should be kept the same without 

adjustment in the second and the third grades.  

The leading teachers in the mixed-ability classes should be decided by an open lottery. 

Revised the code: ‘In order to improve vocational education, junior high schools can establish 

vocational classes in the third grade, but the establishment of a fixed ‘vocational class’ and an 

‘advanced school entry class’ is not allowed’ to ‘Junior high schools could follow the ‘Regulation of 

Junior High Level Vocational Education’ to improve the vocational education for the third grade 

pupils’. 

Add one code: Under the principle of using mixed-ability grouping, the third grade of junior high 

level education could establish different groups with regard to pupils’ future paths to accommodate the 

different interests, aptitudes, ability and needs of pupils based on the curriculum guidelines, pupils’ 

preference and the resources of the school.  

The grouping of pupils should be conducted discretely and special meetings should be held to make 

the decision. 

The grouping of pupils should follow the preferences of parents or pupils.  

1997: Administrative order 

(The Execution Codes of Grouping Practice for Junior High School Pupils) 

Revised the grouping regulation to: 

All grades of junior high level education are mandated to use mixed-ability grouping. The 

mixed-ability groups established in the first grade should be kept through the second and the third 

grades. 

Add code: This regulation applies to both public and private junior high schools. 

Add code: To accommodate the individual differences of pupils, setting in maths and English can be 

establish in the second grade, and setting in maths, English and science can be established in the third 

grade. The setting of maths and science can be combined into one set.  

Add code: The junior high school needs to report to and be permitted by its educational authority to 

utilise a different grouping practice for special education, educational experiments or sport talented 
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classes. 

Add code: In order to accommodate pupils’ individual needs, junior high schools should utilise 

individual teaching or remedial teaching for pupils with excellent or laggard attainments. 

Add code: The central or the local educational authorities should praise and reward the schools that 

implement mixed-ability grouping, pathway grouping, and vocational education well. 

Add code: The implementation of the policy would become a criterion to evaluate school principals. 

If the school is reported and confirmed to be violating the regulation, the principal and relevant 

administrators would be sanctioned based on the ‘Standard of the Reward and Sanction Imposed on 

Governmental Employees. ’ 

2004: Law— ‘Compulsory Education Act’, Article No. 12 

All grades in primary and junior high level education should group pupils in mixed-ability groups. 

Setting could be adopted in order to accommodate pupils’ individual differences. The Ministry of 

Education should issue the relevant regulations.  

2005: Law—‘The Regulations of the Mixed-ability Grouping and Setting Policy in Primary and 

Junior High Schools 

Addition and revision: 

Code 2: The grouping practice of public and private schools should follow this regulation unless it is 

regulated through the Special Education Act, the Art Education Act or other legislation. 

Code 4: All grades in primary and junior high school should group pupils in mixed-ability groups. 

Code 5: Every county should establish a ‘Mixed-ability Grouping Promotion Committee’ which 

would be in charge of the promotion of the utilisation of mixed-ability grouping.  

The committee should be constituted with 11 to 17 members and the chairman of the 

committee should be held by the director of the local educational authority.  

The members should include officers in the local educational authority, principals in primary 

and junior high schools, the representatives of local teachers’ associations, the representatives of local 

parents’ associations, and scholars and experts. Among them, the number of representatives from local 

teachers’ associations and local parents’ associations should not be less than one third of the members 

respectively.  

Code 6: The grouping of pupils of primary and junior high schools should be conducted by the local 

educational authority or the appointed schools. The methods which can be used to group pupils are as 

follows: Using an S-shape model to allocate pupils based on pupils’ attainment ranking. Using an 

open lottery. Using random allocation. 

Pupils who transfer from other schools after the school’ completion of pupil grouping should 

be assigned to a class by an open lottery.  

       The process of grouping pupils into classes should be made known to the public. Parents 

should be notified and invited to the occasions when pupils’ assignment being made and the officers 

of the local educational authority should supervise the process.  
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       The result of pupils’ allocation should be published within 15 days after the completion of the 

above procedure. Within seven days after the results have been published, the leading teachers of 

classes should be decided by an open lottery.  

Code 8: Setting of pupils can be conducted in the second grade of junior high level education in 

maths and English, and in the third grade of junior high level education in maths, science and English.  

Code 11: The ‘Mixed-ability Grouping Promotion Committee’ should design the evaluation system to 

evaluate the implementation of the policy and they should submit an evaluation report at the end of 

every school year. The committee could propose the reward and sanction to the local educational 

authority based on the evaluation.  

Code 12: The evaluation of the implementation of the policy should be one of the criteria used to 

form the overall school evaluation and the principals’ merit check. The report will also be considered 

in future principal selection. The principal and the relevant administrators of the schools that violate 

the policy should be sanctioned according to the regulations.  

4.2.3.1 The context of influence: 

I have highlighted that the interest groups, the ongoing education reform and the 

critical events were the crucial influences that contributed to the revision of policy texts and 

the practice of the mixed-ability grouping policy in the post-Martial Law period.  

‧The influence of interest groups 

After 1987, the newly created interest groups utilised several different strategies to 

raise public awareness of the problematic implementation of the mixed-ability grouping 

policy. They also encouraged the public to demand the revision of policy texts and the 

enhanced policy implementation.  

In terms of raising public awareness of the mixed-ability grouping policy and the need 

for better implementation, several interest groups such as the NTA, the National Parents’ 

Association (NPA), the Teachers’ Rights Association (TRA) and the HEF have been 

providing assistance to parents and school educators to disclose the mal-practice of the 

mixed-ability grouping policy to the educational authority and the public. Through 

complaints filed by parents, pupils and teachers, these groups kept discovering unequal and 
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sometimes illegal school conduct which often led to public attention and further 

investigation by the educational authorities.  For example, in 1988 a teacher complained to 

the HEF, the TRA and the Homemakers’ Union (HU) that the school he worked at streamed 

pupils in an unequal manner. The three groups visited the school and demanded that the 

local educational authority and the school make amendments. This event resulted in 

discussions within the education system regarding whether interest groups had the right to 

directly visit and question schools. Nonetheless, there were more and more policy actors, 

including parents, school educators and pupils cooperating with different interest groups to 

disclose how junior high schools secretly used streaming in the last twenty years. The 

traditional education state was forced to face challenges from a much more open and 

democratic society in the post-Martial Law era. 

It should be noted that the surveys conducted by the HEF successfully dominated the 

discussion of the mixed-ability grouping policy and raised public awareness. As mentioned 

above, after the issue of the mixed-ability grouping policy, neither the educational authority 

nor the public had an overall understanding of the practice of the policy. The survey results 

released by the HEF thus attracted considerable public attention. For example, the survey 

conducted by the HEF and the teachers’ associations in Taichung City and Taichung County 

in 2001, which utilised information provided by school teachers to conclude that 80% of 

schools in Taichung City and Taichung County did not follow the policy, quickly forced the 

MOE and the local educational authorities to declare their determination to inspect the 

policy practice thoroughly (HEF, 2002).  

The HEF continued to conduct several surveys in 2002, 2003, 2008 and 2009 by 

interviewing pupils in sampled junior high schools18. In 2002, the HEF found 53.8% of the 

surveyed junior high schools had violated the regulation; in 2003, 67.9% of the surveyed 

                                                 
18 See footnote 2 in p. 17 for the detailed of the survey. 
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junior high schools were found to be using streaming, and in 2008 and 2009 around half of 

the schools surveyed were reported by pupils to be using disguised forms of grouping, such 

as gifted and talented classes to form the traditional higher attaining classes (HEF, 2002, 

2003a, 2008, 2009).  

Among these surveys, the 2003 survey resulted in fierce responses from all the local 

educational authorities around the country and also from the MOE. The reactions of the 

local educational authorities varied. Some denied the results, some argued they had 

insurmountable difficulties and others publicly resisted the policy. Conversely, the MOE 

took these survey results seriously. It publicly demanded the inspections to be thoroughly 

conducted.  

In short, due to the fact that the authorities’ evaluation results are usually contradictory 

to people’s common understanding of policy practice, the information provided by interest 

groups was not only persuasive, but also powerful.  

In terms of gathering public support to demand mixed-ability grouping, it can be found 

that in as early as 1990 the HEF had already established a lobby group targeting school 

principals, teachers and parents to promote the adoption of mixed-ability grouping. More 

than 20 parents participated in the first round of lobbying and they visited 22 junior high 

schools in Taipei city. Although rejected by many schools, these parents managed to talk to 

several teachers and administrators who were also concerned about the streaming in schools. 

Other interest groups such as different local parents’ associations and local teachers’ 

associations also invited their members to influence the practice of the policy. In 1997, the 

Taichung City Teachers’ Association launched a petition which one thousand teachers 

signed to criticise the streaming adopted in schools. Similar actions were taken by different 

local teacher organisations hereafter in the process of the mixed-ability grouping policy.  In 

addition, when encountering special occasions, these groups collaborated together to form a 



 130 

strong voice. In 1997, 70 groups formed the ‘National Alliance of the Mixed-Ability 

Grouping Policy’ to demand actions against the streaming adopted by schools (HEF, 1997). 

Further, it was also because of the cooperation of the NPA, the NTA and the HEF that the 

mixed-ability grouping policy has been enforced through Law in 2004 (Y-M. Hsiao, 2004).  

‧The influence of the educational reform  

The second most important influence on the process of the mixed-ability grouping 

policy was the educational reform, which was initiated from 1994. As mentioned above, the 

educational reform contributed to the deregulation and decentralisation of the education 

system in Taiwan. The ideologies promoted in this reform such as educational equality and 

progressive education influenced the development of several educational policies. In the 

pursuit of a ‘normal’ education environment, eliminating the negative influences of any 

school behaviours, including streaming has become prominent. These newly introduced 

ideologies and specific terms, such as pupils’ right to learn and parents’ right to participate 

in educational affairs have been constantly adopted by both the supporters and resistors of 

the mixed-ability grouping policy. This observation will be explained in later sections in this 

chapter.  

‧The influence of critical events 

Although the process of the mixed-ability grouping policy has been full of conflicts 

and controversies, there were several critical events that occurred at specific moments which 

contributed to the revisions of policy texts and the practice of the educational authorities and 

schools. These critical events were often initiated by a single policy actor who adopted 

drastic means to attract attention. Whilst the arguments made by these policy actors were 

usually strong and persuasive, based on the ideology of providing pupils with equal 
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opportunities to learn, other policy actors, such as local councillors, local educational 

authorities, and the MOE usually responded quickly with explicit political promises.  

For example, not long after the abolition of Martial Law, a mother whose child was 

placed in a lower attaining class started a hunger strike to protest against the streaming 

adopted by junior high schools (Kung, 1990, p. 5, Lai, 1990, p. 4; “Educators Exert 

Pressure,” 1990, p. 15). She stated that the ‘cow-raising class’ in junior high schools 

destroyed children’s future (Kung, 1990, p. 5). This hunger strike attracted the attention of 

several city councillors in Taipei city, where the hunger strike was started. The city 

councillors publicly condemned the accused junior high school and demanded that the 

educational authorities take further action (Lai, 1990, p.4).  It can also be seen that the 

Taipei City educational authority, the Taiwan Provincial Council of Education (COE) and 

the MOE all reacted to the demand (Lai, 1990, p.4). The Taipei City educational authority 

decided that schools should use a lottery to decide on the leading teachers of each class to 

avoid special arrangements for special classes. The MOE demanded that several counties 

should conduct research into the possibility of abolishing the senior high school entry 

examination as this examination was often argued as contributing to the use of streaming in 

junior high schools. Further, the COE formed a committee composed of school principals to 

discuss the revision of the mixed-ability grouping policy. Although it is difficult to measure 

the influence of the actions taken by the MOE and the COE on the later practice of the 

mixed-ability grouping policy, since most of these plans were not executed as claimed, the 

action taken by the Taipei City educational authority to use a lottery to decide the leading 

teachers of each class was later added into the 1991 version of the mixed-ability grouping 

policy.  

In 1997, a letter written by pupils in lower attaining classes drew considerable public 

attention. This letter, which included phrases such as ‘since the school violates the 
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mixed-ability grouping policy, we can also violate school regulations’; and ‘today you give 

up on us; we will give you all up in the future’ were read by the minister of the MOE at an 

administrative meeting in front of all the local educational authority officers (Y-P. Chuang, 

2006; MOE, 1997a). The media also reported this letter extensively and discussed how 

pupils were treated in streamed classes in junior high schools. The MOE thus decided to 

take serious actions regarding the practice of the mixed-ability grouping policy. It should be 

noted that the minister of the MOE during 1997-1998—Dr. Jin Wu—was also the minister 

that was referred to as being the most devoted to the promotion of the mixed-ability 

grouping policy (Y-P. Chuang, 2006; F-C. Chang, 2002). With his determination, strategies 

were quickly developed to improve the adoption of mixed-ability grouping. For example, 

the MOE claimed that it would revise the content of the senior high school entry 

examination. It was expected that by simplifying the content of the examination the need for 

junior high schools to ‘stream to boost pupils’ attainments’ would be abated.  Further, the 

MOE imposed funding-based rewards and sanctions on schools to encourage the adoption 

of mixed-ability grouping. Although using rewards and sanctions to facilitate the 

implementation of the mixed-ability grouping policy had already been mentioned several 

times, it was the first time that the rewards and sanctions were actually imposed on schools. 

Additionally, the MOE emphasised the necessity to communicate with parents and local 

educators about the mixed-ability grouping policy. The minister himself travelled around the 

whole country to discuss the policy with important stakeholders. Evidence shows the 

practice of the policy seemed to improve during these two years but that did not last for long 

(Y-P. Chuang, 2006).  

In 2003, an important event directly contributed to the passing of the mixed-ability 

grouping legislation. Miss Li-Hui Wu, a junior high school teacher who had taught lower 

attaining classes for years, knelt down in front of the school she worked at and requested 
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that the schools abolish streaming. Her gesture was broadcasted extensively by media and 

raised discussion in the newspapers and on the TV news. (H-C. Chien, 2003, p. B2). In the 

meantime, the HEF published its survey regarding the streaming experienced by pupils in 

junior high schools19. The survey showed that 67.9% of the surveyed schools used streaming, 

which was a relatively high figure after years of implementing the mixed-ability grouping 

policy (HEF, 2003). Facing the teacher’s protest and the survey results, the MOE again held 

public meetings in all counties in Taiwan to declare its determination to implement the 

policy (Meng, 2003, p. B8). Further, with the lobbying of the NPA, the NTA and the HEF, 

the Legislative Yuan added an article to the Compulsory Education Act to demand the 

adoption of mixed-ability grouping in primary and junior high schools in 2004. The civil 

groups argued that with the legal status of the mixed-ability grouping policy and the 

implementation of the policy would be enforced with more powerful policy instruments, and 

the policy actors would be more aware of the issue (Y-M. Hsiao, 2004).  

Nonetheless, even with the enforcement of the mixed-ability grouping legislation in 

2004, a documentary produced by the Public Television Station in Taiwan reminded the 

public that streaming and other forms of division still existed in junior high schools. The 

documentary—‘The Magic Mirror’ —found that not only did schools still use streaming, but 

that some of the lower attaining classes were located in the inferior locations in schools and 

had inadequate lighting. Further, according to the principals interviewed, other schools also 

adopted streaming or established special classes to disguise the divide between pupils. He 

argued that due to the competition between schools, streaming was an important technique 

to attract academically able pupils. This documentary also gave rise to fierce discussions. 

On the one hand, interest groups including the HEF, the NTA, the Secondary Students’ 

Right Association and the Taipei City Parents’ Association publicly supported the 

                                                 
19 See footnote 3 in p.17 for the details of the survey. 
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documentary. The chairman of the NTA at that time argued that the disguise of the 

anti-education practice in junior high schools was detestable (H-L. Hsieh, 2004, p. 4). On 

the other hand, parents in the schools studied argued that mixed-ability grouping could not 

benefit every child. They argued that without enough high quality teachers, schools 

shouldn’t sacrifice the education of the higher ability children by placing them in 

mixed-ability groups (H-C. Chien, 2004, p. B2).   

The reactions of the MOE and the local educational authorities to this documentary 

were different. While the MOE was determined to promote the mixed-ability grouping 

policy, the local county magistrates who were concerned about the academic performance of 

pupils and the demands made by parents, argued that streaming was necessary. (C-C.Wang, 

2004, p. B1).  It can be seen that the MOE and the local educational authorities considered 

the practice of the policy from different viewpoints. The MOE focused more on the 

ideological aspect of the policy, and this ideology aspect dominated the policy discourse in 

this central level policy arena and the media. However, in the local educational authorities, it 

was the concerns of pupils’ attainments and the politics among schools, parents and the local 

educational authorities that dominated the practice of the mixed-ability grouping policy.  

4.2.3.2 The context of policy texts 

The revisions of the mixed-ability grouping policy made after the abolition of Martial 

Law in 1991, 1997 and 2004 all added new articles to clarify the definition of mixed-ability 

grouping and the procedure of grouping pupils into classes. For example, the term ‘setting’ 

which hadn’t previously been defined was specified in the 1997 version of the policy which 

stated that the use of setting should be limited to grouping pupils by certain subjects 

(English, maths and science) in order to prevent the ‘whole day setting’, which was a 

common strategy used by schools to stream pupils under the disguise of setting (MOE, 
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2003a). Another example is that the regulations revised after 1991 all mandated that the 

leading teachers of classes should be decided by a lottery, and that the established 

mixed-ability groups in the first grade shouldn’t be regrouped in the second and the third 

grades in senior high level schools.  

The policy texts in the post-Martial Law period were still highly instructional with a 

top-down manner. However, what should be noted is that whilst the control over pupil 

grouping procedures seemed to get stricter, the revised policy texts have shown an 

increasing consideration of other stakeholders. For example, the 1997 version of the policy 

had a new article which stated that schools had to communicate with parents about the 

policy (MOE, 1997), which can be seen as a response to the long existing arguments that 

parents often ‘force’ schools to violate the regulations. Further, the mechanism of the 

supervision of the mixed-ability grouping policy has incorporated more stakeholders. A 

‘Mixed-Ability Grouping Policy Promotion Committee’ was mandated to be established in 

every local educational authority by the mixed-ability grouping policy legislation, and it was 

suggested that the Committee should be composed of not only school and educational 

authority administrators, but also parents, teachers and scholars. By incorporating different 

stakeholders, this new mechanism intends to break the traditional bureaucratic governance 

over the practice of the mixed-ability grouping policy.  

This multi-participant ideology, which has been prominent in the newly established 

educational acts in the post-Martial Law was incorporated into the governance of the 

mixed-ability grouping policy; and it was the first time that the addition of these policy texts 

not only attended to the methods of pupil grouping, but also considered the mechanisms that 

may facilitate the practice of the policy.  

In terms of the message conveyed by the revised policy texts, some clearer themes 

regarding the purpose of the mixed-ability grouping policy have appeared. For example, the 
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intention to retain the benefits of both mixed-ability grouping and streaming in previous 

regulations has been replaced by the emphasis on using mixed-ability grouping. The 2004 

legislation clearly indicated that mixed-ability grouping is the statutory grouping practice in 

primary and junior high schools (Compulsory Education Act, Article 12, 2004; Regulations 

of the Mixed-Ability Grouping and Setting Policy in Primary and Junior High Schools, 

2005). Further, the previous regulations that put emphasis on preparing pupils for either 

academic or vocational career streams, has been replaced by the need to provide extra help 

for those who fall short of standards or those who surpass standards at certain moments 

(Compulsory Education Act, Article 12, 2004; Regulations of the Mixed-Ability Grouping 

and Setting Policy in Primary and Junior High Schools, 2005). The subtle shifts in the 

purpose of the mixed-ability grouping policy resonated well with the education reform 

ideology. For example, seeking methods to educate every child, rather than dividing pupils 

for their initial performance that was emphasised by the Executive Yuan Education Report 

were clearly stated in the mixed-ability grouping policy (Executive Yuan Education Reform 

Committee, 1996).  

In sum, although the policy texts of the mixed-ability grouping policy still have a 

top-down and highly instructional manner after the abolition of Martial Law, the messages 

conveyed by the policy texts have been transformed to emphasise the development of every 

child in an inclusive rather than a divided environment, which resonate the objectives of the 

post 1994 education reform.  

4.2.3.3 The context of practice 

This part discusses the general observation of the policy practice in the post-Martial 

Law period. The current practice of the policy in the MOE, the local educational authorities 

and the schools will be presented in chapter 5, 6, 7, and 8. 



 137 

‧The practice of central governance 

During the long period of controversy over the mixed-ability grouping policy, the MOE 

proposed many different strategies to tackle the problems that were identified as hindering 

the implementation of the mixed-ability grouping policy. Some of the strategies have been 

proposed again and again by MOE ministers but few official research studies have evaluated 

these strategies. In exploring the practice of the MOE in the policy, this study identifies that 

the MOE adopted the following two strategies for the purpose of improving the practice of 

the policy in the post-Martial Law period. One aimed to tackle the alleged ‘structural 

factors’ that hinder the practice of the policy; and the other utilised incentives, namely 

rewards and sanctions to improve policy practice.  

First, a long standing argument that dominated the discussion of the practice of the 

policy is that the large amount of teaching materials, the rigid and packed schooling 

schedule, and the senior high school entry system together hindered the practice of the 

mixed-ability grouping policy (T-L. Chien, 2004; S-Y. Kou, 1985, p. 2; H-M. Lin, 2004; S-F. 

Liu, 2004; Yen, 1998; Ma, 2005). It was argued that under these conditions, schools are 

forced to stream pupils in order to gain higher senior high school entry rates. In dealing with 

these concerns, the MOE launched several projects for the purpose of improving the senior 

high school entry system20.  In 1993, the MOE started a trial project in several counties 

which assigned pupils to senior high schools based on their general performance in schools 

rather than on their one-time test scores. The logic was straightforward: changing the 

method of pupil assessment would change the schools’ conduct. By implementing the 

project, the MOE not only expected schools to eliminate the adoption of streaming, it also 

expected schools to provide a well-balanced education without using corporal punishment 

                                                 
20 The details of the reform policies will be discussed in section 4.4 for the purpose to explore the influence of 
the senior high school entry system. 
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or cramming (Chiou, 1996; T-C. Lee, 1993; Yen, 1997b). Pupils who voluntarily 

participated in the projects were placed in mixed-ability classrooms and after three years 

they were assigned to senior high schools according to their synthesised performance 

(academic and non-academic) in school (W-Y. Lin, 1994; Educational Research Committee 

of the Ministry of Education, 1992). With the implementation of this trial project, the 

mixed-ability grouping policy was revised to include additions that stated that pupils should 

be placed in the ‘same’ mixed-ability groups for three years in senior high level education. 

Although the MOE did not provide a rationale for the revisions, it seemed possible that it 

tried to eliminate the opportunity for schools to assign pupils to streamed classes when 

regrouping pupils every year. Nonetheless, it is argued that this project did not influence the 

whole schooling structure as was expected (T-y. Shen, 2003; W-Y. Lin, 1994; Ma, 2001). 

Other than the experimenting classes, schools still used streaming for other classes. 

Moreover, the scoring system in this project was said to be unfair21, which eventually 

resulted in the termination of the trial project (C-h. Chou, 1996; Yen, 1997b). 

The education reform which was initiated after 1994 can also be seen as a reform 

which aimed to tackle the difficult ‘external conditions’ that were highlighted by educators. 

The deregulation of textbooks in 1994 could be viewed as an intention to loosen the rigidity 

of teaching materials (Lan, 2003; W-N.Wu, 2000). The new curriculum implemented in 

2001 further loosened schooling schedule with the intention to replace the knowledge-based 

compulsory education with ability-based education (H-L. Chen, 1999; MOE, 2000; S-S. 

Shen, 2005; Su, 2003; C-t. Tsai, 2005; S-W. Yang, 2000). Further, the new senior high 

school entry system was implemented in 2001 to provide different paths for pupils to enter 

                                                 
21 A prevailing argument in Taiwan is that the one-time and writing-based centralised examination is the most 
just tool that should be used to stream pupils because there is no room for people to manipulate with the 
examination scores. 
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senior high schools22(Tang, 2003). In the meantime, the MOE started to expand senior high 

and higher education in the hope of mitigating the senior high school entry examination 

competition and to increase the general education level of citizens.  

Other than the reform of the ‘external conditions’, the second strategy adopted by the 

MOE was to impose rewards and sanctions. Although the efficacy of the MOE’s inspection 

system, which was the basis of imposing rewards and sanctions, was questioned by the 

public as mentioned above (N-P. Lin, 1986, Oct 13; “Bribe into,” 1987, p. 8), the MOE kept 

emphasising its intention to utilise the mechanism to facilitate the implementation of the 

mixed-ability grouping policy. Both the 1997 version of the policy and the 2004 legislation 

specifically listed this strategy in the official policy texts. In 1997, the MOE for the first 

time announced a nationwide inspection of the practice of the mixed-ability grouping policy 

(MOE, 1997b, MOE, 1997c; MOE, 1998a). Using central funding as an incentive, the first 

round of inspections rewarded 5 and sanctioned 11 out of 22 counties in Taiwan, and the 

second round of inspections rewarded 19 schools with extra funding (MOE, 1997b, MOE, 

1997c; MOE, 1998a). Compared to the ‘self-report’ style evaluation adopted before, this 

was the first large-scale inspection conducted by the MOE; and for the first time, the results 

of the inspections were publicised to the public. It will be demonstrated later that the reward 

and sanction system was stabilised after the mixed-ability grouping policy was enforced 

through law in 2004. With the channels established to receive complaints from the public, 

more inspections were forced to be conducted and regular sanctions on schools or on 

relevant personnel were given according to the results of the inspection.  

‧The practice of local educational authorities  

As discussed earlier, the reconstruction of governing power and the establishment of 

                                                 
22 Other than participating in the joint examination, pupils can also apply to their preferred secondary schools 
with their synthesised performance in junior high schools.   
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the Education Fundamental Act in 1999 endowed local educational authorities with stronger 

powers over local educational affairs (Education Fundamental Act, 1999). Within the new 

structure, the main governing power over compulsory education is held by the local 

educational authority, and the MOE has the power to supervise the governance of local 

educational authorities and to distribute central educational funding.  According to the 

implementation plan for the mixed-ability grouping policy 23 , the local educational 

authorities have the responsibility to follow central regulations, ensure the quality of 

inspections and impose rewards and sanctions. The local educational authorities can also 

develop strategies based on the actual practice of local schools to solve identified problems. 

For example, some local educational authorities utilised computerised programmes to 

randomly group pupils for all primary and junior high schools within the area for the 

purpose of preventing schools from being pressured by parents, and for the same purpose, 

some local educational authorities created detailed regulations for schools to deal with 

within-school transfers. 

However, evidence shows that some local educational authorities questioned the 

mixed-ability grouping policy. Several local county councillors and local educational 

authorities argued in media interviews that ‘pupils’ ability to compete’ with others would be 

weakened if schools used mixed-ability grouping (“Miao-Li County,” 2003, p. 8; C-H. 

Weng, 2003, p. B2). In 2003, the magistrate of Miao-Li County, Mr. Fu, Hsiao-Peng 

proposed to form an alliance with other counties to argue that the methods of pupil grouping 

should be decided by local counties (“Miao-Li County,” 2003, p. 8; Meng, 2004, p. A1). 

Although the alliance wasn’t formed successfully, the action revealed the tensions that 

would be created by the new power relationship between the MOE and the local educational 

authorities. 

                                                 
23 See Appendix. 
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In short, with the increased authority over compulsory education within counties, the 

local educational authority’s practice of the mixed-ability grouping policy became 

complicated. On the one hand, the local educational authority has the responsibility to 

implement a national policy, especially when the policy is legislation; but on the other hand, 

the power reconstruction has placed compulsory education in the local-politics arena. The 

considerations of the interests of powerful stakeholders and the local expectations of junior 

high level education made the local educational authority’s practice of the mixed-ability 

grouping policy profoundly complicated. Detailed discussion of the practice in individual 

local educational authorities will be presented in chapter 6. 

‧The practice of schools  

In terms of the practice of schools after the abolition of Martial Law, it seems that with 

the attention of the interest groups and the public, the obvious divide between higher and 

lower attaining and between academic and vocational classes in normal school hours in 

junior high schools has slowly decreased (Y-P. Chuang, 2006). However, it has been argued 

that different styles of streaming have been developed. Particularly after 2004, when the 

mixed-ability grouping policy was enforced through law, both the media and various 

teachers’ and parents’ groups indicated that more schools were establishing special classes, 

such as gifted and talented classes24 to stream pupils (L-Y. Lu, 2004; Y.-H. Hsu, 2005; 

Tauyuan County Teachers Association, 2006; Tauyuan County Teachers Association, 2008). 

According to the interviews with Dr. Luo, Qing-Shui—the executive secretary of the 

Special Education Unit in the MOE, during the 2005-2006 school year there were 678 gifted 

and talented classes in junior high schools25, and among them 110 had been newly 

                                                 
24 In Taiwan, the term gifted classes are used to indicated the maths, English and science gifted 
classes while talented classes are adopted to refer to art, music and PE classes. 
25 There were a total of 736 junior high schools in Taiwan in 2006 (MOE, 2010). 
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established in 2005 (Han, 2006, p. A7; H-Y. Shen, 2006, Sun & C-Y. Lin, 2005, p.C7).  

Further, a joint entry examination for the junior high school gifted classes was held in four 

counties, within which more than twenty thousand pupils registered to take the examination 

(Y-P. Chuang, 2006; S-M. Wang, 2006). Interest groups including the NPA and the HEF 

criticised the phenomenon publicly. They argued that the ‘gifted class’ burgeoning in junior 

high schools after the passing of the mixed-ability grouping ‘legislation’ was only a 

substitute for the old higher ability classes (L-Y. Lu, 2004).  Recent surveys suggested that 

the implementation of the policy was still struggling. The pupil survey conducted by the 

HEF in 2008 and 2009 indicated that more than 50% of the junior high schools surveyed 

were indicated as using streaming to establish higher and lower attaining classes in schools 

(HEF, 2008; HEF, 2009). Media reports in these two years also showed that schools now 

utilised more subtle strategies to elude the inspection of the local educational authorities. 

For example, some teachers indicated that schools asked pupils to run back to their assigned 

classrooms when the inspectors came to schools; and some teachers indicated that some of 

their better academically performing pupils were selected for special classes without this 

being recorded in any official documents (P-L.Wu, C-C. Shen, H-C. Chien, & L-Y. Hsieh, 

2008, p. A8).  

In schools’ defence, parents’ demands were the most important factor that influenced 

the schools’ pupil grouping practice (T-L. Chien, 2004; Y-P. Chuang, 2006; C-H. Weng, 

2003 p. B2). The lobbying of powerful parents and local councillors placed pressure on 

schools. Further, schools educators argued that they were competing to recruit higher 

attaining pupils and they suggested that streaming was the most important strategy that was 

utilised by many schools in this competition (“To Produce,” 2004, p. A2). This detailed 

discussion of schools’ consideration and their actions will be presented in chapter 7 and 8.  

In short, it can be seen that although the implementation of the mixed-ability grouping 
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policy has been faltering since its inception, the two distinctive political eras and education 

states in the long process of the mixed-ability grouping policy have exerted their different 

influences in the context and influence, the context of policy text and the context of practice. 

The following two sections will further discuss the evolution and the transformation of the 

contested key issues within the long policy process. The purpose of the discussion is to learn 

how the interpretations of these key issues evolved within their changing wider contexts, 

and how the disputes about the key issues influence the process of policy. 

4.3. The Political Space in the policy process 

The analysis above showed that political space has existed within the long process of 

the mixed-ability grouping policy. However, it was found that within different political eras, 

the actual space that was opened up, the influences of the opened space, and the policy 

actors who have the power to influence the policy process varied due to the characteristics 

of the political eras and the education states. 

In the Martial-Law period, scholars and the media made efforts to open up political 

space to discuss grouping practice-related policy. They did gain attention due to the 

consonance between their arguments and the mainstream educational ideology. However, 

from the analysis of the policy practice we can see that although the arguments made by 

scholars and the media resulted in the issue and further revisions of the mixed-ability 

grouping policy, it did not enter the context of policy practice.  

After the abolition of Martial Law, we can see that political space within the context of 

policy practice has been expanded intentionally by the pursuits of the public and the civil 

groups. More different policy actors gained statutory rights to participate in educational 

affairs, and they kept creating different kinds of space to engage in the policy process. These 

intentionally created spaces not only forged continuous debates about the mixed-ability 



 144 

grouping policy, it also raised the awareness of the public about the possibility for them to 

participate in educational affairs. In Chapter 5, we will see that the ‘complain hotline’, 

which was set for the purpose of inviting the public to supervise the policy practice, has 

become a crucial source for the local educational authorities to monitor the practice of the 

mixed-ability grouping policy.  

In general, the opening up of political space in the process of the mixed-ability 

grouping policy helped facilitate the change of policy texts and the supervision of the policy 

practice. However, we see less concern regarding the teaching and learning in different 

kinds of groups. Although there were scholars participating in the policy process in the 

Martial Law period, most of them were psychologists who were concerned more about the 

effects of using streaming. It was found that only a few educational researchers engaged in 

utilising political space in the process of the mixed-ability grouping policy and they rarely 

went further to discuss teaching and learning. This phenomenon may be related to the fact 

that the mixed-ability grouping policy has long been positioned in relation to the methods of 

grouping but not to methods of teaching. However, this study suggests that it may also be 

because a space which can be used to facilitate the practice of policy through teaching and 

learning has not been officially opened up by the education system. This reminds us of the 

complicated dimensions of political space. Different policy actors usually hold different 

expertise and various degrees of power within different kinds of political spaces in the 

policy process. In the mixed-ability grouping policy the civil groups seemed to dominate the 

debates. It is important to note, however, that these groups actually fought for the space by 

themselves. This study thus suggests that other policy actors, such as educational 

researchers should be more creative in creating a suitable space to exert their concerns and 

influences.  
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4.4. The transformation of the contested key issues  

Two key contested issues that exist in the debates about the mixed-ability grouping 

policy identified by this study are the interpretation of pupils’ ability and the imagination of 

classroom teaching. In the process of the mixed-ability grouping policy, opinions about the 

two issues have been constantly argued to either support or oppose the policy.  The 

following analysis will show that these arguments are not isolated from their wider contexts; 

rather, they are influenced by dominant educational ideologies in a way that the prevailing 

concepts are tactfully utilised to support these different and even contradictory contentions.  

4.4.1. The perceptions of pupils’ ability  

As mentioned above, the mainstream educational ideology in Taiwan has transformed 

from emphasising utilising education as a means of national development to viewing 

education as the contributor to the development of both the citizens and the country. This 

transformation can also be detected through the change of the perceptions of pupils’ ability.  

As demonstrated earlier, a 3:7 ratio between the number of pupils who can enter 

academic and vocational high schools was predetermined by the MOE in the Martial Law 

period (Hsieh et al., 1996; Executive Yuan Council for Economic Planning and 

Development, 1973a, 1973b; Ye & C-Y. Lin, 2008). This policy not only directly influenced 

pupils’ study and career paths, but also influenced people’s perception of pupils’ ability. In 

the earlier formal policy texts of the mixed-ability grouping policy26, although mixed-ability 

grouping was promoted, the consideration of pupils’ academic and vocational aptitudes and 

the divided career paths was constantly mentioned in the texts. The emphasis on the division 

between the academic and the vocational revealed the rigid and dichotomous perception of 

                                                 
26 In the 1982, 1983, 1985, 1991 versions of the mixed-ability grouping policy, the emphasis of 
promoting vocational education in junior high schools was listed in the formal policy texts. 
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pupils’ ability. It was in the 1997 version of the mixed-ability grouping policy that the 

concept of the academic/vocational divide was lessened, and the concern for pupils’ 

personal development was noted. This small yet interesting change in policy texts implies an 

ideological change within which the accustomed concept of an academic and vocational 

ability divide is gradually challenged.  

This ideological change also influenced the debates on the mixed-ability grouping 

policy. Although from my general observation, the opponents of the mixed-ability grouping 

policy tended to argue that pupils’ abilities are fixed by an academic/vocational division 

whilst the proponents contended the diversity of pupils’ abilities, it is found that in different 

political regimes within which different educational ideologies prevailed, both the 

opponents and the proponents of the mixed-ability grouping policy utilised the universally 

accepted ideologies to frame and to support their own stances. For example, whilst the 

mixed-ability grouping policy was proposed in 1979, an argument that contended that 

instead of using mixed-ability grouping, the establishment of solid academic/vocational 

streaming in junior high schools would be more beneficial to the development of society 

was proposed by scholars and practitioners (K-K. Hwang, 1982, p. 2). This argument 

emphasised the academic/vocational divide between pupils and called for differentiated 

rather than comprehensive education in junior high schools. On the other hand, we can see 

that the supporters of the mixed-ability grouping policy did not confront the rigid 

perceptions of pupils’ abilities. Rather, they focused more on how the streaming adopted in 

schools may negatively influence pupils with different abilities, which may further result in 

negative impacts on society, for example, that people would not know how to cooperate 

with each other (S-Y. Kuo, 1985, p. 2). In other words, they framed the disadvantages of 

streaming as social problems without questioning the presumptions about pupils’ abilities 

that are embedded in a streaming system.   
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In the post-Martial Law period, as demonstrated above the mainstream educational 

ideology shifted to emphasise the development of personal potential and to provide equal 

educational opportunities (Executive Yuan Education Reform Committee, 1996). It can be 

seen that the arguments that were adopted to support and to object to the mixed-ability 

grouping policy were also reframed. For example, the supporters of the mixed-ability 

grouping policy argued that a democratic country should value every citizen’s ability 

without there being discrimination in schools (HEF, 1997), and the opponents argued that 

whilst every pupil’s individual abilities should be valued, offering an identical education 

would not only lessen the equality of education, it would also hinder the unique 

development of different individuals, especially the elite pupils (C-H. Chen, 1990, p. 26; 

S-Y. Chiu, 1992,p.10; C-C. Shen, 1997, p. 19; H-C. Huang, 2003, p. B2). Another example 

of how different opinions were framed with similar ideologies was the way that the policy 

actors utilised the prevailing multiple intelligences theory to support their stances. Those 

that questioned the policy utilised the theory to argue that mixed-ability grouping ignored 

the various differences between pupils (T-L. Chien, 2004). Conversely, those who supported 

the policy argued that mixed-ability grouping helped teachers to retain an unbiased 

perception of children’s multiple intelligences (T-C. Lee, & K-Y. Chen, 2004).  

Overall, with the change in the mainstream educational ideology, both the proponents 

and the opponents of the mixed-ability grouping policy interpreted pupil’s ability within the 

mainstream framework for the purpose of supporting their own arguments. However, we 

can see that the opponents of the mixed-ability grouping policy seemed to gradually 

abandon the stance that arbitrarily place people’s abilities into fixed slots and replace it with 

a contention of ‘taking care of the special’. Whilst the contradictory arguments and the 

actions of different policy actors keep generating debates within the process of the policy, 

we can see that the evolved mainstream educational ideologies diversify people’s 
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perceptions of pupils’ ability, which further contributes to the reconsideration of 

attainment-based differentiation within education.  

4.4.2. The perceptions of teaching in mixed-ability  group 

Since the issue of the first version of the mixed-ability grouping policy, the concerns 

about teaching had already been stated in the official policy texts. Statements such as 

‘schools should alter teaching methods to teach different kinds of classes’ and ‘schools 

should provide individualised teaching to pupils who are ahead of or falling behind others’ 

continually appear in different versions of the policy.  In the context of practice, teaching 

has also become an important issue that has been discussed among educators and the most 

popular teaching-related argument was that the difficulty of teaching in mixed-ability 

grouping classrooms hindered the practice of the policy (S-F. Liu, 2004; Yen, 1998). Several 

factors are identified as contributing to the difficulty of teaching in mixed-ability classrooms. 

Other than the difference in pupils’ abilities, external conditions such as the curriculum, 

large class size, tight schooling schedules, and competition for the senior high school entry 

examination are argued as crucial (S-F. Liu, 2004; Yen, 1998). This emphasis on the 

influence of external conditions on the policy practice constitutes a popular discourse within 

the education system as the difficulty in teaching in mixed-ability groups is a problem that 

resulted from the wider contexts rather than the problem of ‘teaching’ itself.  

This perspective was also clearly revealed by other educational policies issued by the 

MOE. Whilst the rectification of the ‘abnormal junior high level education’ became the 

main objective of the educational authority after the pursuit of the education reform in 1994 

(Executive Yuan Education Reform Committee, 1996), the MOE made great efforts to 

change the curriculum, curtail class size and reform the senior high school entry system. As 

mentioned above, the fundamental reform of the curriculum in primary and junior high 
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schools took place in 2001 and was based on the ideology that the curriculum should help 

develop pupils’ abilities rather than just provide sheer facts and hard knowledge(Jan, 2000; 

T-j. Chen, 2004). With this curriculum reform, the content of the curriculum has been 

curtailed and the embedded philosophy of teaching has also been shifted to value innovative 

teaching (Jan, 2000; T-y. Chen, 2004). Further, in order to facilitate the innovative teaching 

in schools, the reform also deregulated school management for the purpose of providing 

schools and educators with more flexibility in their teaching.  

The senior high school entry system has also gone through changes with regard to the 

channels pupils can utilise to enter senior high schools (through examinations or other 

methods) and the content of examinations27 since 1991. According to the MOE’s rationale, 

all of the above policies aimed to provide an improved teaching environment for school 

educators so they could abandon the existing ‘abnormal education’, including their heavy 

reliance on streaming (Executive Yuan Education Reform Committee, 1996). In other words, 

it can also be seen from the actions taken by the MOE that the prominent attitude towards 

teaching in mixed-ability groups is that without changes to the external conditions, teaching 

in the mixed-ability grouping policy will always be difficult.  

Conversely, an alternative view of teaching in mixed-ability groups has been proposed 

by the HEF, a civil educational reform group that is devoted to supporting the practice of the 

mixed-ability grouping policy. In the book published by the HEF, Shih Yi, the founder of the 

HEF and also a university mathematics professor, provided a very different perspective for 

looking at teaching in mixed-ability classrooms (Y. Shih, 1998). Shih (1998) argued that 

although external conditions influence the teaching in mixed-ability groups, the most 

essential problem may be the lack of imagination regarding mixed-ability grouping teaching. 

                                                 
27 The details of the evolution of the senior high school entry system are discussed in the next section 
in this chapter. 
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He stated that Taiwanese teachers believed that the objective of teaching was ‘to help pupils 

acquire certain hard knowledge or skills in a certain amount of time’, and the process of 

learning and teaching in classrooms was rarely discussed as a professional issue. He argued 

that while dictation and testing were the main methods adopted to teach and to assess pupils’ 

learning, most school educators did not have alternative views of teaching in any kind of 

classrooms, including mixed-ability classrooms. Shih’s argument was echoed by researchers 

such as P-C. Chen, (1999), who suggested that the dominant ‘nation-centred’ educational 

ideology in the Martial Law period in fact prevented teachers from being innovative in 

relation to alternative methods of teaching. Chen also argued that the teaching reform 

required teachers to be ‘transformative intellectuals’ who could not only be aware of the 

external constraints, but who could also have the ability to reflect by themselves. In other 

words, this perspective implies that the teaching reform would not automatically be 

successful even though the external conditions are improved. On the contrary, it emphasises 

that it is through educators’ self-examination of their accustomed practices that changes in 

the classrooms will occur. 

To summarise, although there were different opinions regarding the issue of the 

difficulty of teaching in mixed-ability groups within the process of the policy, the argument 

concerning the external conditions of school teaching has occupied the discussion and has 

influenced the directions of the education reform. Whilst the education reform that 

attempted to improve the educational environment in Taiwan has been in place for more 

than 10 years, it is necessary to further investigate whether first-line educators’ perceptions 

of teaching in mixed-ability grouping have altered with this external change, and further, 

whether teaching in mixed-ability groups is a complicated issue that is inevitably entangled 

with local politics. This part of the exploration is discussed later in Chapter 7 and 8. 
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4.5. The influence of the senior high school entry system 

This section investigates the evolution of the senior high school entry system from the 

inception of the mixed-ability grouping policy until today to determine how the system has 

influenced Taiwanese junior high level education and the process of the mixed-ability 

grouping policy.  As can be seen from the above analysis, the senior high school entry 

system has been argued as playing a crucial role in the practice of the mixed-ability 

grouping policy. The methods the system adopts to assess and to allocate pupils into 

different streams in senior high level education, which include joint examinations and 

centralised allocation, and the fact that the system pre-determines the distribution of 

resources in senior high level education influence the junior high school schooling and 

people’s expectation of it.  

4.5.1. The evolution of the senior high school entr y system  

4.5.1.1 Martial Law period: The joint secondary school examination 

The senior high school entry system in Taiwan was revised several times during the 

process of the mixed-ability grouping policy. Here I will primarily discuss the system that 

was adopted after the extension of compulsory education in 1968.  Between 1968 and 1998, 

the senior high school entry system in Taiwan was stable. It was after the abolition of 

Martial Law that the frequency of the discussions about the reform of the system increased. 

Scholars identified two main characteristics of the senior high school entry system 

adopted between 1968 and 1998 in Taiwan—utilising a ‘joint examination’ and recruiting 

pupils through a centralised allocation system (T-y. Shen, 2003; T-m. Hwang, 2008; Ma, 

2001; Ma, 2007).  In this system, junior high school graduates had to take a joint 

examination which was specifically designed for specific types of schools. For example, 
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there were three joint examinations designed to recruit pupils to three-year senior high 

schools, three-year vocational high schools, and five-year vocational junior colleges. Almost 

all pupils took the three-year senior high school joint examination in the hope of being able 

to get a place at the ‘most promising senior high schools’(Tang, 2003; T-m. Huang, 2008).  

The content of the joint examinations was designed by a mission-based committees and 

was based on the content of the centralised textbooks. It has been indicated that the content 

of these joint examinations was difficult, rigid, and mainly focused on pupils’ familiarity 

with the content of the textbooks (M-C. Hsu, 2001; M-C. Hsu, 2009; Kuan, 2007).  

Pupils were distributed to schools based on their score in the joint examination. Within 

this system, both pupils and schools were ranked by the examination scores. Pupils tended 

to choose schools based on the school ranking which was produced by the average scores of 

the recruited pupils, and only the pupils who obtained satisfactory scores had the chance to 

go to the higher ranking schools. 

According to official statistics, the senior high school entry rate of junior high 

graduates rose steadily after 1977 from 60% to 80% in 1987 (MOE, 2010). However, the 

ratio between the capacity of academic senior high schools and vocational senior high 

schools was strictly controlled by the government during this period. As mentioned earlier, 

during this period the MOE encouraged the establishment of public and private vocational 

senior high school based on the nation’s manpower plan policy which was designed by the 

Council of Economic Planning and Development (Chu, 2007; L-Y. Lu, 2002). After 1971, 

the number of pupils in vocational senior high schools outnumbered those in academic high 

schools for the first time in the history of Taiwanese education. In 1982, the ratio between 

pupils in vocational senior high schools and academic senior high schools reached the 

expected 7:3. It was after the education reform in 1994 which had the objective of 

‘establishing more public high schools’ that the ratio between the two types of school 
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bounced back to 5:5 which lasts till today (MOE, 2010). Before the reform, the MOE 

believed that this senior high school entry system was designed to match the educational 

structure with the economic structure (W-C. Cheng, 2001; Executive Yuan Council for 

Economic Planning and Development, 1973a, 1973b). It was argued that the nation should 

‘plan’ the economic development along with the educational development in order to make 

the best use of the available manpower in the nation (W-C. Cheng, 2001; Executive Yuan 

Council for Economic Planning and Development, 1973a, 1973b; W-N. Wu, 2000). 

As suggested earlier, the mixed-ability grouping policy was issued due to the fierce 

criticism of streaming adopted in schools that divided pupils into the ‘senior high school 

entry classes’ and the ‘cow-raising classes’ (C-H.Chang, & S-Y. Kuo, 1984). Whilst the term 

‘cow-raising class’ is used to refer to the classes where low attaining pupils are grouped and 

which receive little attention from teachers (in the same way that cows that do not need 

much attention from their keepers), the term ‘senior high school entry class’ clearly reveals 

the relationship between the senior high school entry system and the streaming adopted in 

schools. It has been argued that in senior high level education in Taiwan, to stream pupils is 

to select and to ensure that those who have the ability to succeed in the senior high school 

entry system get the resources they deserved (Y. Chen, 2003; Y-H. Hsu, 2005).  

In the early stages of the mixed-ability grouping policy process, few people directly 

discussed the influence of the senior high school entry ‘system’. Rather, it was argued that 

the ‘Sheng-Hsueh-Chu-Yi’ (升 學 主 義 ) of parents influenced the practice of the 

mixed-ability grouping policy. It is difficult to use a proper English term to describe 

‘Sheng-Hsueh-Chu-Yi’. Nonetheless, it is a term that is commonly used in Taiwan to 

describe a ‘fanaticism’ or ‘obsession’ about having a good academic performance in schools 

and entering the most prestigious schools, regardless of the level of education. According to 

K-S. Yang, and C-C. Yeh, (1979), ‘Sheng-Hsueh-Chu-Yi’ is a phenomenon where people 
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make an enormous effort to compete in the advanced education entry examination without 

considering their own or their children’s aptitudes, personalities, interests, family wealth or 

the functions of the credentials. P-H. Huang, (as cited in C-W. Wang, & W-Y. Lin, 1994) 

provided a similar definition. He argued that when people pursue the opportunity of entering 

the higher ranking schools and disregards his or her own abilities or preferences, then he or 

she is demonstrating the ‘Sheng-Hsueh-Chu-Yi’. Further, C-W. Wang & W-Y. Lin, (1994) 

argued that it is not only parents and pupils who demonstrate the ‘Sheng-Hsueh-Chu-Yi’, 

principals and teachers in junior high schools also have a similar ideology. They stated that 

as schools internalise the pursuit of obtaining the high advanced school entry rate as the 

main objective of their jobs, they too demonstrate the ‘Sheng-Hsueh-Chu-Yi’. It is due to 

the ‘Sheng-Hsueh-Chu-Yi’ belief and behaviour of schools that educational policies are 

often criticised as being ‘impractical’ which is why they are often ignored.   

The term ‘Sheng-Hsueh-Chu-Yi’ has also frequently been mentioned in official 

statements, school arguments and academic works (K-S.Yang & C-C. Yeh, 1994; C-W. 

Chuang, 2006; H-F. Hsieh, 2008; T-m. Hwang, 2008; S-Y. Lin, 1995; P-F. Tsai, 2008; C-W. 

Wang & W-Y. Lin, 1994). For example, in a discussion with local inspectors in 1982, the 

Chief Councillor of the Council of Education of Taiwan province, Mr. Huang, Kun-Hui 

indicated that:  

‘Most junior high schools now adopt streaming due to the influence of parents and the 

‘Sheng-Hsueh-Chu-Yi’. The abnormal grouping practice adopted in schools has 

distorted our education and has long been criticised by society…’(“Banning 

streaming,” 1982, p2).   

In a news story which reported the reactions of several junior high school principals to 

the issue of the 1985 version of the mixed-ability grouping policy, principals argued that 

schools were ‘forced’ to stream pupils in order to respond to the ‘Sheng-Hsueh-Chu-Yi’ 
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demonstrated by parents (“The Reactions,” 1985, p.6). Professor Sheng-Yu Kuo, who was a 

renowned professor at the National Taiwanese Normal University and actively participated 

in the public discussion on the mixed-ability grouping policy, also pointed out in his 

newspaper column:  

Why would schools covertly violate the mixed-ability grouping policy? To get down to 

bedrock, the ‘Sheng-Hsueh-Chu-Yi’ is the root of this abnormal phenomenon. Having 

this obsession about entering the advanced schools, parents use the senior high school 

entry rate to evaluate schools and they impose enormous pressure on schools. The 

junior high schools are afraid of losing pupil intake, thus we see many school educators 

just ignore the educational ideologies that they learned before……(S-Y. Kuo,1985,p.2) 

Although later researchers stated that the ‘Sheng-Hsueh-Chu-Yi’ is a product of the 

senior high school entry system (W-C. Cheng, 2001; Y-H. Hsu, 2005; Ma, 2007), the 

arguments made during the Martial Law period usually separated the ‘Sheng-Hsueh-Chu-Yi’ 

from the senior high school entry system as they described the ‘Sheng-Hsueh-Chu-Yi’ as a 

cultural phenomenon that is manifested through individuals rather than a phenomenon that 

is related to and reinforced by an intentionally designed structure. 

It is also found that very few statements made by the MOE before the abolition of 

Martial Law discussed the senior high school entry system directly. Although few scholars 

used to propose to overhaul the senior high school entry system by modifying its methods of 

measuring pupils’ learning and distributing pupils into different senior high schools, almost 

all of the proposals were not implemented (C-H. Chien, 1999). Under the ‘manpower 

planning’ ideology, the revision of the system mainly focused on establishing more senior 

high level vocational schools and strengthening vocational education.  
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4.5.1.2 Post-Martial Law period: The junior high school graduates voluntary 

senior high school entry programme 

After the abolition of Martial Law, criticism regarding the senior high school entry 

system increased. While civil reform groups harshly criticised the ‘abnormal’ education, 

which included matters such as corporal punishment, constant testing, and streaming in 

junior high schools, the Minister of Education Kao-Wen Mao proposed to reform the senior 

high school entry system. He stated:  

The aberrant phenomena in our education today are resulted from the competition of 

the advanced school entry examination and the prioritisation of academic performance. 

To eliminate the phenomena, the reform of the peripheral conditions (of school 

education) will be our primary objective (of reform) (Ministry of Education, 1991).  

The peripheral conditions referred to by Minister Mao included teaching materials, 

teaching methods and the advanced school entry examinations (Ministry of Education, 

1991). In the earlier ‘Sixth National Meeting of Educational Development’, Kao-Wen Mao 

singled out the dimensions of the senior high school entry system that were of concerns. He 

stated:  

The education in primary and junior high schools has not been normalised. The main 

reason is that the ‘advanced school entry pressure’, which is a resulted of pupils’ desire 

to enter better senior high schools and the senior high school entry examinations, 

burdens our pupils…In the meantime, the Ministry of Education has established special 

committees to conduct research on the improvement of test content and the school 

recruitment system. Our objective is to design a reasonable and fair system that may 

help ‘normalise’ the teaching in primary and junior high schools (Ministry of Education, 

1988).  

The civil educational reformers and educational scholars during the post-Martial Law 

period were also concerned about the reform of the senior high school entry system.  In 

diagnosing the problems of the system, they stated thin senior high level education, which 
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was streamed and stratified, was part of the cause of the fierce senior high school entry 

competition (Y-H. Chang, et al., 1996; H-C. Hsieh, et al., 1996; W-Y. Lin & C-W. Wang, 

1995; Y-J. Yang & H-L. Wu, 1995).  

The first implemented policy regarding the senior high school entry system was issued 

within this atmosphere of education reform. In 1989, the MOE proposed the ‘junior high 

school graduates voluntary senior high school entry programme’ as the pilot programme of 

the 12-year compulsory education policy (T.-y. Shen, 2003; Ma, 2001). This programme 

proposed to use pupils’ overall performance in junior schools rather than their test scores in 

the senior high school entry examination as the criteria to place pupils in different senior 

high schools. In school teaching, this programme proposed that schools should use 

mixed-ability grouping and focus on pupils’ all-round development rather than only on 

pupils’ academic performance. However, scholars and educational officers discussed the 

programme extensively, particular in relation to its scoring methods, expected effects, and 

also the educational philosophy before and during the implementation (C-H. Chien, 1999; 

Ma, 2007). As the scholars and educational officers could not come to an agreement, the 

programme was only implemented in a few selected counties. From 1992 to 2003, the 

selected junior high schools from six counties participated in this programme, and the 

programme was officially terminated in 2003 with the implementation of the new senior 

high school entry system.  

Although the size of this programme was restricted, it had an important objective to 

eliminate streaming in senior high level education. Scholars who supported this programme 

contended that the plan would facilitate mixed-ability grouping and ‘normalise’ teaching 

and learning in junior high schools (C-F. Lu, 1994; C-F. Lu & S-J. Huang, 1995; C-F. Lu, 

1997). It was also found in the initial evaluation report that the programme did improve the 

implementation of the mixed-ability grouping policy (MOE,1998b). However, due to the 



 158 

emerging doubts about the ‘fairness’ of teachers’ assessments of pupils, the programme 

never increased in size (C-H. Chien, 1999; Ma, 2001; Ma, 2007; T.-y. Shen, 2003).  

4.5.1.3 Post-Martial Law period: The multi-phase senior high school entry 

programme 

Although the ‘junior high school graduates voluntary senior high school entry 

programme’ was never fully implemented, there were more discussions about the senior 

high school entry system in the 1990s. In the 1990s, every Ministry of Education minister 

talked about the reform of the senior high school entry system. It is also clear that in official 

discourse, the senior high school entry system is related to the problems of junior high level 

education, including the streaming adopted in schools and the pressure on pupils. For 

example, Minister Jin Wu (who was in office between 1996 and 1998), who has promoted 

the mixed-ability grouping policy extensively stated:  

Our children have been enormously harmed under the forty-year long senior high 

school entry system. Education reform cannot wait. To relieve children from the 

pressure of entering senior high level education, to enter senior high school without 

being tested should be the ultimate objective of the education reform …( J. Wu, 1999)  

Minister Ching-Chiang Lin (who was in office between 1998 and 1999), who officially 

implemented the new senior high school entry system—the ‘multi-phase senior high school 

entry programme’—also argued in his book: 

With the increase in educational opportunities, the traditional senior high school entry 

system cannot fulfil the pursuit of a diversified society and diversified education. 

However, we cannot ignore the reputation of the fairness of the traditional senior high 

school entry system, therefore, a new system that combines various senior high school 

entry pathways could be a possible reform choice (C-C. Lin,1998).  

In another policy-making arena, national legislators also challenged the existing senior 

high school entry system and argued that the mixed-ability grouping policy would not be 
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implemented without the system being reformed (Y-P. Chuang, 2006). The connections 

between the practice of the mixed-ability grouping policy and the senior high school entry 

system were described as a causal relationship and it was said that as long as the system 

exists, the policy would never be successfully implemented (Legislative Yuan, 1997). 

Before the reform of the senior high school entry system in 1998, national legislators 

suggested various changes. These included extending compulsory education to 12 years, 

increasing the capacity of academic high schools or comprehensive high schools, improving 

the content of the senior high school entry examination, and assigning pupils to senior high 

schools based on catchment areas rather than test scores (Legislative Yuan, 1997).  

Under the ‘reform atmosphere’, the official reform of the senior high school entry 

system--the ‘multi-phase senior high school entry programme’ was initiated in 1998, and 

was fully implemented in 2001 and is still currently in use. According to the official 

introduction of the programme, the programme has three main objectives: to help senior 

high schools develop a speciality, to help pupils develop multi-intelligence through 

normalised and diversified senior high level education, and to provide diverse pathways for 

pupils to enter diverse senior high schools (MOE, 2004).  

The new system aimed to make changes in different dimensions of the system. Firstly, 

it changed the format and the content of the previous joint examinations. The three separate 

joint examinations—the three-year senior high school entry examination, the three-year 

vocational high school entry examination, and the five-year vocational junior college entry 

examination were combined into one ‘basic competence test’. The test is held twice a year 

and has become the main criterion for pupils to gain a place at various types of senior high 

schools today. According to the ‘Committee of the Basic Competence Test for Junior High 

School Students’, the contents of the ‘basic competence test’ were also reformed by 

focusing on basic competences rather than difficult questions, and the scoring method has 
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been changed to a scale measurement. Secondly, the reform increased the variety of ways 

pupils can gain a place at senior high schools. In the previous system, the majority of pupils 

were assigned to schools based on their one-time examination scores. Only a very small 

number were directly assigned to the higher ranking senior high schools through the use of a 

special examination for gifted pupils. After the implementation of the ‘multi-phase senior 

high school entry programme’, there are now three main routes for pupils to enter senior 

high schools—recommendation, application, and score-based distribution. Pupils who use 

the recommendation and the application routes would be assessed by senior high schools, 

not only by their scores in the ‘basic competence test’, but also by their various 

performances in junior high schools. The third change made by the reform is the provision 

of senior high level education. By promoting the establishment of integrated high schools28, 

and by promoting the reconstruction of the provision of senior high level education in local 

areas, the MOE attempts to reform the rigid and highly stratified senior high level education 

provision in order to eliminate fierce senior high school entry competition (MOE, 2001; 

C-H. Wu, & C-P. Kao, 2007). 

 Although the reform was issued with ambitious expectations, the implementation of 

the ‘multi-phase senior high school entry programme’ has been discussed and questioned 

since its inception. Several scholars examined the programme from various perspectives. 

Tang (2003) suggested that the important objectives of the programme, including to enhance 

junior high level education and to mitigate the pressure on pupils, were not achieved. 

According to his research, pupils were still constantly tested in junior high schools (most of 

the pupils interviewed in this study had to take three tests every day), and pupils still felt 

very pressured in school. Y-J. Hwang & Y-G.. Chen (2005) further argued that although the 

provision of senior high level education has been increased, stratification among schools, 

                                                 
28 The high schools that provide both academic and vocational streams 
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for example, between public and private schools29, and between academic and vocational 

schools clearly existed, which eliminated the possibility of mitigating the senior high school 

entry competition. In addition, scholars also suspected that the so-called ‘diverse pathways’ 

were not in essence diverse and might in fact reinforce the inequality of educational 

opportunities. S-M. Huang (2004) argued that the pathways of recommendation and 

application were in fact advantageous to pupils with a higher socio-economic status. These 

are the same pupils who had an advantage in the joint examination and joint distribution era. 

J.-J. Chen & J. Liu (2004) also found that there was a higher ratio of pupils with a higher 

social-economic status entering public academic senior high schools, which were the 

schools that everyone was eager to gain a place at.  

Further, although the ‘multi-phase senior high school entry programme’ aims to rectify 

the flaws of the previous system, the new and the old systems actually share some crucial 

characteristics which seem to result in similar problems. First, the two systems both rely 

heavily on the centralised examination. In Taiwan, the centralised examination is often 

argued as being a fair measurement in comparison to other forms of assessment (Ma, 2001), 

and the pursuit of high test scores in junior high schools often brings about the so-called 

‘abnormal education’ where schools put most of their effort into boosting pupils’ 

attainments and ignore the other dimensions of education. Moreover, although the new 

system has revised the examination contents, it still only focuses on academic subjects and 

keeps reinforcing the ‘attainment-centred’ junior high level education (S-M. Huang, 2004). 

Finally, we can see that although the senior high school intake has increased, the quality, the 

reputation, and the cost of studying in different types of schools are variable. Whilst the 

public academic senior high schools usually receive the most resources from the 

                                                 
29 Public senior high schools in Taiwan usually offer better quality teaching and charge lower tuition 
fees. 
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government, have a better reputation and cost the least, the competition to gain a place at 

these schools is still fierce, which again, reinforces the ‘abnormal education’ in junior high 

level education (Lyau & M-S. Liu, 2004).  

4.5.2.  The influence of the senior high school sys tem on the practice 

of the mixed-ability grouping policy today 

As shown earlier in this chapter, the practice of the mixed-ability grouping policy is 

still in doubt after the reform of the senior high school entry system. The results of the 

large-scale pupil surveys conducted by the HEF in 2002, 2003, 2008 and 2009 showed that 

many schools were still eager to stream or to differentiate pupils based on their general 

academic performance. However, it can be seen that the methods used to stream pupils are 

more subtle, and the rationales of the differentiation are also ‘evolving’ (F-M.Chuang, 2002, 

p. 18; HEF, 2002, 2003a, 2008, 2009; C-H. Li,2002, p. 18; H-L. Lo, 2002, p.18). The 

influence of the senior high school entry system on the practice of the mixed-ability 

grouping policy was still one of the major barriers cited by principals and local educational 

authorities when discussing the mixed-ability grouping policy. For example, principals 

usually argued that schools needed to establish the higher attaining classes in order to raise 

schools’ senior high school entry rate (H-L. Lo, 2002, p.18); they also emphasised that 

having a higher senior high school entry rate is crucial to recruit higher attaining pupils 

(H-L. Lo, 2002, p. 18) and using streaming is the best method for schools to raise the senior 

high school entry rate (F-M. Chuang, 2002, p. 18). 

Whilst similar arguments have been made about the practice of the mixed-ability 

grouping policy over a long period of time, it would be useful to speculate about the 

influence of the senior high school system on education in Taiwan for the purpose of 

understanding the dynamic relationship between the structure and the agency in the 
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education system. It can be seen within this relationship that the agencies strive for their 

best interests based on their different ideologies and power positions. This study identifies 

two structural conditions imposed by the senior high school entry system. The first is in 

relation to its sorting function, and the second is the method it utilises to sort pupils into 

different senior high school streams—the joint examination.  

Firstly, it has been identified that the original senior high school entry system was a 

centralised sorting system designed to fulfil the manpower planning policy of the 

Nationalist government (W-C. Cheng, 2001; C-W. Wang & W-Y. Lin, 1994). As mentioned 

above, the strict divide between academic and vocational schools was established in the 

Martial Law period in Taiwan. Nonetheless, with the unequal resource distribution in the 

academic and vocational senior high education, vocational schools have long been viewed 

as second-rate educational institutions which recruited less able pupils and provided inferior 

opportunities in life (H-F. Liu, 2007; Y-J. Yang & H-L.Wu, 1995). Under the circumstances, 

competing for a place at an academic senior high school is the rational choice that would be 

made by stakeholders. Further, it can be found that the state on the one hand controls the 

‘supply’ of diplomas, and on the other hand utilises diplomas, usually the college graduate 

qualification as the selection criterion to recruit governmental employees who enjoy 

privileged benefits and high social status, which aggravates the ‘senior high school entry 

competition’ (K-S. Yang & C-C. Yeh, 1984; W-C. Cheng, 2002). The sense of competition is 

reflected through both parents’ and educators’ imagination towards the purpose of the junior 

high level education. For some parents, junior high level education is a preparation phase 

where children need to work hard in order to compete for better senior high school 

placements and the possibility of a better future. Therefore, these parents make an effort to 

secure any resources that may benefit their children with regard to the competition. 

Streaming and being placed in a special class are viewed as important resources (Y-H. Hsu, 
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2005). It is also found that in schools, administrators and teachers both pay more attention to 

the streamed class and expect the high performance of the class to attract more academically 

able pupils (Y-H. Hsu, 2005). 

Secondly, the senior high school entry system in Taiwan influences junior high level 

education though its utilisation of the joint examination. Although it is debatable whether 

the examination should be responsible for the ‘teaching to test’ phenomenon in junior high 

schools, the specific background of the senior high school entry joint examination in Taiwan 

turns the examination into something that has a powerful impact on junior high level 

education. As mentioned earlier, the senior high school entry joint examination in Taiwan 

has been operated under a structure composed of national curriculum, centralised textbooks, 

and a centralised teacher training system. Therefore, school educators have been trained to 

be knowledge transmitters rather than innovative educators in the strictly controlled 

structure for a relatively long period of time (C-T. Tsai, 2002).  

Further, the expected function of the education system in Taiwan has been more 

economic than educational. Scholars investigated the original rationales embedded in the 

modern educational system in Taiwan and found that the state treated ‘examination’ as an 

important tool to discipline pupils in relation to both personal behaviour and the attitudes 

towards knowledge (W-C. Cheng, 2001). In other words, the utilisation of examination can 

be seen as an action to confine the imagination towards the junior high level education. 

Although the control over the curriculum, textbooks and teaching training was loosened 

after the abolition of Martial Law, it was suggested that the junior high level education was 

still heavily influenced by the above ‘constraints’ (T-H. Huang, , 2005; T-P. Hsu, 2006; Su, 

2006).  

Under the circumstances, the joint examination easily directs teachers’ teaching and 

teachers’ teaching objectives in junior high schools. The term ‘examination leads teaching’ 
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is commonly used by the public to criticise the junior high level education. Scholars 

criticised that junior high education has become the ‘senior high school entry industry’ 

which primarily emphasises tests and scores (C-W. Wang, & W-Y. Lin, 1994). It is also 

argued that school teaching has become ‘testing skill training’ which emphasises 

memorisation and repetition (Ma, 2001; S-W. Yang, 2000; C-W. Wang & W-Y. Lin, 1994).  

The influences of the examination and the senior high school entry system on teaching 

and learning were also explored from pupils’ experience. In a survey of junior high school 

pupils and parents, S-Y. Lin(1995) found that 90% of his pupil interviewees felt that school 

teachers ‘extremely’ valued pupils’ academic performance and the senior high school entry 

rate. P-F. Tsai, (2008) found that within the senior high school entry system, pupils perceive 

the value of subjects solely based on the examination. The subjects that are tested in the 

senior high school entry examination are called the ‘main subjects’ which are important but 

boring. Conversely, the subjects which are not tested in the examination are usually 

considered to be fun but unimportant. Further, H-F. Hsieh (2008) found that in dealing with 

the senior high school entry examination, teachers utilised different kinds of negative 

languages to force pupils to work harder in order to obtain higher scores. He also found that 

the negative language used by teachers lowered pupils’ self-esteem.  

In the case of the mixed-ability grouping policy, streaming, especially grouping higher 

attaining pupils, is viewed as an effective way to boost pupils’ examination performance. 

The purpose of establishing higher attaining classes, or even talented classes, is more about 

boosting pupils’ examination scores rather than teaching pupils in accordance with their 

ability (Y-H. Hsu, 2005). In a letter sent to the MOE in 1997, the higher attaining class 

pupils described their ‘score-pursuit’ life: 

Not only do the pupils in the lower ability class suffer in the system, we also suffer. For 

example, there are tests given everyday. Before midterms or finals, we usually have six 
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or seven tests a day. Pupils who have good grades resent these tests, but pupils who fail 

these tests become worried. Nonetheless, teachers want to teach all the materials as 

quickly as possible in order to leave time for us to review them. We just do not have any 

time to reflect on our learning. Also, in order to boost our grades, the home economics 

class, computer class, and extra curriculum are all replaced by academic 

subjects…..(“A Letter to the Minister of Education,” 1997, p. 3)  

In a recent research study on the art talented classes in junior high school, Y-H. Hsu, 

(2005) also argued:  

On the surface, pupils are recruited into this class based on their artist talents. But 

school teachers are more concerned about pupils’ academic learning and performance. 

Most parents also expect their children to gain a place at the higher ranking academic 

high schools instead of art related schools or classes (p. 233). 

It can be seen that the senior high school entry joint examination, which uses pupils’ 

scores as the main criteria to determine which senior high school they will be assigned to 

triggers the ‘score competition’, not only among pupils and parents, but also among school 

educators. Within this competition, many school practices, including the pupil grouping 

methods are manipulated as has been shown in above examples. 

In sum, through its sorting function and its utilisation of centralised examinations, the 

senior high school entry system in Taiwan profoundly influences the operation of the junior 

high level education. Streaming, which is argued as an effective method to ensure the 

performance of the higher attaining pupils, has become one of the strategies adopted in 

schools and demanded by parents in order to help their children to succeed in the senior 

high school entry competition.  

Nonetheless, as numerous research studies argued that the senior high school entry 

examination influences the junior high level education in Taiwan, there is a lack of 

understanding with regards to how educators within the system perceive the situations they 

are in and the actions they take. Also, the values and the conflicts generated under the 
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circumstances have never been identified or analysed. With the absence of such research, 

the discussion about the problems of junior high level education in Taiwan has been limited. 

The struggle of the individuals involved in the system, including school administrators, 

teachers, and parents is left unexplored, which confines our understanding of how the 

structure and agency interact, reinforce or compete with each other.  In this study, the 

above issues are explored through case studies of two junior high schools for the purpose of 

providing an alternative view with regards to the relationship between the senior high school 

entry examination and school educators. The findings are reported in chapters 7 and chapter 

8.  

4.6. Summary 

This chapter discuss the evolution of the mixed-ability grouping policy along with its 

wider contexts in the last thirty years and the key contested issues that have been argued as 

influencing the practice of the policy.  

It is found that in the process of the mixed-ability grouping policy, the shift of political 

regimes and the opening up of the education states not only reconstructed the mainstream 

educational ideology in society, but also changed the patterns in which education 

stakeholders participate in educational affairs. Further, whilst the mixed-ability grouping 

policy was revised several times and then enforced through law with the changes of the 

wider contexts, the contested issues, such as the relationship between pupils’ ability and the 

use of mixed-ability grouping and the effects of teaching in mixed-ability groups were also 

interpreted within the changing mainstream discourses.  

In addition, this chapter analysed the influence of the senior high school entry system 

on the mixed-ability grouping policy and the reforms of the system. It is argued that the 

sorting function and the examination it relies on to sort pupils aggravate the competition 
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among parents to secure better resources for their children and also trigger the competition 

among schools to protect their interests through the use of attainment-based differentiation. 

At the end of this chapter I pointed out that whilst the existing studies identify the 

relationship between the senior high school entry system and the practice of the 

mixed-ability grouping policy, a perspective that focuses on discovering a micro-dynamics, 

namely the struggle and the conflicts generated from the ideological clash of individuals or 

from the politics within junior high schools is missing. The research conducted in this study 

which is based on this perspective will be reported in chapters 7 and 8.  
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Chapter 5 : The governance of the policy 

—the Ministry of Education and the local 

educational authorities 

This chapter explores the current practice of the mixed-ability grouping policy in the 

MOE and two local educational authorities. There are three main issues of concern here: the 

power structure of educational governance in Taiwan, the style of governance of the 

mixed-ability grouping policy, and the conflicts the different levels of governing bodies 

have encountered. This chapter will demonstrate that the top-down control envisioned by 

the mixed-ability grouping policy is mediated through local politics. On the one hand, the 

national and legal status of the policy has an influential impact on local practice; on the 

other hand, local educational authorities manage to balance the conflicts between 

stakeholders and among different educational ideologies through both actions and inactions. 

In the following sections, the statutory roles of the MOE and the local educational 

authority within the education system and also within the practice of the mixed-ability 

grouping policy are presented first as a demonstration of the ‘intended’ governing style of 

the mixed-ability grouping policy.  In later sections, how the MOE and the two local 

educational authorities interviewed position themselves in the hierarchy of educational 

governance and in the practice of the mixed-ability grouping policy is investigated. A 

discussion concerning the influence of the current governance on the equity of education 

and the practice of the mixed-ability grouping policy is presented at the end of this chapter. 

5.1. The power structure and the style of policy go vernance  

As suggested in chapter 4, the terms ‘loosen up’ and ‘deregulation’ were promoted in 

the post-Martial Law period by the civil education reformer, and later in official education 
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reform policy texts in an atmosphere of anti-authoritarianism and the advocacy of civil 

rights (H-C. Hsieh, 2003). Not only was the content of education such as textbooks and the 

curriculum subject to deregulation, but the power structure within the education system has 

also changed dramatically. These changes were implemented by several new pieces of 

legislation with regards to the reform of compulsory education, the reform of teachers’ and 

parents’ rights of involvement and the reform of local governance. Scholars have indicated 

that the newly passed legislation contributed to the reconstruction of the decision-making 

mechanism within which the power relationships among the MOE, the local educational 

authority, schools, parents, teachers and also civil society was reconfigured (H-C. Hsieh, 

2003; Y-N. Hsu, 2008; Ou, 1998; F-Y. Weng, 2003; W-N. Wu, 2000).  

According to the ‘Educational Fundamental Act’, the ‘Local Government Act’ and the 

revised ‘Compulsory Education Act’, the MOE has the power and responsibility to plan 

national-level educational policies, to support the practice of policy, and to oversee local 

educational affairs30; and the local counties have the power to manage local educational 

affairs31, which include the financial aspects and direct supervision over compulsory 

education (primary and junior high level education) through local educational authorities32. 

Further, it is stated in the ‘Educational Fundamental Act’ that every local county should 

establish an ‘Educational Affairs Consultation Committee’ within which educational 

administrators in schools and local educational authority, representatives of parents’ 

associations, representatives of teachers’ associations, teachers, communities, minority 

groups, and scholars should be invited to propose, consult, negotiate and assess local 

educational affairs together.33 It is argued that the reconstruction of the power structure 

                                                 
30 Education Fundamental Act, Code 9. 
31 Local Government Act, Code 19 and Compulsory Education Act, Code 16. 
32 Every local county in Taiwan has one local educational authority. 
33 Education Fundamental Act, Code 10. 
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within an education system is a reaction to the centralised control of the central educational 

authority in the Martial Law period, and through the devolution of power, people’s right to 

participate in educational affairs can be protected and the viewpoints of various stakeholders 

can be openly discussed (H-C. Hsieh, 2003; F-Y. Weng, 2003; W-N. Wu, 2000).  

Nonetheless, it has been pointed out that in practice there are problems regarding the 

distribution of power and responsibility between the MOE and the local educational 

authorities. R-J. Wang, Chin, H-H. Cheng, & S-M. Liu (2003) argued that the demarcation 

of the central and local authorities is not clear, and Y-N. Hsu (2008) also points out that the 

contradictions between the MOE and the local educational authorities were revealed after 

the devolution. For example, several national policies, including the deregulation of 

textbooks and the policy regarding the establishment of gifted classes have been resisted by 

some local educational authorities who argued that they should have the power to lead over 

policies for compulsory level education. As demonstrated in chapter 4, the mixed-ability 

grouping policy was also a policy which was argued should be designed by the local 

educational authorities rather than by the MOE. We can see that although the conflicts 

within the practice of the mixed-ability grouping policy existed both before and after the 

reconstruction of the power structure, it was in the post-Martial Law period that local 

educational authorities started to position themselves as statutorily autonomous bodies 

rather than the subordinates of the MOE.  

5.1.1. The rationale of the mixed-ability grouping legislation 

As can be seen from the evolution of the policy, the mixed-ability grouping policy has 

always been given a national rather than a local status. The passage of the mixed-ability 

grouping legislation in 2004 further ensured the national status of the policy and endowed it 

with higher authority.  
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According to the officer of the MOE, the national status of the mixed-ability grouping 

policy is derived from the consideration of the equity of educational resource distribution. 

Miss Wu, the director of the 4th division of the Department of Compulsory Education inthe 

MOE, explained the rationale of enforcing the mixed-ability grouping policy through law: 

It is related to the higher values that should be protected under our constitution, which 

are equality and justice. It is a fact that in Taiwan, as long as streaming is allowed, all 

resources will be made available to the higher attaining groups. The rhetoric of 

‘teaching in accordance to pupils’ learning ability’ was rarely realised in our 

educational practice. Although it is hard to tell whether the mixed-ability grouping 

policy would assure that every child receives equal educational resources, we are 

confident that the policy will bring equity to the majority of the children. That was why 

the Ministry of Education decided to enforce the mixed-ability grouping policy through 

law and has encouraged schools to implement the policy. 

Furthermore, the MOE considers the mixed-ability grouping policy to be an important 

policy that would impact on the practice of other policies. Director Wu explained:  

From our experience, we know that while schools use streaming, teachers who teach 

low attaining classes tend to be unwilling to offer pupils more help and tend to justify 

their use of corporal punishment. Thus, we really need to implement the mixed-ability 

grouping policy in order to facilitate other equally important policies, such as the 

zero-corporal punishment policy and the policies that focus on improving teaching and 

discipline. 

At a local level, the officers at the two local educational authorities interviewed in this 

study both stated that they understood the rationale of the enforcement of the mixed-ability 

grouping policy through law. They also both clearly pointed out that if the mixed-ability 

grouping was not national in status local educational authorities and schools would compete 

to use streaming in order to recruit high attaining pupils and to stratify pupils within schools. 

Nonetheless, it was also stressed by both of them that although the higher status of the 

mixed-ability grouping policy has resulted in changes, the practice of the policy is 
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complicated, within which the interests of stakeholders, the attitudes of local educational 

authorities and the schools, and the actions taken by stakeholders to deal with conflicts 

profoundly shape the local practice. This will be elaborated in later sections. 

5.1.2. The characteristics of the legislation and t he implementation plan 

In 2003, the MOE issued an ‘implementation plan’34 for the mixed-ability grouping 

policy with the intention of endowing the MOE, the local educational authorities and the 

schools with corresponding responsibilities. The governance of the mixed-ability grouping 

policy currently is thus mainly based on the 2004 legislation and the 2003 implementation 

plan. The characteristics with regard to the distribution of power and responsibility of 

different stakeholders, the instruments adopted for facilitating policy implementation, and 

the ‘theory of change’, which refers to the perspective adopted to facilitate change (Fullan, 

2001), are presented below.  

5.1.2.1 The power structure among stakeholders in the mixed-ability 

grouping policy 

First of all, we can see that the mixed-ability grouping policy implementation plan puts 

emphasis on the differentiation of responsibility. As suggested earlier, the devolution of the 

educational authority has caused confusion regarding the authority over compulsory 

education. Therefore in the implementation plan, the MOE intended to specify the different 

roles and responsibilities of the MOE, the local educational authority and schools by 

emphasising the principle of ‘responsibility differentiation’. At the beginning of the plan the 

following statement was made:  

The governance of compulsory education is the responsibility of the local educational 

authority; the Ministry of Education issues this implementation plan based on the 
                                                 
34 See Appendix. 
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responsibility of supervision endowed by the state.  

Nonetheless, due to the legal status of the mixed-ability grouping policy, the 

governance of the practice of the mixed-ability grouping policy is in fact undertaken in a 

top-down and also hierarchical manner. Whilst the local educational authorities hold the 

authority to supervise, inspect and also sanction the schools, the MOE holds the authority to 

supervise, inspect, and sanction the local educational authorities. Further, although in theory 

the MOE would not go over the heads of the local educational authority to deal with school 

affairs, in practice, the MOE does investigate individual schools if it suspects that local 

educational authorities are failing in their responsibilities. This usually happens when local 

educational authorities show a passive attitude towards investigating complaints. Director 

Wu explained:  

Based on the ‘Local Government Act’, we usually asked the local educational authority 

to investigate any complaints directly lodged to the Ministry of Education. It is in the 

situation where the local educational authority ignored the requests or even showed 

resistance to the request of the Ministry of Education that we enacted a central level 

inspection.  

In this case, although the implementation plan intends to emphasise the differentiation 

of responsibility based on the ‘Local Government Act’, the status of the policy already gives 

the MOE the highest authority to govern which predetermines the top-down control.  

In addition, it can be found in the implementation plan and the legislation that the 

implementation of the mixed-ability grouping policy also welcomes and emphasises the 

supervision of the public. For example, the local educational authorities are required to 

establish a public complaints hotline, and the process of actual pupil grouping must be 

conducted in public. The mixed-ability grouping legislation also mandates every local 

educational authority to establish a ‘Mixed-Ability Grouping Policy Promotion Committee’. 

Members of this committee should include administrators from the local educational 
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authority, principals from primary and junior high schools, representatives from the local 

teachers’ association, representatives from the school parents’ association, and selected 

scholars. The legislation states that the local educational authority should utilise the 

committee to supervise and support the implementation of the policy. This style of 

governing can be seen as an influence of the trend of Taiwanese education reform towards 

multi-stakeholders participation as opposed to the previous centralised system (H-C. Hsieh, 

2003). 

5.1.2.2 The instruments adopted and the theory of change 

Within the education system, we can see that the MOE has adopted several policy 

instruments to facilitate the implementation of the mixed-ability grouping policy. However, 

a stable system was only established after the passage of the mixed-ability grouping 

legislation in 2004.  

Out of the instruments that have been adopted to facilitate the policy implementation, 

the MOE has relied on mandate, inspection, reward and sanction the most. The 

establishment of the policy and its later enforcement through law is in itself an instrument 

that intends to specify rules and demand enforcement. McDonnell & Elmore indicated that 

the ‘mandate’ is usually established to ‘benefit a broader community’ through a prescribed 

rule (McDonnell & Elmore, 1987). In the case of the mixed-ability grouping policy in 

Taiwan, the MOE stated that the objective of the policy is to achieve the equity of 

educational opportunity, which is beneficial for the whole society; and the passage of the 

mixed-ability grouping ‘legislation’ in 2004 further reinforced the strength of the mandate in 

the hope of ‘creating uniformity’ (McDonnell & Elmore, 1987, p. 141).  

In order to ensure the implementation of the policy, the MOE relied heavily on the 

results of inspections which are carried out by both national and local inspectiors. In an 
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earlier version of the mixed-ability grouping policy, the policy texts had already stated that 

all the processes of the grouping practice should be recorded for inspection (Ministry of 

Education, 1982). In the 2003 mixed-ability grouping policy implementation plan, the role 

of the inspection system was re-emphasised and it stressed that the quality of inspection 

should be enhanced (MOE, 2003b).  

Finally, reward and sanction were important instruments utilised both before and after 

the government enforcing the mixed-ability grouping policy through law. Nonetheless, 

while the mixed-ability grouping policy was an administrative order, reward and sanction 

were only applied occasionally and the rules of reward and sanction were constantly being 

changed (Y-P. Chuang, 2006). It was after the passage of the mixed-ability grouping 

legislation in 2004 that the rules of reward and sanction were clarified. In the policy texts of 

the legislation it was confirmed that both the regular evaluation of junior high school 

principals and the central subsidised funding of local educational authorities were subject to 

sanction (Compulsory Education Act, 2004).  

As suggested by scholars, the choice of policy instruments reveals the ‘assumption 

about problems and solutions’ (McDonnell & Elmore, 1987, p. 140). In other words, the 

‘theory of change’ adopted by an educational policy can be detected by examining the 

instruments adopted. It can be seen that through utilising mandate, inspection, reward and 

sanction, the governance of the mixed-ability grouping policy is top-down and centralised. 

A ‘technical-rational’ assumption is held by the state that the policy process is expected to 

be linear (Datnow, 2006). From this point of view, changes should occur following the 

pre-determined directions, the deviation is expected to be solved by reward and sanction, 

and the conflicts that may shape the implementation towards unanticipated directions are 

not envisioned. 

It should also be noted that through examining the governance of the policy, it is 
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apparent that the MOE sees the mixed-ability grouping policy more as a reform of grouping 

practice than a reform of grouping practice and teaching and learning in mixed-ability 

groups. Although in every version of the mixed-ability grouping policy, the need to make 

changes to teaching materials and teaching methods was mentioned, it seems that the policy 

assumes the schools and practitioners already have the capacity to make such changes in 

mixed-ability groups. Therefore in policy texts, the statement about teaching in 

mixed-ability groups is short, and there are no instruments adopted for the purpose of 

supporting and facilitating teaching in mixed-ability groups.  

This may be because in Taiwanese educational discourse, teaching and learning has 

been viewed as being influenced by the centralised curriculum and the joint senior high 

school entry examination, and while the MOE encountered difficulties with the 

mixed-ability grouping policy implementation, it focused on reforming the external 

conditions. The assumption is that with the reform of external conditions such as the joint 

senior high school entry examination, the teaching in mixed-ability groups would improve. 

As demonstrated in chapter 4, the ‘junior high school graduates voluntary senior high school 

entry programme’ was issued under such an assumption. We can see in the process of the 

mixed-ability grouping policy that the professional discourse concerning teaching and 

learning in mixed-ability classrooms has been missing.  

However, as pointed out by several scholars, mixed-ability grouping is not necessary 

equal to mixed-ability teaching (Abraham, 2008; Ball, 1981). Also, mixed-ability teaching 

requires alternative views towards pupils’ learning and the ability to teach in mixed-ability 

groups (Ireson & Hallam, 2001). It is thus reasonable to infer that it may be naïve to assume 

that teachers would automatically use mixed-ability teaching in mixed-ability groups, which 

is an assumption held by the educational authorities in Taiwan while promoting the 

implementation of the mixed-ability grouping policy.  
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To sum up, the prescribed governance of the mixed-ability grouping policy is based on 

a top-down model that utilises mandate, inspection, reward and sanction for the purpose of 

creating national conformity. Further, the MOE views the mixed-ability grouping policy 

more as a change of structure rather than a change of teaching itself therefore the support for 

improving mixed-ability teaching in mixed-ability groups has been ignored. However, as we 

will see in later sections, all prescribed governance and policy instruments require the 

implementation of policy actors who usually hold their own interests based on their different 

positions; and the translation of ideals into practice is usually complicated because of the 

contradiction between educational values and various interests.  

5.2. The governance of the Ministry of Education 

The MOE currently works on several dimensions to facilitate the implementation of the 

mixed-ability grouping policy and the officers interviewed indicated that the 

implementation of the policy relied highly on the attitudes and actions of local educational 

authorities.  

First, the MOE utilises two annual inspections to hold local educational authorities 

responsible for the practice of the policy—the ‘Annual Integrated Compulsory Education 

Inspection’, and the ‘General Inspection’. Self-reported surveys are used for the inspections 

and local educational authorities are mandated to complete them. There are numerous key 

questions in the surveys such as whether the local educational authorities follow the 

technical guidelines to organise their pupils, whether the practice of schools in the local 

educational authority were complained by parents, pupils or even teachers, and whether the 

local educational authorities punish the related personnel when the alleged violation is 

validated. The results of the ‘Integrated Compulsory Education Inspection’ can be used to 

rank all the local educational authorities to represent their educational achievements, which 
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would also affect the amount of central subsidised funding they receive.  

Dealing with complaints is another dimension that the MOE works on. The officers 

interviewed indicated that there were a high number of complaints with regard to how 

schools secretly stream pupils, and how schools use resources unequally on different classes. 

Parents, teachers, various kinds of interest groups and pupils are all sources of complaints. 

Based on the ‘differentiated responsibility’, the MOE would transfer the case to the relevant 

local educational authority first, and the MOE would supervise and inspect the investigation 

that was being conducted by the local educational authority. However, according to Miss 

Huang, the administrative officer in charge of the mixed-ability grouping policy in the 4th 

section of the Department of Compulsory Education, if the problem is shown to be serious 

and the local educational authority does not provide clear results of their inspections, the 

MOE would conduct the inspection itself. She stated: 

We do not want the hasty and vague inspection reports provided by the local 

educational authorities. We are aware that some local educational authority may tacitly 

agree to the violation of the policy. Therefore we sometimes go to schools directly 

without notifying the local educational authority.  

The inspection conducted by the MOE can be described as meticulous and detailed. 

Several methods were adopted to inspect the practice of schools. The first is interviewing 

and surveying pupils, teachers, and administrators so the schools’ grouping practices can be 

better understood. The second is to check the average attainment levels of all classes to see 

if there are any classes that have extremely high average scores. The third is to take a 

random selection of class registers and to do a roll call in these classes to make sure the 

school has not been handing in forged registers. If the MOE confirms the violation of the 

policy, a sanction would be imposed against the school principal and sometimes against the 

local educational authority if it has attempted to cover the violation up. According to Miss 
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Huang, it was sometimes obvious that the inspected schools used disguises to cover up the 

adoption of streaming; and what has been found the most was that schools grouped higher 

attaining pupils into one or two classes and arranged experienced teachers for them. Also, as 

setting in maths, science, and English is allowed in the second and the third grades of junior 

high school education, it has been discovered that some schools secretly used setting in 

Mandarin and social studies and placed the same pupils in the highest sets for all these 

subjects. 

The MOE has also worked on revising related regulations. According to Director Wu, 

the discovery of schools using gifted and talented classes to group higher attaining pupils 

was the reason the MOE re-examined the ‘Special Education Act’ and the ‘Art Education 

Act’. She stated:  

Schools thought that establishing these special classes would help them to recruit higher 

attaining pupils. However, it wasn’t clear whether these classes were established 

according to the corresponding legislation. That’s why we worked with different 

authorities, such as the special education committee and the department of social 

education to re-examine these related regulations in order to prevent schools from 

using loopholes to establish streamed classes.  

In 2006, the MOE revised several regulations regarding the establishment of gifted 

classes. It was decided that maths, language and the general gifted pupils could not be 

grouped into one ‘fixed’ class during the period of compulsory education. Gifted pupils 

should mainly be placed in mixed-ability groups and extra resources should be provided by 

qualified educators in the extra learning hours for the selected gifted pupils. Further, the 

regulation also prohibits the adoption of the one-time examination result as the only method 

to select gifted pupils, and the pupils selected for the gifted classes should be in the top 3% 

in the national evaluation. In 2008, the MOE also revised the regulations regarding what 

qualifications teachers needed to possess and what equipment was necessary to establish a 
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gifted and talented class. This was to ensure the quality of the gifted and talented class and 

to prevent schools from using these classes to group higher attaining pupils for the purpose 

of boosting their examination scores. At the time of the interview, the MOE was 

re-examining the regulations regarding the establishment of extra classes. The MOE was 

aware that schools may use extra classes to boost pupils’ academic performance and only 

provide extra resources for higher attaining pupils. Even though the existing regulations do 

not allow testing or new materials to be taught in extra school hours, these regulations are in 

lower-level status with little mandate power over schools. Therefore the MOE was 

considering elevating the status of the regulations.  

Finally, the MOE emphasised that its role is to facilitate the implementation of the 

policy by helping the local educational authority to establish a sound evaluation system. 

Thus, it pays attention to the progress of establishing the ‘Mixed-Ability Grouping Policy 

Promotion Committee’ in local educational authorities. According to Director Wu, the aim 

of establishing the ‘Mixed-Ability Grouping Policy Promotion Committee’ is to help local 

educational authority to build a workable mechanism. Through this multi-participant 

committee it is expected that every local educational authority will be more able to facilitate 

the implementation of the policy. The MOE was aware that there was local resistance 

towards the mixed-ability grouping policy. Director Wu stated that every local educational 

authority has its own specific situation within which various attitudes and interests of policy 

actors intertwine with one another, and the attitude of the local educational authority is 

usually crucial to the implementation of the policy. She explained: 

The attitudes of the local county magistrates and the director of the local educational 

authorities are crucial. We found that in some counties the magistrates and the directors 

of the local educational authorities were ambivalent and in some cases they even 

secretly supported the use of streaming. Therefore, principals are actually receiving 

mixed signals from different levels of authority. 
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Nonetheless, how the ‘Mixed-Ability Grouping Policy Committee’ works at the local 

level is an issue that needs to be further explored. Although the officers interviewed at the 

MOE emphasised the importance of the committee, they did not provide a clear picture 

regarding its formal functions or how it exactly works. This lack of clarity is also shown in 

the related regulations in the mixed-ability grouping legislation that other than emphasising 

the mandated participants of the committee, exact actions should be taken to ‘promote’ the 

policy implementation is missing. 

To summarise, the actions taken by the MOE can be categorised into two types. The 

first includes the actions aiming to prevent the violation of the legislation, such as the 

revision of legislation and the annual inspection, and the other includes the actions taken to 

deal with the violations, such as the inspection, the reward and the sanction that are adopted 

when investigating lodged complaints. The rationales of the actions currently taken by the 

MOE resemble the ‘theory of change’ assumed by the mixed-ability grouping legislation 

that the policy intends to impose a top-down and linear reform to achieve its objectives—to 

standardise the adoption of mixed-ability grouping in order to provide equal opportunities.  

While the MOE is aware of the conflicts, the resolutions they adopt focus more on 

preventing local educational authorities and schools from violating the policy, rather than on 

facilitating the use of mixed-ability grouping through building the local educational 

authorities’ and school’s capacity. The vision of the ‘change’ that should result from the 

mixed-ability grouping policy is thus limited to the change of grouping practice, but not to 

the change of teaching and learning in mixed-ability groups.  

5.3. Local politics—the governance in Middle Line C ounty and 

Sunrise County  

Two local educational authorities in two counties—Middle Line County and Sunrise 
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County were researched in this study. The two counties have a history of the officers in 

local educational authorities and parents publicly resisting the mixed-ability grouping policy. 

After the passage of the mixed-ability grouping legislation in 2004, the two counties were 

both reported as utilising the ‘name’ of various special classes, such as gifted classes (in 

maths, language and general attainment) and talented classes (in art, sports, and music) to 

group higher attaining pupils without providing adequate resource to these special classes. 

In this study, the two officers in charge of the mixed-ability grouping policy in the two 

counties were interviewed to explore the attitudes and the actions of this ‘middle-level’ 

governing body.  

In general, both of the counties faced similar situations, but how they acted as 

middle-level governing bodies was slightly different due to the attitudes of the local county 

magistrates, the contradictory interests shown and argued by various policy actors, and also 

the attitudes and actions of the relevant staff. In the following sections, the situations faced 

by the two local educational authorities are presented first. This is followed by an 

explanation of the attitudes and the actions of the two researched local educational 

authorities.   

5.3.1. The situation faced by the local educational  authorities 

According to both of the officers interviewed, the passage of enforcing the 

mixed-ability grouping policy through law does facilitate the implementation of the policy. 

For example, while the mixed-ability grouping legislation states that the procedure of pupil 

assignment into classes can be executed by either individual schools or by the local 

educational authority, Middle Line County decided to use a computer programme to 

randomly assign pupils into classes for all the primary and junior high schools in the county. 

Sunrise County also adopted the same procedure in 2008. According to Mr. Chen 
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(pseudonym), the administrative officer at Middle Line County and Miss Hung 

(pseudonym), the administrative officer at Sunrise County, the centralised, 

computer-programmed procedure could prevent schools from manipulating pupil 

assignment in individual schools.  Mr. Chen explained that it is because this procedure 

demonstrates a ‘form of fairness’ and to a certain degree alleviates the pressure put on 

individual schools by parents who intend to lobby for the use of streaming. Nonetheless, 

both of the officers interviewed pointed out that schools still adopted many ‘hidden 

strategies’ to stream pupils; and every school in the two counties, ‘more or less’ adopted 

several of the following strategies.  

The first strategy identified as being adopted was the establishment of special classes, 

including the gifted class and the talented class. This was a common case between 2004 and 

2008 which later led to the revision of related legislation. In the case of establishing gifted 

classes, both of the local educational authorities found that many schools established them 

without following the existing regulations with regard to the staff and the equipment 

required. In the case of establishing talented classes, both Middle Line County and Sunrise 

County encountered the sudden burgeoning of talented class in junior high schools. In 

Middle Line County, there were at least 60 special classes established in 40 junior high 

schools in 2004; and in Sunrise County, 81 special art classes were established in 48 junior 

high schools in 2005. According to the officers interviewed, junior high schools established 

a ‘Chinese music class’, a ‘band music class’ or other kinds of talented classes as a disguise 

for grouping higher attaining pupils. Further, although both of the officers interviewed 

stated that they knew that this was a disguise for higher ability classes, it was also 

recognised that the local educational authorities in fact supported and encouraged it.  

Nonetheless, they indicated that the phenomenon decreased after the relevant 

legislation was revised. Mr. Chen stated that the regulation that prohibits the grouping of 
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gifted pupils in the same class has affected parents’ interest in sending their children to 

schools with gifted classes. ‘While the demands decrease, the supply also decreases’, 

indicated by Mr. Chen. However, although the regulations regarding the establishment of 

talented classes have been tightened, both of the officers indicated that most of the talented 

classes established today still aim to boost pupils’ academic performance and it becomes an 

important ‘battle field’ that junior high schools participate in. 

The second most commonly used strategy that the two case study local educational 

authorities were aware of is to transfer pupils within schools to group higher attaining pupils. 

In Sunrise County, there is a local regulation regarding the within-school pupil transference, 

but it was argued by Miss Hung that schools intentionally manipulate the regulation to 

group higher attainting pupils. For example, the regulation states that pupils could be 

transferred to another class if there is a special educational need. Many schools thus argued 

that some pupils had the ‘need’ to study in a competitive environment. Miss Hung stated:  

We know that schools are clear about the definition of ‘special educational needs’. But 

when the principals intend to violate the regulations, they interpret them based on their 

own situations. 

In Middle Line County, there used to be a within-school pupil transfer regulation. 

However, Mr. Chen indicated that the new director of the local educational authority 

abolished the regulation in order to ‘give schools more space’. In the junior high schools in 

Middle Line County, pupil transference is not uncommon. Some of the transfers were to 

group higher attaining pupils, and others were a response to the requests of influential 

parents who wanted their children to be placed in specific teachers’ classes. Mr Chen stated: 

The within-school transfer can sometimes be so secret that most people will not be 

aware of it. So although this kind of transfer in essence violates the mixed-ability 

grouping policy, people do not consider it to be as serious as streaming.  
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The third strategy that the local educational authorities knew about was to extend 

setting to streaming. In the mixed-ability grouping legislation, setting in English and maths 

is allowed in the second and third years, and setting in science is allowed in the third year of 

junior high school education. It was indicated by both of the officers interviewed that 

schools also used setting in Mandarin and social studies, and the pupils who were in the 

highest sets in the five subjects were basically the same group of pupils. In some schools, 

pupils were placed in mixed-ability groups in ‘non-academic’ subjects in the morning, and 

were then placed in the set classes for the entire afternoon for ‘academic’ subjects.  In this 

case, the schools actually used streaming in the tested subjects because maths, English, 

science, Mandarin and social studies are the subjects that are tested in the joint senior high 

school entry examination.   

Mr. Chen indicated that the permission to use setting in three academic subjects creates 

doubts about the regulation. For example, teachers who teach Mandarin and social studies 

may also want to teach in streamed classes. Further, he pointed out that school educators 

prefer to keep the same pupils in the same classes to ‘form a united atmosphere’. Therefore, 

many schools extended setting to ‘academic subject streaming’ to fulfil their own needs but 

tried to avoid the violation of the mixed-ability grouping policy.  

In addition, it should be noted that the two officers interviewed both indicated that 

some of the strategies mentioned above actually benefit pupils from higher SES families. 

For example, both of them indicated that pupils in talented classes are usually those who 

come from higher SES families that have more resources for children to learn specific skills. 

Thus, questions should be asked about why schools need to provide more resources to boost 

the academic performance of these pupils. Further, Mr. Chen pointed out that some 

principals only respond to influential parents, such as those who are members of the school 

parents’ association or parents who have a relationship with the local county counsellors. He 
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stated:  

I know some principals only make concessions for influential people. If ordinary parents 

were requesting specific teachers or asking for their children to be transferred to other 

classes, these principals would refer to the legislation to reject such requests. However, 

they may respond to influential parents for the purpose of exchanging their support and 

funding for the school or to avoid being interrogated by local county counsellors. 

In short, we can see that the two local educational authorities studied faced similar 

situations in that schools used various strategies to secretly group higher attaining pupils 

under the mixed-ability grouping legislation. Although it was pointed out that the scale of 

secret streaming has shrunk, and the forms of streaming have changed after the 

mixed-ability grouping policy has be enforced through law in 2004, the intention to ‘take 

care of higher attaining pupils’ through grouping practice was still quite prominent. It is 

with this intention that various strategies that utilise the loopholes of the policy have been 

developed.  

5.3.2. The practice of the local educational author ities 

Resembling the governance of the MOE, local educational governance of the 

mixed-ability grouping policy mainly aims to prevent the violation of the policy rather than 

to facilitate the use of mixed-ability grouping. The assumption is that legislation should 

bring uniformity, and that the ‘violation’ of the policy should be eliminated through 

inspection and sanction. Local educational authorities are aware of their role as the 

middle-level governing body. On the one hand, they are aware of the authority of the 

mixed-ability grouping legislation, but on the other hand, they develop their own attitudes 

and strategies to deal with local pressure and the contradictory interests presented by 

different stakeholders. 

In the two researched local educational authorities, local politics has a considerable 
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impact on the governance of the mixed-ability grouping policy. It was inferred by the two 

officers interviewed that the officers in the local county government, the local county 

counsellors, the representatives of the local teachers’ association or local parents’ 

association, along with parents, teachers, and pupils are all actors who try to influence the 

practice of the policy. Some of them support the policy, some of them resist the policy, and 

also many of them try to gain benefits by special arrangement. Miss Hung in Sunrise 

County stated: 

Many people try to argue, to offer their interpretation, and to influence the actions of 

local educational authority. 

For example, as was indicated by Mr. Chen, every year in May, local county 

counsellors would send a ‘pupil list’ to the Middle Line local educational authority to 

request that these pupils be placed in special groups. There were also arguments saying that 

since many schools violate the policy, the local educational authority should just skip the 

inspections required by the legislation. Under the circumstances, it has been found that the 

‘balance’ created by the two local educational authorities studied among various pressures 

and interests was only to deal with complaints made by the public instead of conducting 

regular inspections or policy promotion.  

According to Mr. Chen, the attitude of Middle Line’s educational authority is that as 

long as the local educational authority fulfils its responsibility in procedural tasks, the 

detailed procedures conducted in schools, even if they are questionable, would not be 

scrutinised closely.  Mr. Chen stated: 

As long as the grouping practice in schools does not result in any complaints, the local 

educational authority would not investigate whether they are violating the policy. 

Further, inspectors tend to play down the seriousness of most of the cases in our county.  

Also, in Sunrise County, Miss Hung indicated that as long as no complaints are 
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received, the local educational authority would not interfere with the grouping practice 

adopted by schools. Miss Hung also pointed out that there is a tendency for inspectors to 

downplay cases of violation in official reports because inspectors want to ‘protect’ local 

schools from the sanctions imposed by the legislation. 

Nonetheless, because the mixed-ability grouping policy is a national level policy, 

various stakeholders would lodge complaints to either the MOE or to the local educational 

authorities about the violation of the policy. These are the cases that the local educational 

authorities have to respond to under the demands of the legislation and also the supervision 

of the public.  

When asked about how local educational authorities deal with the complaints, it was 

found that although both of the two local educational authorities intended to ‘protect’ local 

schools, the degree of cover up was different, which may result from the attitudes of the 

local magistrates and the personal attitudes of the administrative officers. 

In Sunrise County, although the local magistrate used to contend that schools should be 

allowed to establish an art talented class, he did not oppose the mixed-ability grouping 

legislation publicly. The local educational authority also insists that the complaints filed by 

parents should be inspected carefully. Miss Hung, the administrative officer in charge of the 

mixed-ability grouping policy, is usually the person who receives the complaints first. She 

described herself as a believer in mixed-ability grouping teaching and fully recognised the 

advantages of the mixed-ability grouping policy. In dealing with a complaint, she usually 

started by collecting relevant information, and then assisting the inspector to conduct 

inspections. The inspectors at Sunrise County usually invited Miss Hung to participate in 

the visits to schools. Miss Hung explained: 

We need to collect different kinds of information and then compare them to find out how 

schools manipulate grouping practice. You need to be familiar with all the strategies to 
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know which directions to look in. That’s why inspectors often invite me to go to schools 

with them.  

Further, although the local educational authority in Sunrise County does not inspect the 

schools regularly, it still pays attention to the schools that are rumoured to be violating the 

policy.  A mechanism has been established in Sunrise which is that instead of sending an 

inspector to these suspicious schools, they send members of the ‘Mixed-ability Grouping 

Policy Promotion Committee’ first to collect information. According to Miss Hung, 

although there is an unspoken consensus that the local educational authorities normally 

ignore the majority of minor violations, the local educational authority will take action if the 

violation is serious. Moreover, sanctions are applied accordingly in Sunrise County, which 

is not the case in many other counties. Miss Hung indicated that the local educational 

authority does apply a sanction if the schools keep violating the legislation after they have 

been warned repeatedly.  

On the contrary, in Middle Line County, the local educational authority seems to hold a 

passive attitude towards the governance of the mixed-ability grouping policy. According to 

Mr. Chen, the magistrate of Middle Line County and the director of the local educational 

authority are more suspicious of the mixed-ability grouping policy compared to the previous 

magistrate. Therefore some of the mechanisms established before to inspect and to facilitate 

the implementation of the mixed-ability grouping policy were abolished. As mentioned 

above, inspectors in Middle Line County tended to cover up or helped to explain instances 

where schools have violated the policy. Further, the ‘Mixed-ability Grouping Policy 

Promotion Committee’ in Middle Line County has not been functioning at all for it is not 

valued by the local educational authority.  

It is apparent that under the expectation of creating conformity through only orders, the 

governance of the policy in local educational authorities is limited to dealing with violations, 
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which is similar to the governance of the MOE. However, as demonstrated above, local 

politics, which involves various interests and influences, has affected the attitudes and the 

actions of the researched local educational authorities. The two researched local educational 

authorities, on the one hand, provide a considerable space for schools to manipulate the 

grouping practice but, on the other hand, they follow the mixed-ability grouping legislation 

by dealing with violation complaints. Both of the local educational authorities indicated that 

there was no ‘promotion’ of the policy, and that the focus of the policy was on the ‘grouping 

practice’, not teaching and learning within mixed-ability groups.   

5.4. Discussion and Summary  

In this chapter I have attempted to demonstrate the governance of the policy in both the 

central educational authority and the local educational authorities. 

It can be seen that through enforcing the mixed-ability grouping policy through law 

and the establishment of the detailed guidelines and sanction system, the governance of the 

policy focuses on dealing with violation in a top-down manner. However, the authority of 

the educational authorities is unstable. On the surface, the authority is strongly based on the 

mandate and the ‘sanction’ applied on the evaluation of principals or on the funding 

provided by the MOE to local educational authorities. Yet, in practice the authority is 

handled tacitly in the local policy arena where stakeholders can exercise their contrasting 

influences.  

The question should be further asked is that ‘who are the stakeholders that usually get 

what they want?’ According to the officers interviewed in this study, those who gain benefits 

from the schools are the ones who can influence school funding, who help increase the 

senior high school entry rate of schools, and who have connections with local officers or 

local counsellors. Higher attaining pupils are usually the ones who benefit from these tactics 
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that while they are placed in special groups with extra resource, the lower attaining pupils 

are provided with lower expectation and less extra help. Further, it can be seen that schools 

also benefit from utilising these tactics. Schools may on the one hand, gain a reputation 

from the performance of the higher attaining pupils and, on the other hand, they may be able 

to build relationships with the influential policy actors. In this case, the ‘space’ the local 

educational authorities create for schools to manipulate grouping practice is for schools to 

act in the interests of the advantaged pupils and parents, rather then to make professional 

judgements in regard to teaching and learning in mixed-ability groups. 
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Chapter 6 : The attitudes and the perceptions of the 

mixed-ability grouping policy of school principals: 

questionnaire survey results 

6.1. Introduction 

Within the long process of the mixed-ability grouping policy, various arguments that 

either support or question the policy constantly appeared in media reports, official 

announcements and lobbying documents. However, only a few Taiwanese studies focus on 

systematically understanding policy actors’ perceptions towards these arguments or 

exploring the concrete meaning of these arguments in depth, particularly after the 

mixed-ability grouping policy has been enforced through law, which intends to endow the 

mixed-ability grouping policy with stronger authority by changing its status.  

As introduced in the research method chapter, this study intends to explore the practice 

of the mixed-ability grouping policy by considering the perceptions and actions of policy 

actors on different levels. On a local level, other than interviewing officers in local 

educational authorities and educators in two schools, the questionnaire survey of principals 

in the two targeted counties was designed to gain a more holistic understanding of the 

practice of the policy in given counties.  

The role of the principal in school reform and educational change has been discussed 

extensively (Ball, 1982; Fullan, 2001; Loveless, 1999). In the research area of educational 

change, scholars indicated that principals are crucial in promoting or preventing change 

(Fullan, 2001; Rose, 2007). In Taiwanese schools, principals usually coordinate school 

administrators, teachers and parents. Further, within the practice of the mixed-ability 

grouping policy in Taiwan, junior high school principals are endowed with the main 
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responsibility of implementing the policy in schools. The evaluation of the principals’ 

performance will be influenced by the policy implementation (Regulations of the 

Mixed-ability Grouping and Ability Grouping Policy in Primary and Junior High schools, 

2005). All the above reasons make the principal in junior high schools in Taiwan the key 

person who could provide abundant information with regard to the practice of the 

mixed-ability grouping policy. This survey thus aimed at investigating principals to gain 

understandings of the attitudes and actions of different policy actors within schools, and to 

learn about the actions taken by junior high schools in reaction to the mixed-ability 

grouping policy.   

6.2. Sample 

The questionnaires35 were distributed to all junior high school principals in Middle 

Line County and Sunrise County. There are a total of 90 junior high schools in these two 

counties. 54 principals responded to the survey which is a 60% total response rate. For each 

county, the response rate was 57.1% in Sunrise County and 63.4% in Middle Line County. 

6.3. Findings 

6.3.1. Attitudes towards the advantages and the dis advantages of the 

mixed-ability grouping policy  

Part of the questionnaire included questions regarding principals’ own attitudes towards 

the advantages and disadvantages of the mixed-ability grouping policy and principals’ 

understanding of other policy actors’ attitudes. The advantages and disadvantages of the 

mixed-ability grouping policy were identified through a documentary analysis of existing 

official documents, media reports, lobbying documents of various interest groups and 

                                                 
35 See questionnaire in Appendix 4.  



 195 

several research studies. They are listed as follows and respondents were asked to indicate 

the extent to which they agree with the statements.  

1. It increases pupils’ overall confidence in learning 

2. Pupils with lower academic abilities lose confidence in learning in mixed-ability classes. 

3. It increases pupils’ overall attainments 

4. It decreases pupils’ overall attainments 

5. Pupils with higher academic abilities feel bored in mixed-ability classes. 

6. It infringes on pupils’ chances of entering a better senior high school. 

7. It normalises the school teaching (rather than teaching to test). 

8. It makes teaching more difficult. 

9. It equalises the distribution of educational resources. 

10. It goes against parents’ preference for streaming. 

6.3.1.1 Principals’ attitudes 

When asked about the influence of the mixed-ability grouping policy, most of the 

responding principals in the two counties agreed that the policy does have a positive 

influence. 57.7% of the responding principals in Middle Line and 53.6% in Sunrise strongly 

agreed or agreed that using mixed-ability grouping helped to increase pupils’ confidence in 

learning.  69.2% of the responding principals in Middle Line and 60.7% in Sunrise 

strongly agreed or agreed that the policy helped to equalise the distribution of educational 

resources, and 61.6% in Middle Line and 82.1% in Sunrise responded that the policy helped 

to normalises school teaching.  

 However, when asked about the influences related to pupils’ attainments, principals’ 

attitudes varied. In Middle Line, only 23.1% of the responding principals agreed that this 

policy would improve pupils’ attainment and about 34% of them strongly agreed or agreed 
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that the policy would decrease pupils’ overall attainments. In both of the two questions, 

about 30% of the responding principals had a neutral attitude. The responding principals in 

Sunrise held a more suspicious attitude toward the positive effects of using mixed-ability 

grouping on pupils’ attainments.  53.5% of the responding principals disagreed or strongly 

disagreed that the policy would increase pupils’ overall attainments and 46.4% of the 

responding principals suggested that the policy would decrease pupils’ overall attainments.  

There was also a sense that pupils with higher academic abilities might feel bored in 

mixed-ability groups. 73.1% of the responding principals in Middle Line and 80.6% of the 

responding principals in Sunrise strongly agreed or agreed with the statement. In addition, in 

both of the two counties, the majority of the responding principals, 76.9% in Middle Line 

and 85.7% in Sunrise, strongly agreed or agreed that the policy went against parents’ 

preferences.  

Table 12: The principals’ attitudes towards the mix ed-ability grouping policy 

Middle Line County N=26, Sunrise County N=28 

Middle Line Sunrise Statements  

Strongly agree or agree 

1) It increases pupils’ overall confidence of learning 57.7%(15) 53.6% (15) 

2)Pupils with lower academic abilities lose confidence in 

learning in mixed-ability classes 

15.4% (4) 10.7% (3) 

3) It increases pupils’ overall attainments 23.1% (6) 28.6% (8) 

4) It decreases pupils’ overall attainment 34% (9) 46.6% (13) 

5) Pupils with higher academic abilities feel bored in 

mixed-ability classes. 

73.1% (19) 80.6% (22) 

6) It infringes on pupils’ chances of entering a better high 

school. 

34.6% (9) 44.4% (12) 

7) It normalises the school teaching (rather than teaching 

to test). 

61.6% (16)  82.1% (23) 

8) It makes teaching more difficult. 64% (16) 67.8% (19) 

9) It equalises the distribution of educational resources. 69.2% (18)  60.7% (17) 

10) It goes against parents’ preference for streaming. 76.9% (20)  85.7% (24) 
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6.3.1.2 Teachers’ attitude 

According to the response of the surveying principals, teachers’ attitudes towards the 

policy were similar to their own. The principals in the two counties indicated that teachers 

regularly mentioned the following positive influences of the mixed-ability grouping 

policy—increasing pupils’ confidence in learning, normalising school teaching, and 

equalising the distribution of educational resources.  

However, the majority of the surveyed principals also indicated that teachers often and 

sometimes mentioned several negative aspects about the barriers of implementation. These 

include: a decrease in pupils’ attainments due to the implementation of the policy (Middle 

Line, 69.3%; Sunrise, 60.7%), it infringes on pupils’ changes of entering a better high 

school (Middle Line: 64%; Sunrise: 75%), pupils with higher academic abilities feel bored 

(Middle Line, 73.1%; Sunrise, 85.8%), it is becoming increasingly difficult to teach (Middle 

Line: 76.9%; Sunrise: 89.3%), and parents are sceptical about the policy (Middle Line: 77%; 

Sunrise: 92.8%). 

In other words, it can be found that although principals and teachers recognised the 

positive effects of the mixed-ability grouping policy, they were concerned about pupils’ 

attainments, the more academically able pupils’ education, the degree of difficulty in 

teaching and parents’ preferences.  
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Table 13: Principals’ understanding of teachers’ at titudes towards the mixed-ability 

grouping policy 

Middle Line County N=26, Sunrise County N=28 

Middle Line Sunrise Statements  

Mentioned 

(often/sometimes) 

Mentioned 

(often/sometimes) 

1) It increases pupils’ overall confidence of 

learning 

61.6% (16)  59.2% (16) 

2) Pupils with lower academic abilities lose 

confidence in learning in mixed-ability 

classes 

26.9% (7) 28.5% (8) 

3) It increases pupils’ overall attainments 42.3% (11)  39.3% (11) 

4) It decreases pupils’ overall attainment 69.3% (18)  60.7% (17) 

5) Pupils with higher academic abilities feel 

bored in mixed-ability classes. 

73.1% (19) 85.8% (24) 

6) It infringes on pupils’ chances of entering a 

better high school. 

64% (16)  75% (21) 

7) It normalises the school teaching (rather 

than teaching to test). 

65.4% (17)  71.4% (20) 

8) It makes teaching more difficult. 76.9% (20) 89.3% (25) 

9) It equalises the distribution of educational 

resources. 

65.2% (17) 57.2% (16)  

10) It goes against parents’ preference for 

streaming. 

77% (20)  92.8% (26)  

6.3.1.3 Parent’s opinions 

Parents’ most argued viewpoints about the mixed-ability grouping policy indicated by 

the responded principals included “to teach pupils with different abilities in streamed classes 

is more rational” (Middle Line: 92.3%; Sunrise: 92.8%), “mixed-ability grouping will 

decrease pupils’ opportunities to enter a better high school” (Middle Line: 92.3%; Sunrise: 

82.2%), and “pupils with better abilities shouldn’t be sacrificed by mixed-ability grouping” 

(Middle Line: 92.3%; Sunrise: 89.3%).  

Fewer principals indicated that parents mentioned, “less able pupils should have more 
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support.” Only 50% of the responding principals in Middle Line and 46.5% in Sunrise were 

often or sometimes presented with these arguments. 

Principals also indicated that parents used the following arguments to persuade schools 

to adopt streaming. 80% of the responding principals in Middle Line and 67.8% in Sunrise 

pointed out that they often or sometimes heard parents argue that “other schools use 

streaming” and 68% of the responding principals in Middle Line and 60.7% in Sunrise often 

or sometimes heard parents say that they would transfer their children out of the school if 

the school did not start using streaming.  

It was also found that almost every responding principal had encountered parents’ 

requests for pupils to be re-streamed or for pupils to be grouped by attainments.  In Middle 

Line County, all the responding principals indicated that parents have requested that their 

children be streamed; 26.9% of them indicated that most parents have requested this, 19.2% 

of them indicated that about half of the parents have requested this and 53.8% of them stated 

that few parents have requested this. In Sunrise County, 25% of the responding principals 

indicated that most parents have requested this, 10.7% of them indicated that about half of 

the parents have requested this and 60.7% of them stated that few parents have asked the 

school to use streaming. On the other hand, while being asked that if parent’s questioning of 

the policy hinders the policy implementation, the majority of the responding principals in 

Middle Line County and Sunrise County indicated that parents’ questioning did have 

negative influence on policy implementation (Middle Line, 57.6%; Sunrise: 62.9%). In short, 

although in the majority of schools only a few parents have asked the schools to use 

streaming, their opinions regarding the education of the more academically able pupils and 

the senior high school entry rate were made clear to the responding principals and the 

principals considered parent’ opinions and actions as barriers to policy implementation.  
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Table 14: Principals’ understanding of parents’ att itudes towards the mixed-ability 

grouping policy 

Middle Line County N=26, Sunrise County N=28 

Middle Line Sunrise Statements  

Mentioned 

(often/sometimes) 

Mentioned 

(often/sometimes) 

1) To teach pupils with different abilities in 

streamed classes is more rational 

92.3% (24)  92.8% (26)  

2) Pupils with better ability shouldn’t be 

sacrificed in mixed-ability groups 

92.3% (24) 89.3% (25) 

3) Less able pupils should obtain more 

support 

50% (13) 46.5% (13) 

4) Mixed-ability grouping will decrease 

pupil’s opportunity to enter a better senior 

high school 

92.3% (24) 82.2% (23) 

5) Mixed-ability grouping will increase 

behaviour problems 

26.9% (7) 28.6% (8) 

6) Other schools use streaming 80% (20) 67.8% (19) 

7) Will transfer pupils out of school if the 

school does not use streaming 

68% (17)  60.7% (17) 

6.3.2. The recommended grouping practice 

Although the mixed-ability grouping policy clearly states that the methods of grouping 

practice could be adopted in schools, school educators and parents seem to constantly infer 

that schools should adopt other forms of grouping practice.  The items listed in this 

question were extracted from existing surveys and disputes about the practice of the 

mixed-ability grouping policy. Principals were asked whether there were teachers and 

parents proposing the following grouping practices to replace the statutory mixed-ability 

grouping. The grouping practices list included:  

1. Use streaming in every grade. 

2. Use banding. 
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3. All of the five main subjects should be taught in set classes. 

4. Establish extra classes for students with higher attainments. 

5. Establish extra classes for students with lower attainments. 

6. Start setting in the first year of junior high school rather than only in the 2nd and 3rd 

grades. 

7. Do not use setting in any subject or grade. 

8. Establish different kinds of gifted or talented classes. 

9. Other, please specify_________________________________________________ 

6.3.2.1  The grouping practices recommended by school teachers 

More than half of the responding principals in the two counties indicated that teachers 

had proposed various methods to group pupils.  57.7% of the responding principals in 

Middle Line and 64.3% in Sunrise indicated that there were aware that teachers suggested 

that streaming should be used in every grade; 76.9% of the responding principals in Middle 

Line and 53.6% in Sunrise indicated that teachers used to propose that ‘all of the five main 

subjects should be taught in set classes.’ Also, 65.4% of the responding principals in Middle 

Line and 57.1% in Sunrise indicated that teachers proposed to ‘establish extra classes for 

pupils with higher academic attainments’, and 50% of the responding principals in Middle 

Line and 57.1% in Sunrise indicated to ‘establish extra classes for pupils with lower 

academic attainments’ was proposed by teachers. Fewer principals encountered the 

suggestion that schools shouldn’t use any setting in any of the subjects or grades (Middle 

Line: 11.5%; Sunrise: 14.3%).  In addition, about half of the principals in the two counties 

reported that teachers used to advise that different kinds of gifted classes should be 

established (Middle Line: 46.2%; Sunrise: 57.1%). Principals’ responses suggest that 

homogeneous groups are still supported by many teachers.  
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Table 15: Have the principals ever heard teachers p roposed the following practices? 

Middle Line County N=26, Sunrise County N=28 

Middle Line Sunrise Grouping practice 

Yes Yes 

1) Use streaming in every grade. 57.7% (15) 64.3% (18) 

2) Use banding 50% (13) 25% (7) 

3) All of the five main subjects should be taught in classes that have 

been grouped by level of ability. 

76.9% (20) 53.6% (15) 

4) Establish extra classes for students with higher attainments. 65.4% (17) 57.1% (16)  

5) Establish extra classes for students with lower attainments 50.% (13) 57.1% (16) 

6) Start setting in the first year of junior high school rather than 

only in the 2nd and 3rd grades. 

26.9% (7) 35.7% (10) 

7) Do not use setting in any subject or grade. 11.5% (3) 14.3% (4)  

8) Establish different kinds of gifted or talented classes. 46.2% (12)  57.1% (16) 

 

6.3.2.2 The grouping practices recommended by parents 

80.8% of the responding principals in Middle Line County and 85.7% in Sunrise 

County inferred that they encountered parents who requested streaming to be used in every 

grade.  Fewer responding principals stated that parents suggested establishing extra classes 

for better academically achieving pupils, 69.2% of the responding principals in Middle Line 

County, and 67.9% in Sunrise County used to hear this argument.  Other requests that the 

majority of principals have heard from parents included the desire for gifted classes to be 

established (Middle Line: 65.4%; Sunrise: 64.3%) and that all of the five main subjects 

should be taught in set classes (Middle Line: 65.4%; Sunrise: 50%). Fewer principals have 

heard parents state that schools should provide extra lessons for less academically able 

pupils (Middle Line: 42.3%; Sunrise: 57.1%).  
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Table 16: Have the principals ever heard parents pr oposed the following practices? 

Middle Line County N=26, Sunrise County N=28 

Middle Line Sunrise Grouping practice 

Yes Yes 

1) Use streaming in every grade. 80.8% (21) 85.7% (24)  

2) Use banding 46.2% (12)  10.7% (3) 

3) All of the five main subjects should be taught in classes that 

have been grouped by level of ability. 

65.4% (17) 50% (14) 

4) Establish extra classes for students with higher academic 

attainments. 

69.2% (18)  67.9% (19) 

5) Establish extra classes for students with lower academic 

attainments 

42.3% (11)  57.1% (16) 

6) Start setting in the first year of junior high school rather than 

only in the 2nd and 3rd grades. 

46.2% (12)  32.1% (9) 

7) Do not use setting in any subject or grade. 0% (0) 7.1% (2) 

8) Establish different kinds of gifted or talented classes. 65.4% (17)  64.3% (18) 

6.3.3. Teaching in mixed-ability groups 

The questions regarding the teaching in mixed-ability groups were also extracted from 

existing disputes and prior research (Ball, 1981; Liu, S-F., 2004; Reid et al., 1981). Both the 

advantages and disadvantages of teaching in mixed-ability groups were listed as follows:  

1. Decreases the efficiency of teaching. 

2. It is difficult to design lesson plans that are suitable for pupils of varying abilities. 

3. Mixed-ability grouping increases the variety of teaching in classrooms. 

4. It will be difficult to manage classroom discipline. 

5. The current class size is too large for mixed-ability teaching. 

6. Mixed-ability grouping will enhance cooperative learning. 

7. There are only a few opportunities for teachers to learn about and discuss mixed-ability 

teaching. 

8. Mixed-ability grouping increases the amount of class preparation. 
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9. Other, please specify____________________ 

The most frequently heard difficulty in teaching in mixed-ability classrooms by 

responding principals was that ‘it is difficult to design lesson plans that are suitable for 

pupils of varying abilities’. In Middle Line County, 80.8% of the responding principals often 

or sometimes heard this kind of argument. In Sunrise County, 78.6% of the responding 

principals also often or sometimes heard teachers mention this point. 

Further, more than half of the responding principals in the two counties often or 

sometimes heard teachers suggest that mixed-ability grouping decreases the efficiency of 

teaching.  50% of the responding principals in Middle Line County and 57.2% in Sunrise 

County indicated that they often or sometimes heard this argument. 

Not many of the responding principals in the two counties indicated that they heard 

teachers argue that class size was a problem in the practice of the policy. Only 34.6% of the 

responding principals in Middle Line County and 39.3% in Sunrise County suggested that 

they often or sometimes heard this argument.  

As for the possible positive influence of using mixed-ability grouping in teaching, the 

responding principals indicated that they heard teachers say that the use of mixed-ability 

grouping would help them develop cooperative learning (46.2% in Middle Line County; 

46.4% in Sunrise County). Fewer of the responding principals indicated that they heard 

teachers infer that using mixed-ability grouping would increase the variety of teaching 

(30.7% in Middle Line County; 18.5% in Sunrise County).  
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Table 17: Principals’ understanding of teachers’ op inions about teaching in 

mixed-ability groups 

Middle Line County N=26, Sunrise County N=28 

Middle Line Sunrise Statements  

Mentioned 

(often/sometimes) 

Mentioned 

(often/sometimes) 

1) Decreases the efficiency of teaching. 50% (13) 57.2% (16) 

2) It is difficult to design lesson plans that are 

suitable for pupils of varying abilities. 

80.8% (21)  78.6% (22)  

3) Mixed-ability grouping increases the 

variety of teaching in classrooms. 

30.7% (8)  18.5% (5)  

4) It will be difficult to manage classroom 

discipline. 

42.3% (11) 35.7% (10)  

5) The current class size is too large for 

mixed-ability teaching. 

34.6% (9)  39.3% (11) 

6) Mixed-ability grouping will enhance 

cooperative learning. 

46.2% (11)  46.4% (13)  

7) There are only a few opportunities for 

teachers to learn about and discuss 

mixed-ability teaching. 

30.7% (8)  28.6% (8) 

8) Increases the amount of class preparation. 42.3% (11)  35.7% (10) 

6.3.4. The practice of schools 

6.3.4.1  The grouping practice in schools 

The contradictory results of the schools’ practice of the mixed-ability grouping policy 

between the official inspection and the survey conducted by the interest groups have 

generated doubts about the ‘real’ practice of schools (Y-P. Chuang, 2006; Y-H. Hsu, 2006a; 

Y-H. Hsu, 2006b; HEF, 2002, 2003a, 2008). The contradictory results can be explained as 

follows, whilst the surveys conducted by the interest groups have usually focused on the 

details and the complexity of the grouping practice adopted in schools, the official 

inspections usually used a simple indicator — a yes or no question for schools to respond to. 
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The survey in this study thus utilised information about the complicated grouping practices 

that were discovered by the interest groups to find out whether the surveyed schools 

employed a variety of grouping practices. Nonetheless, bearing in mind that some of the 

grouping practices indicated by pupils or teachers are in fact ‘illegal’ under the 

mixed-ability grouping legislation, not all of the discovered grouping practices were listed 

in these questions. The listed methods of grouping practices are as follows: 

1. Use mixed-ability grouping in the 1st, 2nd and 3rd grades, no setting of subjects applied36. 

2. Use mixed-ability grouping in the 2nd and 3rd grades. Use vocational and academic 

banding in the 3rd grade.  

3. Use mixed-ability grouping in the 1st, 2nd and 3rd grades, use setting in certain subjects in 

the 2nd and 3rd grades. 

4. Establish gifted classes for English, maths and science.  

5. Establish gifted classes for music or art.  

6. Establish gifted classes for PE. 

7. Use setting in vacation extra classes or after-school extra classes 

8. Use streaming in vacation extra classes or after-school extra classes 

9. Other, please specify________________ 

As suggested earlier, the mixed-ability grouping policy states that schools should use 

mixed-ability grouping for all three grades in junior high schools. Setting in maths and 

English is allowed in the second grade and setting in science, maths and English is allowed 

in the third grade.  33.3% of the responding principals in Middle Line County and 53.6% 

of the schools in Sunrise County reported that they followed the policy accordingly.  Some 

principals reported that their schools only used mixed-ability grouping without using setting 

                                                 
36 The 1st, 2nd and 3rd grades in junior high school are also called as the 7th, 8th, and 9th grades in the 
compulsory level education.  
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in all three grades (Middle Line County, 50%; Sunrise County 28.6%).   

However, other kinds of grouping practice were used constantly. Some schools 

established after-school classes and winter/summer vacation classes to teach academic 

subjects using setting or streaming. 19.2% of the responding principals in Middle Line and 

25% in Sunrise indicated that they used streaming in these extra classes. About half of the 

responding principals in both the two counties reported that they used setting in these extra 

classes (Middle Line: 53.8%; Sunrise: 46.4%). 

Also, it was not uncommon to establish different kinds of ‘gifted classes’. In Middle 

Line County, 34.6% of the surveyed schools established a maths or English gifted class, 

11.5% of the responding schools established an art-related gifted class and 38.5% of the 

responding schools established a PE gifted class. In Sunrise, 25% of the surveyed schools 

established a maths or English gifted class, 35.7% of them established an art gifted class, 

and 32.1% of them established a PE gifted class.   

 

Table 18: The grouping practice adopted in the scho ols 

Middle Line County N=26, Sunrise County N=28 

Forms of grouping practice Middle Line Sunrise 

Use mixed-ability grouping in the 1st, 2nd and 3rd grades, no 

setting of subjects applied 

50% (13)  28.6% (8) 

Use mixed-ability grouping in the 2nd and 3rd grades. Use 

vocational and academic banding in the 3rd grade. 

23.1% (6)  28.6% (8) 

Use mixed-ability grouping in the 1st, 2nd and 3rd grades, use 

setting in certain subjects in the 2nd and 3rd grades. 

33.3% (8)  53.6% (15) 

Establish gifted classes for English, maths and science. 34.6% (9)  25% (7) 

Establish gifted classes for music or art. 11.5% (3)  35.7% (10) 

Establish gifted classes for PE. 38.5% (10) 32.1% (9) 

Use setting in vacation extra classes or after-school extra classes 53.8% (14)  46.4% (13) 

Use streaming in vacation extra classes or after-school extra 

classes 

19.2% (5)  25% (7) 
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6.3.4.2 Do other schools use streaming?  

When asked directly whether any of the schools in the county used streaming based on 

principals’ understanding, 23.1% of the responding principals in Middle Line County 

indicated that some of the schools used streaming. 46.4% of the responding principals in 

Sunrise indicated that some of the schools were still using streaming.   

 

Table 19: Do other schools use streaming? 

Middle Line/N=26   Sunrise/N=28    

County    Middle Line Sunrise 

1) All of them have adopted the mixed-ability grouping policy 50.0% (13) 28.6% (8) 

2) Some of them use streaming 23.1% (6) 46.4% (13) 

3) Most of them use streaming 7.7% (2) 3.6% (1) 

4) All of them use streaming 0.0% (0) 3.6% (1) 

5) Other, please specify (Not sure)__________ 19.2% (5) 17.9% (5) 

6.3.4.3 Does the argument that ‘some schools establish gifted classes to 

group better attaining pupils’ match the real phenomenon in schools 

in your county? 

It has been argued by interest groups, including parents’ and teachers’ groups and civil 

educational reform groups that some schools establish gifted classes to group the better 

attaining pupils in order to boost their grades (HEF, 2003; National Teachers’ Association, 

2006). A recent small-scale qualitative study also indicated that the talented classes 

established in junior high schools were actually the classes for pupils who were only 

expected to perform well academically rather than ones focusing on developing pupils’ 

special talents (Y-H. Hsu, 2006a; Y-H. Hsu, 2006b). This survey thus tried to learn about 

school principals’ understanding about the phenomenon.  

In Middle Line County, 46.2% of the responding principals suggested that some 
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schools or many schools used gifted or talented classes to camouflage the traditional higher 

ability groups.  In Sunrise County, about 75% of the responding principals indicated that 

some schools or many schools used gifted or talented classes to group more academically 

able pupils. The results of this study confirmed the argument put forward by interest groups 

and researchers.  

6.3.4.4 Why do schools establish gifted classes? 

In answering questions about why junior high schools establish gifted or talented 

classes, most of the responding principals cited that the reason was to “attract gifted pupils 

to enrol” (Middle Line: 92.3%; Sunrise: 89.3%). “To discover gifted pupils in schools” was 

also an important factor that schools considered when deciding whether to establish gifted 

classes (Middle Line: 76.9%; Sunrise: 82.1%). 

In both counties, over 50% of the responding principals thought that establishing gifted 

classes would provide pupils with adequate education (Middle Line: 50%; Sunrise: 53.6%).  

Fewer principals in Middle Line County and Sunrise County indicated that they established 

gifted classes because they were requested by parents (Middle Line: 38.5%; Sunrise: 

46.4%). 

 

Table 20: Why do schools establish gifted class? 

Middle Line/N=26   Sunrise/N=28    

County    Middle Line Sunrise 

1) To discover gifted pupils 76.9% (20) 82.1% (23) 

2) To group gifted pupils in order to provide adequate 

education 

50.0% (13) 53.6% (15) 

3) To attract pupils with different gifts 92.3% (24) 89.3% (25) 

4) Because other schools establish gifted classes 26.9% (7) 25.0% (7) 

5) Due to parents’ request 38.5 % (10) 46.4% (13) 

6) Other, please specify (Not sure)__________ 0% (0) 0% (0) 
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6.3.5.  The barriers to implementation 

Out of the barriers that have been alleged to hinder the implementation of the 

mixed-ability grouping policy, the influence of the senior high school entry system and 

examination was ranked as the most important barrier in the two surveyed counties. The 

second most important barrier was ‘pressure from parents’; and the least important barrier 

identified was the evaluation system of the local educational authority. In relation to this, the 

responding principals in the two surveyed counties ranked the alleged barriers in almost the 

same way. 

 

Table 21: The barriers to the implementation of the  mixed-ability grouping policy 

(Question asked: How would you rate the importance of these aspects that may hinder 

the practice of the policy? Please rank in order of  importance (i.e. 1, 2, 3 etc.) 

 Mean= Rank 

County (M=Middle Line; S=Sunrise) M S  

1) School educators’ disputes over the rationales of the policy 4.08 4.52 5 

2) Difficulty in teaching in mixed-ability classrooms 3.61 3.36 3 

3) Pressure from parents 2.65 2.19 2 

4) Influence of the senior high school entry system and examination 1.83 1.62 1 

5) Other schools still use streaming 3.79 3.81 4 

6) The assessment of the local educational authority is not functioning 5.05 4.79 6 

7) Other, please specify_________________________    

 

However, when asked about the importance of the factors that may improve the 

practice of the mixed-ability grouping policy, the opinions of the responding principals in 

the two counties were slightly different. 

In Middle Line County, the most important factor chosen as a way of improving the 

practice of the mixed-ability grouping policy was that ‘the procedure of grouping pupils 

should be controlled by local educational authorities rather than by individual schools’.  
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The argument is that as long as the local educational authority controls the assignment of 

pupils into classes for schools, individual schools will not be pressurised by parents to 

stream pupils. Also in Middle Line, the second and the third most important factors chosen 

by the responding principals were ‘initiate 12-year compulsory education’ and ‘abolish the 

senior high school entry examination’. ‘Improve the communication with parents about the 

mixed-ability grouping policy’ and ‘improve the quality of evaluation conducted by the 

local educational authority’ were ranked as the least important factors by the responding 

principals in Middle Line. 

In Sunrise County, the responding principals ranked ‘abolish the senior high school 

entrance examination’ as the most important factor that may improve the implementation of 

the mixed-ability grouping policy, and the second most important factor as ‘initiate 12-year 

compulsory education.’  Contrary to Middle Line County, the responding principals in 

Sunrise County ranked ‘the procedure of grouping pupils should be controlled by the local 

educational authority rather than by individual schools’ as the second least important factor 

that may improve the practice of the policy.  The least important factor was also ‘improve 

the quality of evaluation conducted by the local educational authority’.  

It can be seen that the responding principals viewed the barriers that relate to the wider 

educational contexts as being more influential to the policy implementation than the barriers 

that may be generated within schools or by policy actors.  
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Table 22: How can the implementation of the mixed-a bility grouping policy be 

improved? 

 Mean=  Ranking 

County  (M=Middle Line; S=Sunrise) M S 

1) Initiate 12-year compulsory education 3.63 2 2.24 2 

2) Abolish the senior high school entry examination 3.64 3 1.79 1 

3) Cut class sizes 4.56 6 4.39 4 

4) Improve schools’ ability to gain parents’ support of the policy 4.40 5 4.00 3 

5) Provide training so teachers have the ability to teach mixed-ability 

groups 

4.31 4 4.75 5 

6) Schools should improve their communication with parents about the 

mixed-ability grouping policy 

5.16 7 5.38 6 

7) The procedure of grouping pupils should be controlled by the local 

educational authority rather than by individual schools 

3.50 1 5.71 7 

8) Improve the quality of the assessment conducted by the local educational 

authority 

6.04 8 5.91 8 

9) Other, please specify_________________________     

*How would you rate the importance of these factors that may improve the practice of the mixed-ability policy? 

Please rank in order of importance (i.e. 1, 2, 3 etc.) 

6.3.6. The influence of the senior high school entr y system  

How does the current senior high school entry system affect the practice of the 

mixed-ability grouping policy?  The following questions regarding the alleged influences 

of the current senior high school entry system were asked in the questionnaire: 

1. Parents request streaming in order to increase their children’s chance of entering a better 

senior high school. 

2. The schools want to provide streamed classes for students who have a higher chance of 

entering better senior high schools. 

3. The senior high school entry rate affects a school’s reputation; using streaming may 

increase pupils’ chance of entering a better senior high school. 

4. The senior high school entry rate affects the enrolment of a school. Schools need to use 
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streaming to encourage pupils to enrol.  

5. The senior high school entry system still emphasises students’ attainments, which will 

influence teachers’ willingness to teach in a mixed-ability classroom. 

6. The senior high school entry system is more flexible now, which will facilitate the 

practice of mixed-ability grouping. 

7. The testing questions in the senior high school entry examination now focus on basic 

ability, which makes teachers more likely to want to teach in mixed-ability classrooms. 

8. No influence. 

9. Other, please specify______________________________________________ 

In the two surveyed counties, the majority of the responding principals indicated that 

parents’ requests for streaming to be used in order to increase the opportunity for pupils to 

enter the best senior high school was the main form of pressure that resulted from the senior 

high school entry system. 80% of the responding principals in Middle Line County and 

96.4% of the responding principals in Sunrise County agreed with the statement. 

The principals also indicated that schools were eager to group more academically able 

pupils in the hope that these pupils would gain better scores in the senior high school entry 

examination.  68% of Middle Line County’s responding principals and 89.3% of Sunrise’s 

responding principals agreed with this statement. 

Furthermore, more than 60% of the principals in the two counties indicated that pupils’ 

performance in the senior high school entry examination would affect future pupil 

enrolments (Middle Line County: 64%; Sunrise County: 75%). 48% of the responding 

principals in Middle Line and 71.4% of the responding principals in Sunrise indicated that 

the senior high school entry rate of schools would affect parents’ impressions of the schools’ 

reputation. 

Questions regarding the influence of the recent senior high school entry system reform 
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on the practice of the mixed-ability grouping policy were also asked in the questionnaire. As 

suggested earlier, the reform intended to expand the pathways for pupils to enter senior high 

schools; it also simplified the content of the examination and expanded the provision of 

various senior high schools. It was found that only a few principals recognised the alleged 

changes in the reform. 44% of Middle Line County’s responding principals and 53.6% of 

Sunrise County’s responding principals suggested that the new senior high school entry 

system still emphasised pupils’ academic performance; only 28% of the responding 

principals in Middle Line, and 17.9% in Sunrise agreed that the system was more flexible 

and only 28% of the responding principals in Middle Line and 14.3 % in Sunrise agreed that 

the simplified examination would encourage mixed-ability group teaching.   

Table 23: The influence of the senior high school e ntry system 

Middle Line N=25 /Sunrise N=28 

Influences Middle Line Sunrise 

1) Parents request streaming in order to increase their children’s 

chance of entering a better high school. 

80% (20) 96.4% (27) 

2) The schools want to provide streamed classes for students who 

have a higher chance of entering better high schools. 

68% (17) 89.3% (25) 

3) The senior high school entry rate affects a school’s reputation; 

using streaming may increase pupils’ change of entering a better 

senior high school. 

48% (12) 71.4% (20) 

4) The senior high school entry rate affects the enrolment of a 

school. Schools need to use streaming to encourage pupils to enrol. 

64% (16) 75% (21) 

5) The senior high school entry system still emphasises students’ 

academic attainments, which will influence teachers’ willingness to 

teach in a mixed-ability classroom. 

44% (11) 53.6%(15) 

6) The senior high school entry system is more flexible now, which 

will facilitate the practice of mixed-ability grouping. 

28% (7) 17.9% (5) 

7) The testing questions in the senior high school entry examination 

now focus on basic ability, which makes teachers more likely to 

want to teach in mixed-ability classrooms. 

28% (7) 14.3% (4) 

8) No influence. 4% (1) 0% (0) 
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6.4. Summary  

To summarise, the responding principals in the two surveyed counties had very similar 

attitudes towards the mixed-ability grouping policy. Their understanding of teachers’ and 

parents’ attitudes towards the policy was also similar.  

The mixed-ability grouping policy was recognised as being positive in that it increases 

pupils’ confidence about learning, it equalises the distribution of educational resources and 

it ‘normalises’ school teaching. However, the surveyed principals worried about the overall 

academic attainments of pupils and the education of more academically able pupils under 

the adoption of mixed-ability grouping; and according to their understanding, teachers and 

parents worried about the same negative influences, too. In other words, the claims that 

were used to support the policy, such as alleviating the divide between pupils and the 

unequal distribution of resources within schools, have been recognised. However, arguments, 

such as using mixed-ability grouping lowers pupils’ academic performance and ‘sacrifices’ 

the learning of the more academically able pupils, still pervaded schools. These findings are 

similar to studies in England where teachers perceived that “teaching in ability groups may 

raise pupils’ attainments and using mixed-ability grouping may constrain higher ability 

pupils from “reaching their full potential” (Ireson & Hallam, 2001, p. 109). 

In terms of issues regarding teaching, the surveyed principals were aware that teachers 

found it more difficult to teach mixed-ability groups than homogeneous classes. They 

indicated that teachers frequently mentioned that it is difficult to design suitable lesson plans 

and that the efficiency of teaching decreases. However, class size was not a big issue raised 

in the results of this questionnaire compared to research findings in other countries 

(Loveless, 1999). 

As for the influence of parents, the principals stated that school educators believed that 
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most parents are sceptical about the mixed-ability grouping policy and they considered 

parents’ opinions as an important part of the decision-making process. However, it should be 

noted that although every responding principal has encountered parents who have resisted 

the policy, they also indicated that only a small number of parents have presented this kind 

of argument and have tried to request schools to use streaming. How a small number of 

parents have created the popular perception among educators that most parents are sceptical 

about the policy is an interesting phenomenon that is worth further exploration. 

In addition, it can be seen that under the strict regulations about grouping practice, 

most schools followed the regulations accordingly and used mixed-ability grouping or 

setting in certain subjects in certain years. Nonetheless, the principals indicated that setting 

and streaming were still adopted in extra classes and that using gifted or talented classes to 

group higher attaining pupils was not uncommon. Within schools, the suggestion of 

adopting various types of grouping practices was constantly mentioned by teachers or 

parents. According to the principals, teachers and parents often proposed the use of 

streaming and setting in the five main subjects.37 There were also concerns about 

establishing special classes for the more academically able pupils. The principals’ responses 

implied that teachers and parents supported homogeneous groups because they believed that 

this type of grouping would facilitate teaching and learning. The results are similar to the 

findings in the UK where teachers tend to have a positive attitude about teaching in 

differentiated groups (Ireson & Hallam, 2001). The findings also suggest that although 

many schools followed the mixed-ability grouping legislation, conflicts within schools over 

suitable grouping practices were visible.  

Finally, the findings show that the principals viewed the wider educational contexts, 

                                                 
37 The five main subjects include maths, Chinese, English, science and social studies, which are also the subjects 
that are tested in the senior high school entry examination. 
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namely the senior high school entry system and the entry examination, as the most 

influential barriers that hindered the implementation of the policy. It was also suggested by 

the principals that by abolishing the senior high school entry examination and establishing 

12-year compulsory education, the competition between parents and between schools, 

which was viewed as leading to the support of streaming, might be alleviated. The 

principals’ responses also show that the recent reform of the senior high school entry system 

has not made a significant difference to teaching and learning in junior high schools. The 

changes that were alleged by the MOE, such as simplifying the content of examinations and 

expanding the provision of senior high schools, have not alleviated the competition among 

junior high schools and the request for the adoption of streaming to boost pupils’ academic 

performance.  
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Chapter 7 : A passive resistance—the policy practice at 

Pinewood Junior High 

As suggested by scholars, the implementation of educational policy is shaped by the 

‘politics’ within different arenas (Ball, 1981; Cuban, 2008; Malen & Knapp, 1997), and the 

school, which is the first-line arena that bears the top-down pressure, ideology conflicts, 

local politics and the practical matters, cannot be appropriately understood without the 

understanding of its local context.  

In the previous chapters, it was found that the changing mainstream educational 

ideologies and the transformation of the education state that resulted from the change of 

political regimes have shaped the arguments and discourses about the mixed-ability 

grouping policy. Additionally, the central and the local educational authorities have 

developed their own rationales and measures to implement or to react to the policy.  In the 

following two chapters I intend to present the complexity of policy practice at the school 

level and to unfold the influence of the wider contexts on policy practice in two junior high 

schools. 

Through investigating the attitudes and actions of school educators and also through 

their understanding of the within-schools conflicts over the necessity, the meaning and the 

ideologies of the mixed-ability grouping policy, this study found that the educators managed 

to balance their own conflicted or sometimes contradictory opinions and they have created a 

consensual discourse that supports the current practice in schools.  

This chapter explores the grouping practice and the attitudes of the school educators at 

Pinewood Junior High towards the mixed-ability grouping policy. How the educators 

perceive the key contested issues and how these perceptions influence their views about the 

policy are also explored.  
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7.1. Basic information about Pinewood Junior High 

Pinewood Junior High School (pseudonym) is located in a rural town in a Southern 

county (Sunrise County) in Taiwan. The main industries in the rural seaside town are 

agriculture and fishery. According to the principal at Pinewood, around 85% of the pupils’ 

parents are farmers, fishermen and blue-collar factory workers. Professionals, government 

employees and small industry owners make up the remaining 15%. The principal’s 

description of the general socio-economic status of a pupil’s family is ‘about average’.   

At the time of being studied in late 2007, there were 1064 pupils at the school. Pupils 

were placed in three grades based on their ages.  The 1st and 2nd grades each had 10 classes 

and the 3rd grade had 11 classes.  With 77 teachers and 15 administrative staff, the school is 

a typical mid-size junior high school in Taiwan. Pinewood used to have 72 classes for three 

grades to accommodate a much larger pupil intake. It was when another junior high school 

was established in the neighbourhood in 1997 that the pupil intake at Pinewood gradually 

decreased.  

7.2. The general grouping practice in Sunrise Count y and the 

controversies 

This section briefly summarises the previous surveys regarding the grouping practices 

of Sunrise County where Pinewood Junior High is located (including the survey conducted 

in this research), and it will provide background information so the practices of the 

mixed-ability grouping at Pinewood Junior High can be better understood. 

Sunrise County had 49 junior high schools in 2007. While county is the level that the 

MOE targets when evaluating the implementation of the mixed-ability grouping policy, 

Sunrise County gained a ‘fair’ mark in the most recent large-scale evaluation conducted by 

the MOE in 2002. Nonetheless, the officer of Sunrise’s local educational authority used to 
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state publicly that although they supported the mixed-ability policy, they expected to have 

more freedom to establish talented classes and to use setting. 

The large scale surveys conducted by the HEF about the practice of the mixed-ability 

grouping policy in schools in 2003, 2004, and 2008 showed that when pupils were asked 

about whether schools divided pupils into higher and lower, A and B, or advanced and 

general classes for a whole day or on a whole class basis, 93.3% of the surveyed schools in 

Sunrise County were found to stream pupils using various disguises such as establishing 

talented classes, or creating so-called ‘whole-day and all subjects’ setting in 2003. In 2008, 

around 66.7% of the surveyed junior high schools were reported by pupils as using 

streaming, which was less than the 93.3% figure five years earlier.  

In addition, although the survey showed a decrease in the use of streaming in junior 

high schools in Sunrise County, the disputes about the ‘disguised forms’ of streaming in 

schools have been discussed fiercely in recent years. The establishment of talented and 

gifted classes was criticised by the supporters of the mixed-ability grouping policy as 

violating the policy. In Sunrise County, the local educational authority approved the 

establishment of 81 ‘art talented classes’ in 48 junior high schools in 2005.  The MOE 

investigated the situation quickly and decided that Sunrise local educational authority 

should revoke its approval of the establishment of art-talented classes due to its violation of 

both the regulations of art education and the mixed-ability grouping legislation. Sunrise 

County’s magistrate showed great resistance to this result and publicly condemned the 

MOE’s decision. The magistrate’s argument was that the establishment of art-talented 

classes was to improve art education in junior high schools, not to boost pupils’ attainment 

as was believed by the MOE. However, it was clear that the establishment of these classes 

was an important strategy that schools adopted to attract higher attaining pupils. One 

principal’s concern was published in the United Daily News (C-C. Wang, 2007, p. C1):  
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While we are restricted in establishing talented classes, we see some other schools 

establish some fancy named ‘special extra curriculum clubs’ to attract higher attaining 

pupils. The competition (of utilising special groups to attract higher attaining pupils 

between schools) is not getting any better and pupils are being attracted by those 

schools that know how to ‘group them’.  

Another dispute was about the gifted class. As demonstrated in the previous chapter, 

there was a sudden increase in gifted classes in many counties so the MOE later decided to 

revise the relevant regulations to prevent schools from using gifted classes to boost pupils’ 

test scores. In Sunrise County, the resistance from parents and schools was also fierce. After 

the new regulations were issued a number of parents from four different schools publicly 

protested to the MOE, arguing that gifted pupils should not only be grouped occasionally as 

was stated in the new regulations. Some principals also supported parents’ argument and 

stated that it would be inconvenient to provide more resources for gifted pupils if they were 

not placed in the same class.  

Despite the argument, it is found in the survey conducted in this study that around half 

of the principals interviewed thought that the purpose for schools to establish these special 

classes was mainly to group higher attaining pupils to boost their attainments.  

Nonetheless, we can see from chapter 5 that in spite of the resistance, the local 

educational authority recognises the legal status of these regulations and manages to 

implement the mixed-ability grouping policy based on local situations. As mentioned in 

chapter 5, Sunrise’s local educational authority applied sanctions against the violation of the 

policy in 2007, but after 2008 the administrative officers decided to give schools more 

freedom to amend their grouping practice instead of using sanctions in the first place. 

However, as mentioned by the administrative officer at Sunrise’s local educational authority, 

the local educational authority would not actively inspect whether the junior high schools 

followed the mixed-ability grouping legislation; it was only when complaints were made 
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about the schools that inspections would be conducted.  

In short, Sunrise County has a history of resisting the mixed-ability grouping policy. 

Those who resist may be the parents, the schools or even the magistrate, and the local 

educational authority was aware of the local ‘need’ to establish special groups and it tacitly 

gave schools the freedom to interpret or to create replacement measures. This local context 

had had an influential impact on the practice of the mixed-ability grouping policy in 

schools.  

7.3. The educators 

The educators that were interviewed at Pinewood included the principal, the director of 

teaching affairs and five teachers who teach the five main subjects — Mandarin, English, 

mathematics, science and social studies. The five subjects are seen as the ‘main subjects’ in 

Taiwan because they are the ones tested in the senior high school entry examination. Table 

24 below shows the background information on my interviewees, including the subjects and 

grades they taught, the length of their teaching experience and their experience of teaching 

different kinds of groups. As can be seen below, all the educators interviewed have 

experience in teaching streamed, set and mixed-ability classes either at other schools or at 

Pinewood. Although not every teacher interviewed had taught advanced weekend classes at 

the time of the interview, each of them had taught both the higher and lower attaining sets. 
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Table 24: The educators interviewed at Pinewood Jun ior High 

The 

interviewees 

Professional 

subject 

Gender Teaching 

experience 

(years) 

The grades taught in 

2007 

If teaches 

weekend 

class 

Principal Maths Female 21 N/A No 

Director of 

teaching 

affairs  

English Female 19 N/A(Also handled the 

counselling office that 

year) 

No 

Deputy 

director of 

teaching 

affairs 

Science Male 6 2nd and 3rd grade Yes 

English 

teacher 

English Female 13 2nd grade No 

Maths teacher Maths Male 14 3rd grade Yes 

Mandarin 

teacher 

Mandarin Female 28 3rd grade Yes 

Social studies 

teacher 

History Female 30 2nd and 3rd grade No 

 

The following paragraphs briefly introduce each interviewee’s general attitude about 

the mixed-ability grouping policy which provides the background information for the 

following discussions. The general observation is that the opinions of the educators 

interviewed cover various different perspectives, and they managed to weigh up the 

concerns generated from the different perspectives to form a personal stance towards the 

mixed-ability grouping policy. 

The principal at Pinewood is a middle-aged lady who is full of energy. At the time of 

the interview she had just started in the position and she was determined to improve the 

school, both in terms of education and discipline. For her, Pinewood is a school that has a 

lot of potential but hadn’t been achieved for the last few years. Her attitude towards the 

practice of the mixed-ability grouping policy could be one example of her determination to 
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improve the school. She was aware of parents’ expectations for pupils’ academic 

performance to be improved and for gifted classes to be established, and she pointed out that 

as a maths teacher she actually supported the adoption of streaming. Therefore, she intended 

to find a balance between following the legislation, which she viewed as a responsibility of 

being an administrator, and fulfilling parents’ needs. Establishing a gifted class was one 

objective that she was working on at the time of the interview.  

The director of teaching affairs was also new to the position. Before taking over the job 

she was an English teacher and also the director of the pupil counselling office at Pinewood. 

Even though her main task as the director of the teaching affairs office was traditionally to 

improve pupils’ attainments, she positioned herself as ‘a counselling office teacher’ rather 

than ‘a teacher of academic performance’ because she cared more about the pupils who were 

lagging behind. Nonetheless, she also mentioned that the reality was that schools need to 

care more about academic performance, so improving academic performance was still the 

school’s priorities. When the disputes about the mixed-ability grouping policy were 

discussed, she argued that teachers’ attitudes were crucial to the implementation of any kind 

of grouping practice. She contended that if teachers’ attitudes were right, both the use of 

streaming and mixed-ability grouping would be acceptable.  

The deputy director of teaching affairs is also the science teacher that was interviewed 

in this study. He was the least experienced teacher out of my interviewees at Pinewood, but 

his personal interest in the effects of the mixed-ability grouping policy and his position as 

the deputy director of teaching affairs widened his understanding of the policy and the 

opinions of the other school educators. For his graduate studies he used the data obtained 

from Pinewood to find out about the effect that setting has on pupils’ academic performance. 

He found that setting did not significantly increase pupils’ overall attainments. Nevertheless, 

he stated that he still thinks it is more efficient for teachers to teach groups that have been 
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put into sets. He thought that the mixed-ability grouping policy, which promotes 

mixed-ability grouping but also allows setting, is an acceptable policy. He was also very 

aware that parents put pressure on the school and he argued that it is the external 

environment, such as the senior high school entry examination that contributes to the 

collective anxiety over pupils’ attainments and the violation of the mixed-ability grouping 

policy.  

The English teacher interviewed also agreed that the mixed-ability grouping policy, 

which promotes mixed-ability grouping but allows setting in some subjects is an acceptable 

balance. She contended that for teaching’s sake, differentiation was definitely better, but 

teachers need to have the ability to take care of every pupil in mixed-ability groups if they 

really want to ‘educate’ children. She thought that the fact that most teachers at junior high 

schools were higher attaining pupils when they were pupils actually hindered most teachers’ 

perceptions of pupil ability and teaching. Out of the teachers interviewed, she was the most 

sympathetic towards the mixed-ability grouping policy, but she was also aware of the 

influence of the senior high school entry examination and stated that the school has no 

choice but to differentiate between pupils to raise the attainments of the higher attaining 

ones. 

The maths teacher interviewed is a prestigious teacher who was appointed to teach the 

advanced weekend class. However, he might be the one who resented streaming and even 

setting the most out of the educators interviewed at Pinewood.  He was placed in a lower 

attaining class at junior high school and he told me that he felt ashamed and looked down on 

himself at the time. Therefore, although he still thought it would be easier to teach classes 

that had been put into sets, he insisted that the negative influence of differentiation 

outweighed the positive influence. Nonetheless, he argued that the competition between 

schools to gain higher senior high school rates was unavoidable; thus he still participated in 
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the teaching of the advanced weekend class, which was actually against his ideal.  

The Mandarin teacher interviewed was quite experienced. She had taught streamed 

classes for a long time before teaching mixed-ability groups. Even though she argued that 

teachers should have the ability to teach different kinds of groups, she strongly believed that 

Mandarin teachers should also be allowed to use setting and that the mixed-ability grouping 

policy is only an ideal that is difficult to achieve. Regarding teaching, she had a clear idea 

about what should be taught to higher and lower ability pupils and she thought that as long 

as the school was following the legislation, adjustments made to help higher attaining pupils 

should be welcomed.  

The social studies teacher that was interviewed in this study is a history teacher. She 

was also quite experienced and had been teaching streamed classes for a long time. 

Although she could appreciate the positive side of the mixed-ability grouping policy and the 

need to avoid labelling lower attaining pupils, she kept mentioning that homogeneous 

classes were better for teaching and that the mixed-ability grouping policy was actually 

failing the higher attaining pupils.  

Based on the interviews with the above educators and the questionnaire results about 

the principal’s understanding of the educators’ general attitudes towards the mixed-ability 

grouping policy, the following sections will discuss the practice of the policy at Pinewood 

from different perspectives. First, I will discuss the attitudes of educators interviewed 

towards the mixed-ability grouping policy in order to understand their main concerns and 

the dominant discourses adopted to discuss the disadvantages and advantages of the policy. 

Second, the current practice of the mixed-ability grouping policy at Pinewood will be 

presented with reasons for adopting the practice. Then I will discuss the educators’ 

perceptions of pupils’ abilities and teaching, which are crucial in shaping educators’ 

attitudes and behaviour in the context of policy practice and I will explain how the wider 
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educational contexts have an impact on educator’s perceptions and how they further 

influence the practice of the mixed-ability grouping policy at Pinewood. 

7.4. Educators’ attitudes towards the mixed-ability  grouping 

policy 

In an earlier research study, Ball (1981) identified three different perspectives that the 

educators utilised in the debate of adopting mixed-ability grouping—the academic 

perspective, the disciplinary perspective and the idealist perspective. In his study of 

Beachside Comprehensive, Ball found that while educators were usually aware of the three 

identified perspectives at the same time, the supporters of mixed-ability grouping usually 

highlighted the idealist aspect and the disciplinary aspect of utilising mixed-ability grouping 

arguing the mixed-ability grouping helped to realise the ideal of comprehensive education 

and to improve school discipline. On the other hand, he found that those who opposed 

mixed-ability grouping focused more on an academic perspective contending that the 

learning of the brighter pupils may be infringed in mixed-ability classrooms. A similar 

finding with regard to educators’ attitudes and the perspectives utilised to contend the 

adoption of mixed-ability grouping is found in this study. In the interviews with educators at 

Pinewood, we can see that all of the educators interviewed used several different 

perspectives simultaneously to discuss the mixed-ability grouping policy. Perspectives that 

are similar to Ball’s finding were proposed but the interpretations of these perspectives are 

in relation to the specific contexts of Taiwanese education.   

The first perspective adopted by the educators interviewed is similar to the ‘idealist 

perspective’ identified by Ball (1981), which I have called the ‘equality perspective’ that 

focuses more on getting fair attention for lower attaining pupils rather than the whole ideal 

of compulsory education. As suggested earlier, the mixed-ability grouping policy was 
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originally proposed with the contention that lower-attaining pupils were seriously 

discriminated against in the stratified learning environment.  The educators interviewed at 

Pinewood all agreed with the above rationales and they were aware of the negative 

academic and emotional effects that streaming had on pupils. The opinions expressed by the 

educators interviewed are as follows:  

Our education was aberrant when we used streaming. We could see that the teachers 

thought that the lower attaining pupils were ‘bad’ pupils; and this perception justified 

their actions of ignoring these pupils (the principal). 

Even though I myself did not label pupils, I think many people do. Further, it wasn’t only 

the pupils in lower attaining classes that were labelled, the teachers who taught lower 

attaining classes were viewed as being second-rate (the history teacher interviewed). 

Pupils can easily feel that there is no point in working hard if they are in a lower 

attaining class. So, if we stream or set pupils when they start their junior high level 

education, we are in fact deprived of the opportunity to educate these pupils (the English 

teacher interviewed). 

We can see that the ‘equality perspective’ is often mentioned as a way of discussing the 

disadvantages of using streaming. In comparing the findings obtained from Pinewood to 

Ball’s findings at Beachside Comprehensive (Ball, 1981), I would argue that the equality 

perspective held by educators at Pinewood is subtly different from the ‘idealist perspective’ 

identified by Ball. One of my arguments is that even for me interviewees who argued that 

the streaming adopted in schools deeply discriminates against pupils in lower attaining 

classes, it seems difficult for them to articulate the ‘ideals’ of compulsory education and to 

agree with the contention that mixed-ability grouping would help achieve the ideal of 

compulsory education.  The reason I point this out is that I rarely found my interviewees 

making connection between the objective and ideal of junior high school education and the 

mixed-ability grouping policy. It seems that the ideal of compulsory education is ‘distant’ 

and ‘unpractical’ for most of my interviewees while they were busy concerning the 
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influence of the senior high school entry examination and the pressure from parents.  

The disciplinary perspective was also mentioned at Pinewood. However, unlike the 

discussion demonstrated by Ball that adopting mixed-ability grouping was viewed as a 

method for dealing with discipline problems in lower bands at Beachside Comprehensive 

(Ball, 1981), the disciplinary perspective was rarely discussed in the context of policy 

influence in Taiwan. It is in the context of practice that the disciplinary issue becomes a 

visible aspect. Educators said this was an advantage of using mixed-ability grouping. The 

principal stated that one frequently mentioned change that resulted from the mixed-ability 

grouping policy is the discipline within schools. She stated: 

The teachers have told me on several occasions that when the troubled kids are placed 

in different classes (not in the lowering attaining classes), it becomes harder for them to 

create discipline problems. 

However, issues regarding discipline are not always positive. In relation to the interests 

of higher attaining pupils, some of the educators interviewed argued that while teachers 

spend more time on discipline issues in mixed-ability classrooms compared to in higher 

attaining classes, the ‘rights to learn’ of the higher attaining pupils are ‘sacrificed’. The 

deputy director of teaching affairs argued: 

I can see that ideally in mixed-ability groups the higher attaining pupils may have a 

positive influence on the lower attaining ones. However, it usually takes time for lower 

attaining pupils to keep up with the higher attaining pupils. During the period of 

adjustment, the higher attaining pupils lose something. Or we could say that if they were 

not placed in mixed-ability groups they may have the chance to learn more.  

It was found that at Pinewood concerns about the education of the higher attaining 

pupils pervaded the discussion of the educators interviewed about the mixed-ability 

grouping policy. It is at this point the academic perspective is brought in. It was argued that 

there are certain consequences of teachers needing to be able to accommodate pupils with 
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different abilities in the same class. These consequences include the higher attaining pupils 

not being given the level of attention they need and the atmosphere in the class would not be 

as competitive as in the higher attaining class, so this would have a negative impact on these 

pupils. Further, all educators interviewed at Pinewood argued that using streaming or setting 

‘definitely’ has a positive impact on teaching, even the teachers who supported the 

mixed-ability grouping policy agreed with this. The following statements explain the above 

arguments:  

‘Bad money drives out the good’. I think using mixed-ability grouping may just result in 

this negative effect (that higher attaining pupils are dragged down by the lower 

attaining pupils) (the principal). 

Teachers are worried about the fact that if they mainly teach the middle level materials 

they will be failing the higher ability pupils (the director of teaching affairs). 

We shouldn’t ignore the higher ability students’ right to education just so ‘no child is 

left behind’. I think mixed-ability grouping is an ideal. We do help the pupils whose 

attainments are average, but we can hardly help the lower attaining ones and we are 

failing the more academically able pupils (the Mandarin teacher interviewed). 

I do not think mixed-ability grouping would help both the higher and lower ability 

pupils. Rather, it would hold the higher ability pupils back (the History teacher 

interviewed). 

If you consider only the academic perspective, it is definitely that using streaming or 

setting is more positive to teaching (the English teacher interviewed). 

When only considering teaching, streaming and setting make teaching easier for 

teachers (the maths teacher interviewed). 

It is worth noting that whilst the educators interviewed were concerned about higher 

attaining pupils’ learning, there was another kind of ‘equality perspective’ revealed in their 

opinions. For example, the history teacher interviewed argued that using mixed-ability 

grouping would only achieve ‘fake equality’ rather then ‘true equality’ because the learning 

of higher attaining pupils would be negatively affected, in which situation the higher 
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attaining pupils cannot have an equal opportunity to learn.  

Thus, the school educators welcomed the use of setting and it was viewed as being 

necessary to complement the mixed-ability grouping policy. Furthermore, the teachers who 

teach subjects such as Mandarin and Social Studies, which are not allowed to use setting, 

argued that they should be permitted to do so. 

It is worth noting that while the terms ‘positive to teaching’ and ‘easier to teach’ were 

commonly used by the educators interviewed and were also documented by previous 

research in Taiwan (S-F. Liu, 2004), insufficient research has been conducted on Taiwanese 

junior high school educators’ perceptions of teaching. This study found that when discussing 

in-depth about teaching in different kinds of groups, an embedded and shared ‘imagination 

towards teaching’, which is highly correlated with the wider educational context in Taiwan 

and teachers’ attitudes toward the mixed-ability grouping policy was detected. This part of 

the discussion will be presented in later sections.  

There was also a specific dimension of academic perspective held by the educators 

interviewed at Pinewood, which uses the ‘senior high school entry rate’ as a criterion to 

argue for the disadvantage of the mixed-ability grouping policy. As has been shown before, 

it was argued constantly by the opponents of the mixed-ability grouping policy that using 

mixed-ability grouping would decrease schools’ ‘senior high school entry rate’. Many 

educators and parents believe that using mixed-ability grouping negatively affects the more 

academically able pupils’ chances of getting a place at the highest-ranking senior high 

schools. Nearly all of the educators interviewed at Pinewood discussed this issue first when 

they were asked about their opinion about the mixed-ability grouping policy.  The 

educators interviewed could clearly remember the number of pupils that had got places at 

satisfactory high schools and they attributed this figure to the grouping practice they 

adopted.  Though this consideration was argued as the ‘practical concern’ that resulted 
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from the senior high school entry competition, it was found that the belief of using 

mixed-ability grouping would decrease the senior high school entry rate pervaded the 

discourse of the educators interviewed, even among the ones that were in sympathy with the 

ideals of the policy. Further, as school educators perceived that parents had the same opinion 

about the policy, the school felt obliged to develop various strategies, most of which 

involved the practice of special grouping to grouping higher attaining pupils in order to 

satisfy parents’ demands.  

In short, the opinions of the educators interviewed about the mixed-ability grouping 

policy can be seen as highly influenced by the senior high school entry competition. No 

matter which perspectives were discussed, the concerns about the senior high school entry 

rate, and also the higher attaining pupils’ chance of entering the highest-ranking senior high 

schools overshadowed other perspectives and had an impact on the practice of the 

mixed-ability grouping policy. The next section will discuss the current practice of the 

mixed-ability grouping policy at Pinewood in more detail. 

7.5. The current grouping practice and decision-mak ing concerns 

Following the mixed-ability grouping legislation, Pinewood has adopted mixed-ability 

grouping in the 1st and 2nd grades.  In the 3rd grade, maths, English and science classes are 

organised by sets. Pupils are divided into ‘A’ and ‘B’ sets for the three subjects. There were 

two or three ‘A’ classes (higher attaining classes) for each subject and the remaining pupils 

were placed in the six to eight ‘B’ classes (lower attaining classes).  

However, in addition to the grouping practice adopted in normal school hours, 

Pinewood also had a special grouping arrangement for ‘outside’ normal school hours. On 

Saturdays and Sundays during the semester, Pinewood selected around 70 3rd grade higher 

attaining pupils to form two advanced weekend classes. These pupils were asked to go to 



 233 

school every Saturday and Sunday, for four hours each day to have extra lessons in the five 

subjects that are tested in the senior high school entry examination. It was indicated by all of 

the educators interviewed that the purpose of these extra lessons is to increase pupils’ 

chances of getting a place at the highest-ranking senior high schools.  According to the 

principal, it is because that the mixed-ability grouping legislation prohibits the grouping of 

higher attaining pupils on a whole-day basis, which is demanded by parents and sometimes 

by teachers, that means that they could only create the higher attaining classes that were 

accepted by demanding parents outside normal school hours. She explained:  

There are many parents and some teachers asking whether we can use streaming in 

normal school hours. Although I understand their concerns, I myself think that as a 

leader I must follow the legislation. Thus I usually tell them that we should follow the 

rules, but if there are other things we can do, I will definitely support it.  That’s why 

now we take a little step forward to establish the advanced weekend classes for the 

higher attaining pupils. The previous principal hadn’t dared to do this because he 

thought it might have violated the mixed-ability grouping policy, but many schools had 

already established these weekend classes. 

According to the educators interviewed, the desire to get a place at a good senior high 

school is the most important reason for parents to demand, and for the schools to establish 

the advanced weekend classes. The deputy director of teaching affairs indicated:  

We have no choice but to establish the classes because of the senior high school entry 

competition and parents’ requests. It has reached the stage that if we do not provide 

weekend classes, parents would complain and criticise us.  

A description provided by the director of teaching affairs at Pinewood vividly depicts 

how parents and schools value academic performance in schools. She said:  

At the beginning of every school year, we demonstrate the increase in the senior high 

school entry rates to parents using a pie chart or bar graph in the School-Parents 

Meeting. Although we have made steady progress with the number of pupils entering 

good public schools, parents care about the number of children we send to the 
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highest-ranking senior high schools the most. I often find this interesting because not 

every child has the ability to enter the highest-ranking high schools, but every parent 

asks about the ‘highest-ranking high school entry rate’ and they are also concerned 

about the strategies the school has adopted to increase this figure. 

The maths teacher interviewed elaborated on the reason why the school was willing to 

create these extra classes: 

I think it is because many people mainly use the senior high school entry rate to evaluate 

junior high schools. Very few people want to know if pupils are happy at junior high 

schools. Due to these circumstances, the principal and the teachers at the school have 

made an effort to improve the school’s senior high school entry rate in order to boost the 

school’s reputation.  

The parents’ demands for a higher senior high school entry rate were said to result in 

unwanted consequences; among them the most frequently mentioned are a decrease in pupil 

intake and the competition, in a negative sense, between schools.  

In Taiwan, although pupils are normally assigned to public junior high schools based 

on their catchment area, it is not uncommon for parents to change their child’s registration 

of address so they can get a place at the desired school (D-R. Chang, 1998; P-J. Chiang, 

2004, S-M. Chou, 2001; D-Y. Huang, 2006; D-Y. Huang, 2008). Due to these circumstances, 

junior high schools are facing an uncertain pupil intake, and also the possibility of 

redundancy among teachers due to the decreased pupil intake. In the last few years at 

Pinewood there has been a gradual loss of pupil intake to nearby schools and a few teachers 

have been transferred to other schools against their wishes. Both the principal and the 

teachers have treated this issue seriously. The principal at Pinewood explained:  

If we keep losing pupils we will have to cut class numbers and teachers will be 

transferred to other schools. [……] Teachers are very worried that they may be 

transferred to other school so they are very concerned about the school’s senior high 

school entry rate.  
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Several strategies were thus developed at Pinewood to retain and to recruit pupils. As 

demonstrated above, one important strategy was the establishment of advanced weekend 

classes, which is also a strategy that is implicitly agreed to by the local educational authority, 

as indicated in chapter 5. Although there are varying opinions regarding the establishment of 

these classes at Pinewood, for example, some teachers refused to teach weekend classes and 

others questioned whether it was necessary to provide extra help for the higher attaining 

pupils, there was a strong sense of ‘having no choice’ at Pinewood. All of the educators 

interviewed argued that the creation of advanced weekend classes was necessary because of 

the pressure to send pupils to the highest-ranking senior high schools.  

In addition, it was indicated by the educators interviewed that establishing gifted 

classes is also a strategy that has been adopted by many other schools to recruit higher 

attaining pupils. At the time of this research in late 2007, Pinewood was planning to 

establish an academically gifted class in the following semester. It was confirmed that in 

September 2008, Pinewood had established one. As stated in the previous chapter, 

establishing gifted classes in junior high schools has been harshly criticised as backdoor 

way of grouping higher attaining pupils rather than providing the pupils with statutory gifted 

education resources. The principal stated: 

It would not be unfair to say that the gifted classes in junior high schools are the higher 

attaining classes. As far as I know most of the schools do not have qualified teachers and 

most of the gifted classes only focus on boosting pupils’ academic performance.  

Even though the legislation has been revised in order to prevent schools from utilising 

gifted classes to boost pupils’ attainment, it is still commonly recognised among educators 

that having a gifted class in schools attracts the higher attaining pupils and would prevent 

the schools from experiencing a dwindling pupil intake.  

To conclude, we can see that the mixed-ability grouping ‘legislation’ did influence the 
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practice of the policy at Pinewood and the attitudes of educators. The perception that 

educators should follow the statutory regulations contributes to the adoption of 

mixed-ability grouping in normal school hours. However, the senior high school entry rate 

competition and the concerns over the effects of teaching also influenced educators’ 

attitudes which contributed to the consensus that the school had to establish advanced 

weekend classes and gifted classes to group higher attaining pupils. Although parents’ 

demands usually go directly to the principal and the director of teaching affairs, teachers 

were aware of the pressure due to the possibility of them being transferred to another school. 

Further, the concern about the ‘higher attaining pupils’, not only regarding their opportunity 

to gain a place at the highest-ranking senior high schools, but also their ‘right to learn’ 

justified the grouping of higher attaining pupils.  

It is worth noting that tight internal cooperation is required in order to establish these 

classes. The principal and the director of teaching affairs need to be responsible for the 

establishment of these special classes in case any complaints are lodged. The teachers need 

to be willing to teach extra classes at the weekend. Also, the parents usually take the 

responsibility of collecting extra tuition from pupils and distributing stipends to teachers for 

the extra weekend class due to the regulation that prohibits schools to handle any expenses 

outside of normal school hours. Pinewood thus cooperates with parents and the parents’ 

association in a way that the school provides space and teachers for the weekend classes and 

the parents handle the financial affairs. According to the educators interviewed at Pinewood, 

nearly all junior high schools run extra classes in this manner. This phenomenon clearly 

shows how local actors have managed to make a compromise between the top-down 

mandate and the local needs, within which complicated concerns are taken into account and 

various policy actors work together to achieve their desired ends. 



 237 

7.6. Educators’ perceptions of the senior high scho ol entry 

system and policy practice 

As suggested earlier, the senior high school entry system has been a long-term reform 

target in Taiwan because of its negative influence on junior high level education. The 2001 

reform of the senior high school entry system included changes such as  introducing new 

content, which has a greater emphasis on pupils’ ‘ability’ rather than memorisation for the 

examination, adopting new scoring scales, and utilising new methods to allocate pupils into 

senior high schools. The reform aimed to mitigate the pressure of pupils to compete in the 

entry system and to amend the ‘abnormal education’ which includes the use of streaming in 

junior high schools before 2001. However, as can be seen above, the senior high school 

entry examination still plays an important role in the school’s decision about grouping 

practices.  As the educators have inferred, although the reform has brought some good, 

such as the newly introduced examination contents, the key factor that contributes to the 

pressure that schools are under, namely to evaluate and allocate pupils into different streams 

of senior high school education mainly by test scores, has not been removed. For example, 

the principal at Pinewood recognised the change of examination contents made by the 

reform and indicated that the reform should have changed the teaching methods and the 

objectives of teaching in junior high schools. However, she also stated: 

Although the exam contents have gradually changed, it is difficult for educators and 

parents to adjust. I have asked the teachers to develop different ways of evaluating their 

pupils, but I am only aware of minimal changes. 

Actually, the teachers interviewed were also aware of the changes to the contents of the 

examinations and they supported them. However, as the principal highlighted, the teachers 

did not think that their teaching had been influenced by the revised content. As stated by the 

deputy director of teaching affairs, the teachers felt they still have so much material to teach 
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and there is never enough time. For them, the amended senior high school entry system does 

not seem to be relevant to teaching.  

Moreover, it was argued by the educators interviewed that the reform did not change 

the demands of parents because parents still put pressure on the school to gain high senior 

high school entry rates. The principal explained their understanding of parents’ belief:  

Years ago when most Taiwanese people were poor, having good grades so you could get 

a position within the government was the best way to earn a decent living. Thus, there is 

this urge for parents to demand that schools make an effort to improve their children’s 

academic performance and a tendency to evaluate junior high schools by their senior 

high school entry rate. 

The deputy director of teaching affairs also indicated: 

As long as there is a ranking system for senior high schools, parents will want the best 

schools and the higher scores for their children.  

As a result, educators felt that the senior high school entry rate becomes the main 

criterion used to evaluate schools, and the main topic discussed by the educators 

interviewed with regard to the mixed-ability grouping policy was the influence of the senior 

high school entry system. The educators interviewed indicated that in order to achieve a 

satisfactory senior high school entry rate or to persuade parents that schools are making an 

effort to improve, the establishment of extra or special classes and the promotion of the 

improvements that they have made become another competition between all junior high 

schools. According to the principal at Pinewood, whether a school uses streaming, setting or 

has weekend classes determines how they are evaluated. 

In addition, it is worth noting that while scholars argue that junior high schools are 

investing themselves in a ‘senior high school entry business’ which contributes to the 

‘abnormal’ education, including the adoption of streaming, teaching to test and using 

corporal punishment in junior high level education (C-W. Wang & W-Y. Lin, 1994), the 
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school educators interviewed at Pinewood quickly attributed these situations, in this case, 

the adoption of streaming or special grouping, to the senior high school entry system and the 

pressure imposed by parents.  During the interviews there were rare discussions regarding 

how school educators use a professional perspective to react to the influence of the senior 

high school entry system and also the pressure put by parents. In this study, most of the 

educators interviewed at Pinewood and also at another school38 argued that the immediate 

crisis of the decrease in pupil intake and personnel cuts hindered the professional reaction to 

the mixed-ability grouping policy, such as developing different teaching methods.  

However, it can be seen that in the long process of the mixed-ability grouping policy 

the same contention of ‘parents put pressure on’ was repeatedly argued even when the crisis 

of pupil intake loss did not exist.  In other words, while the educators kept adopting the 

same discourse to discuss the influence of the senior high entry system on the school’s 

choice of grouping practice, other influences that may have also resulted from the senior 

high school entry system such as the influences on educators’ perceptions of teaching and 

learning, which are the two issues at the core of the mixed-ability grouping policy may have 

been underestimated by educators. These possible influences will be discussed in the next 

section. 

7.7. Educators’ perceptions of pupils’ ability, tea ching, and the 

practice of the policy 

Numerous research studies have attempted to understand teachers’ beliefs about pupils’ 

ability and their influence on teaching (Hamilton, 2006; Prawat, 1992; Rosenholtz & 

Simpson, 1984). In early studies about the effects of grouping practice, it was argued that 

teachers would have different expectations of children due to the perceived difference 

                                                 
38 The study on North Creek Junior High will be presented in the next chapter.  
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between pupils’ ability framed by the grouping practice (Hallinan, 1994; Oakes, 1985). 

However, while research regarding the mixed-ability innovation discussed the various issues 

that affect educators’ attitudes towards mixed-ability grouping (Ball, 1981; S-F. Lou, 2004; 

Reid et al., 1981), the influence of educators’ perceptions of pupils’ ability on their attitudes 

towards mixed-ability grouping has been analysed much less. Further, even though the 

relationship between educators’ teaching style and their attitudes towards mixed-ability 

grouping was explored (Ball, 1981; Reid et al., 1981), how teaching styles may be 

influenced by wider educational contexts is an area that needs to be looked at in more detail.  

The questions asked here are thus as follows: how do educators perceive pupils’ ability 

and teaching in mixed-ability groups when they discuss the advantages and disadvantages of 

different grouping practices? Do these perceptions influence educators’ attitudes towards the 

mixed-ability grouping policy? Are these perceptions of educators influenced by the wider 

educational contexts, for example the senior high entry system and the development of the 

education system in Taiwan? 

7.7.1. The perceptions of pupils’ ability and polic y practice 

Confucius’ saying—‘teaching pupils in accordance with their abilities’ was often 

mentioned by educators to support streaming or setting. The difference is that in Classical 

literature, Confucius provided abundant examples to describe the various dimensions of 

‘ability’, but in the discussion of the mixed-ability grouping, I found that most educators 

treated the term as self-evident. It was after being asked specifically, that educators started 

to provided definitions or examples to elaborate their perceptions of pupils’ ability. Three 

popular ways of describing pupils’ ability emerged after I synthesised the explicit 

explanations provided by the educators and the implicit perceptions embedded in the 

educators’ arguments. These three popular discourses are found to be closely related to 
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pupils’ attainments and teachers’ attitudes towards the mixed-ability grouping policy. 

The most popular way adopted to describe pupils’ ability is to simply differentiate 

between high and low ability. This description was usually suggested when discussing the 

advantages and the disadvantages of using streaming and teaching in mixed-ability groups. 

The educators’ statements are as follows:  

I disagree that streaming is a negative way of grouping pupils because the intention of 

streaming is to teach pupils in accordance with their abilities. I think it is reasonable for 

teachers to provide advanced materials to pupils with a higher ability and general 

materials to pupils with a lower ability (science teacher interviewed). 

I think there is only a small possibility of improving the academic attainments of pupils 

in lower sets to the level of pupils in higher sets because of the natural difference in 

pupils’ abilities (English teacher interviewed). 

We ask the pupils who have a lower ability to memorise the basic pronunciation, the 

written characters and the explanation of words. They are generally less able to make 

judgements and to deliberate than the higher ability pupils (Mandarin teacher 

interviewed). 

In these statements, higher ability means having the ability to digest advanced 

materials and being capable of making judgements and criticising, and lower ability means 

only having the ability to memorise basic facts and to digest intermediate materials. Further, 

ability is viewed as being fixed in these statements that the educators interviewed described 

‘ability’ as a trait that would not be altered by external forces (Dweck, 1999; Prawat, 1992). 

This finding may further infer that teachers at Pinewood had a static view towards their own 

teaching due to the belief that pupils’ ability is ‘non interactive’ (Monk & Simpson, 1989, as 

cited in Prawat, 1992). 

The second most popular way of describing pupils’ ability is to differentiate between 

pupils that have academic aptitudes and vocational aptitudes. This differentiation usually 

arose when the educators interviewed were discussing parents’ views about their children. 
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For example, when the principal explained how parents put pressure on the school, she said:  

Some parents just ignored the fact that their children have less potential in academic 

learning but more talent in other areas such as painting and crafts…etc. 

For the principal, the lack of understanding about children’s academic or vocational 

aptitudes was one of the significant reasons that parents ‘irrationally’ put pressure on the 

school to raise pupils’ attainments.  

The divide between academic and vocational aptitudes was also raised when the 

teachers talked about the advantages of streaming. The history teacher interviewed repeated 

the idea several times during the interview: 

I think pupils with vocational aptitudes would be taken better care of in a streamed 

system.  In the old days all pupils knew that if they could not study well in schools they 

would need to learn a skill in order to make a living.  

A clear distinction between academic and vocational aptitudes was also made when the 

director of teaching affairs tried to picture an ideal way of using streaming. She stated: 

If we stream pupils, we need to make sure that teachers and the community will not look 

down on pupils with vocational aptitudes and the teachers who teach vocational 

subjects.  Other than taking care of pupils’ academic attainments we also need to 

provide space for pupils whose interests and abilities are in vocational areas.  

In an analytical sense, this dichotomy reflects at least two subtle beliefs. The first is 

that academic aptitudes and vocational aptitudes are two mutually exclusive abilities that 

cannot be simultaneously possessed by individuals. The notions that parents rarely look 

closely at their children’s potential and that parents often ignore their children’s vocational 

ability support the above belief. The second subtle belief held by the educators interviewed 

is that having lower attainments means having a vocational aptitude. The idea that ‘those 

who cannot “study well” should learn a skill’ is embedded in many educators’ arguments. 

Further, similar to the distinction between the higher and the lower ability, the academic and 
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vocational aptitudes are also considered to be fixed rather than something that could be 

altered by external forces. 

It is worth noting that the construction of pupils’ ability as academic or vocational 

resembles the academic and vocational division in senior high level education. As discussed 

in chapter 4, the provision of senior high level education was not only streamed but also 

highly stratified until the reform starting from 2001. For a lengthy period of time pupils 

were allocated into academic or vocational schools solely based on their test scores in the 

senior high school entry examination and the vocational schools were always viewed as 

second-rate educational institutions. The differentiation between academic and vocational 

has been built into people’s perceptions, and most of the educators interviewed at Pinewood 

believed that pupils could be divided by academic or vocational aptitudes based on their 

academic attainments.   

The third way that the educators interviewed used to describe pupils’ ability was 

referring to pupils’ background knowledge. The reason that I have included this viewpoint is 

because the educators who were concerned about this issue argued that possessing more 

background knowledge is a feature of having a higher ability. Two senior teachers, the 

Mandarin teacher interviewed and the history teacher interviewed spent a lot of time 

discussing this matter during the interview.  

The higher ability pupils usually have better background knowledge for learning 

Mandarin and Chinese literature. The lower ability pupils do not respond to the 

materials I use because of their lack of background knowledge (Mandarin teacher 

interviewed). 

The pupils who have better background knowledge are usually more able to react to my 

teaching (history teacher interviewed). 

The Mandarin teacher gave an example that higher ability pupils may know of more 

famous writers than lower ability pupils; the history teacher also indicated that higher ability 
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pupils know more historical stories.  As can be seen, the two educators interviewed 

assumed that the possession of more background knowledge requires higher ability, and the 

amount of background knowledge demonstrated by pupils is a valid indicator for 

distinguishing pupils’ ability. Nonetheless, this perception by educators may be a 

manifestation of how schools transmit and appreciate the dominate culture, such as the 

‘linguistic and cultural competence’, which is usually cultivated in the upper-class family 

without being aware of its influence (Bourdieu & Passeron, 1997). The fact that the 

Mandarin teacher interviewed and the history teacher interviewed were the ones who 

emphasised the importance of utilising background knowledge to learn about pupils’ ability 

in a way supports the above argument. Further, in this case the educators not only 

appreciated the culture, but interpreted it as a signifier of the merits of individuals to justify 

the impartialness of their understanding of pupils’ ability. This stands as a manifestation of 

how social reproduction functions under the cover of meritocracy. 

One thing that it is important to highlight is that although the educators used different 

criteria to describe pupils’ ability, the foundation they used to apply these criteria was 

always pupils’ academic performance. During the interviews, the educators constantly 

attributed higher ability, academic aptitude, higher levels of motivation and more 

background knowledge to pupils in higher sets. However, if we consider the fact that 

schools mainly select pupils for higher sets based on their academic attainments, namely test 

scores, it is worth considering whether the most important indication of ‘ability’ in junior 

high school is pupils’ academic performance. Other indicators seem to be the derivatives of 

test scores that cannot be detected and determined without them. 

To summarise, educators at Pinewood used higher and lower, academic and vocational, 

and the amount of background knowledge possessed by pupils to describe pupils’ ability. 

Their arguments show that they firmly believed that pupils’ ability is fixed, and when taking 



 245 

this perception into consideration it seems that using streaming or setting is more reasonable 

for ‘teaching in accordance with pupils’ ability’. As suggested above, several educators 

argued that using streaming is valid because pupils have differing abilities. Furthermore, 

there is a belief that as long as teachers’ attitudes and teaching methods can be changed, 

streaming would be better for accommodating pupils who have different abilities and 

different aptitudes.  

7.7.2. The perceptions of teaching in mixed-ability  groups and policy 

practice 

Another constantly mentioned perspective in the discussion about mixed-ability 

grouping policy that is rarely explored in-depth in Taiwan is the ‘teaching’ in classrooms. As 

previously suggested, most of the educators interviewed at Pinewood indicated that it is 

easier to teach streamed or set classes. They gave various reasons which are shown as 

follows. The first is that it is easier to choose teaching materials for homogeneous classes 

because teachers do not have to worry if the materials bore the higher attaining pupils or are 

too difficult for the lower attained ones. The second is that it is easier to evaluate pupils’ 

performance. Since pupils are at a similar academic level, teachers do not have to set 

different goals for pupils with different abilities. Also, a higher academic standard can be set 

for higher attaining pupils. Thirdly, it allows teachers to set different teaching objectives. 

For example, arousing pupils’ interest in learning may be the primary goal for teaching 

lower attaining classes, while preparing advanced materials and more challenging questions 

would be the main tasks when teaching higher attaining classes. 

In order to connect teaching practice to educators’ attitudes towards the mixed-ability 

grouping policy, further questions were asked about interviewees’ ‘teaching practice’ in 

mixed-ability groups and in set classes. One discovery that was made was that when asked 
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about ‘teaching’ in mixed-ability groups, the educators interviewed quickly referred to the 

teaching materials they used and the pace of instruction. Methods of instruction and the 

classroom activities were generally omitted from the conversation. It was when the 

educators were further probed about their usual classroom activities, they started to describe 

the methods of instruction that they had adopted. I later found that this might have been 

because dictation was the most common instruction method, so the educators might not 

have felt it was necessary to discuss it.  

Regarding the teaching materials used in teaching mixed-ability groups, most teachers 

said they could only use ‘middle level materials’. The definition of ‘middle level materials’ 

was not clear at first. However, later it slowly emerged that the term ‘middle level materials’ 

referred to the amount of materials rather than their degree of difficulty. The history teacher 

interviewed explained:  

When teaching the higher attaining classes a number of years ago we could choose 

advanced materials for pupils and they would improve quickly; but now we need to cut 

the amount of materials in order to teach the mixed-ability groups.      

The Mandarin teacher interviewed also argued: 

Because the gap between pupils’ abilities is so wide, I can only choose materials that 

are suitable for middle level pupils. I would encourage the more able students to 

practice more test questions and to order more materials so they can study on their own. 

The pace of instruction was also mentioned by all of the interviewees. The maths 

teacher I interviewed, who was the only one to indicate that teaching mixed-ability groups is 

not as difficult as people imagined it to be, stated that he generally taught mixed-ability 

groups at a slower pace and he provided an explanation of details that were usually omitted 

when teaching higher attaining classes. The English teacher interviewed also gave an 

example about the changes to her teaching pace. For the higher sets, she usually read the 
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texts to pupils directly because they could keep up with her; but for pupils in lower sets or in 

mixed-ability groups, she needed to hang posters up at the front of the classroom to point 

out the lines she was reading, which slowed the pace of her teaching down. 

In fact, both the materials used and the pace of instruction were considered to be 

important due to their relevance of preparing pupils for the senior high school entry 

examination. For example, it was argued by all of the educators interviewed that the 

teaching materials used in mixed-ability groups were insufficient for higher attaining pupils 

to get satisfactory scores; thus they thought it was necessary to provide higher attaining 

pupils with advanced materials in either set classes or the advanced weekend classes. The 

deputy director of teaching affairs indicated: 

We have to care about pupils’ performance in the senior high school entry examination. 

You cannot just ignore it. You can leave out the most difficult materials but we usually 

need to rush our teaching in order to prepare pupils for the examination.  

In other words, the examination and the curriculum which defines the scope of 

examination together impose limits on educators’ teaching.  

Another limitation set by the examination may be the unitary teaching method adopted. 

As mentioned above, initially none of the educators interviewed described their teaching 

methods when they were asked about their ‘teaching’ in mixed-ability groups. After further 

probing it was found that most teachers did not think it was possible to change teaching 

methods because of the entry examination pressure. The teachers interviewed stated that 

they mainly lectured when teaching mixed-ability groups because there was never enough 

time to cover all the material in the textbooks. The same teaching method was also applied 

in the advanced weekend class, and the main activities adopted in almost every class were 

lecturing, testing, reviewing and correction.  The science teacher gave his views on using 

dictation and whole-class teaching in higher attaining classes:   
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It is quite efficient to use dictation in higher attaining classes because higher attaining 

pupils tend to think that they have to learn everything taught by teachers. In order to 

earn high scores in the senior high school entry examination, they will devour all the 

materials we give them without considering whether the materials are of interest or use.  

To sum up, in considering the teaching in mixed-ability groups, the amount of 

materials and the pace of teaching were found to be educators’ main concerns. Lecturing is 

the main teaching style adopted by the teachers interviewed in teaching both homogeneous 

and heterogeneous classes, and educators argued that the innovation of teaching was 

confined by the concern about preparing pupils for the tests.  

7.8. Summary 

In this chapter I have attempted to demonstrate the response to the mixed-ability 

grouping policy at Pinewood Junior High.  Through exploring the educators’ attitudes 

towards the policy, the school’s choice of grouping practice and the educators’ perceptions 

of teaching, learning, and the senior high school entry system, I have found that there are at 

least three perspectives that should be looked at together in order to understand the policy 

practice at Pinewood. These are the individuals’ attitudes and actions, the practical ‘needs’ 

of the school, and the influence, both explicitly and implicitly, of the wider educational 

contexts. All of these perspectives influence each other, and also affect the practice of the 

mixed-ability grouping policy. 

Although the educators interviewed were all aware of the issues regarding the various 

perspectives of the mixed-ability grouping policy—the equality perspective, the disciplinary 

perspective and the academic perspective, they utilised the academic perspective to support 

the practice of the school. Under the pressure of the between-school competition and the 

need to attain a high senior high school entry rate, the academic perspective has dominated 

discussions about the mixed-ability grouping at Pinewood and it has contributed to the 
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establishment of advanced weekend and gifted classes. Even the educators who seemed to 

be in favour of other perspectives felt that the concern about pupils’ academic performance 

was indispensable. Due to its recent decrease in pupil intake, Pinewood has acknowledged 

that they need to work harder to ‘win’ pupils back in the between-school competitions. In 

this case, the practical needs of the school form and reinforce the school-wide consensus of 

establishing extra special classes, which is a strategy commonly used by other competing 

schools.  

Finally, the educators interviewed argued that the senior high school entry examination 

puts enormous pressure on parents and also the school to ensure the pupils’ performance in 

examinations is satisfactory, which provokes the competition of establishing special classes 

or using secret streaming between schools. This is the explicit influence of the wider 

educational context on the grouping practice of the school. However, I have attempted to 

demonstrate that the educators’ perceptions about pupils’ ability and teaching in 

mixed-ability groups are also confined by the senior high school entry examination. As 

demonstrated above, no matter how the educators’ described pupils’ ability, it was pupils’ 

academic attainments that were the foundation for them to attribute various traits to pupils. 

Also, the emphasis put by the educators interviewed on the amount of teaching materials 

and teaching pace when they talked about their teaching is also highly correlated with the 

preparation of the big examination. These implicit influences of the wider educational 

contexts on junior high school teaching are crucial but were rarely acknowledged in the 

school.  
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Chapter 8 : A conditioned implementation—the policy 

practice at North Creek Junior High 

This chapter investigates the grouping practice and the educators’ attitudes at North 

Creek Junior High School towards the mixed-ability grouping policy. This is the second 

case study that was conducted as part of this research for the purpose of discovering the 

policy practice in individual schools within the wider educational contexts.  

As will be shown in later sections, the grouping practice at North Creek Junior High is 

a little bit different from the school in the first case study. Whilst North Creek has also 

established advanced weekend classes and a controversial sport talented class, in normal 

school hours North Creek only adopts mixed-ability grouping without using setting in any 

subjects. Although it is not easy to verify the extent to which the adoption of mixed-ability 

grouping has influenced the educators’ attitudes, or the extent to which the educators’ 

attitudes, which may have been shaped by the training and teaching experiences and the 

personal traits of the educators at North Creek, has contributed to the grouping practice 

adopted, it has been found that the educators at North Creek have a more positive opinion 

on the adoption of mixed-ability grouping.  They also argued that the mixed-ability 

grouping policy helps to equalise resource distribution within schools, to decrease the 

negative labelling on pupils and teachers, and to enhance pupils’ discipline.  

Nonetheless, just like the school in the first case study, North Creek Junior High is also 

searching for a balance between the various pressures with regard to the mixed-ability 

grouping policy. The mandated policy, the pressure imposed by parents to raise the senior 

high school entry rate, and the conflicts within the school all play a crucial part in the 

grouping practice related decision-making process. It is worth noting that the educators at 

North Creek have developed a consensual discourse that agreeing that keeping high pupils’ 
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attainments is the most important condition for successfully implementing the mixed-ability 

grouping policy. For educators at North Creek, this argument on the one hand allows them 

to deal with the ‘practical’ concerns by putting a large amount of effort into boosting pupils’ 

attainments, and on the other hand it secures the adoption of the mixed-ability grouping 

policy.  

In the rest of the chapter, some basic information about the studied school, its local 

context, which refers to the policy practice of other schools within the county, the policy 

practice at North Creek, the process of making decisions about the policy practice and 

educators’ attitudes and opinions regarding the policy will be presented.  

8.1. Basic information about North Creek Junior Hig h 

North Creek Junior High School (pseudonym) is located in North Creek, Middle Line 

County, which is in the west side of Taiwan.  Middle Line County is one of the three 

earliest developed counties in the island and it is known as the ‘the granary of Taiwan’ due 

to its fertile soil. It was also once the political and economic centre in Taiwan due to its 

excellent geographic location. Even though the political and economic functions have 

declined, the advanced education that was developed with the thriving of political and 

economic developments still has an impact on the education within the county today. Using 

North Creek as an example, this town has long been honoured as a distinctive place that 

cultivates ‘traditional Chinese scholars’, where the community and parents pay great 

attention to education. 

 Nowadays, the main industries in North Creek are manufacturing, small businesses 

and public and individual services. According to the principal at North Creek Junior High, 

the pupils’ families’ general socio-economic status is ‘about average’.  

As a medium sized junior high school, North Creek Junior High at the time of research 



 252 

had 1233 pupils, 84 full-time teachers and 10 administrative staff.  The pupils were placed 

in a total of 37 classes for three grades. According to the director of teaching affairs, the 

pupil intake at North Creek once decreased around ten years ago due to a notorious pupil 

behaviour problem and low academic performance.  It was not until the current principal 

took the position five years ago that the school started to recruit pupils ‘back’ to North 

Creek.   

8.2. The general grouping practice in Middle Line c ounty and the 

controversies 

The controversy over the mixed-ability grouping policy in Middle Line County was 

unveiled widely by the media in Taiwan. Through a dramatic protest conducted by a local 

junior high school teacher and a documentary that aimed to discuss the practice of the 

mixed-ability grouping policy in Middle Line County, the hidden streaming and the unequal 

distribution of resources to pupils in junior high schools in Middle Line County was 

revealed to the Taiwanese people.  

In the most recent large scale report of ‘the practice of the mixed-ability grouping 

policy’ released by the MOE in 2002, the practice of the policy in Middle Line County was 

evaluated as ‘unsatisfactory’, which was the lowest level.  In the follow-up meeting, the 

officers at Middle Line County’s local educational authority acknowledged that parents had 

made strong demands for streaming to be used and the junior high schools would have to 

conform to the parents’ needs to avoid the decrease of pupil intake and also the decrease of 

teaching positions. The latter point reveals the sense of competition between junior high 

schools, which will be discussed in later sections.  

From 2002 till 2009, several other surveys were conducted to learn about the practice 

of the mixed-ability grouping policy in Middle Line County. In 2003, the HEF survey which 
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surveyed pupils asking about their experience of schools’ grouping practice reported that 

92% of the surveyed schools in Middle Line County were still using streaming (HEF, 2003). 

Also in the same year, the controversies surrounding the practice of the mixed-ability 

grouping policy in Middle Line County attracted national attention.  As demonstrated in 

chapter 4, the protest of teacher Li-Hui Wu attracted the public’s attention with her dramatic 

action of kneeling down in front of the school she worked at to beg the school not to 

differentiate between children based on attainments (H-C. Chien, 2003, p. B2; Y-P. Chuang, 

2006). The main point she was making was that the school administrators intentionally 

ignored the mixed-ability grouping policy and threatened teachers to make them accept 

streaming. 

Miss Wu’s protest and the continuing controversies over the mixed-ability grouping 

policy contributed to the production of a documentary in 2004. The Public Television in 

Taiwan created a documentary called ‘Magic Mirror’ which revealed the hidden adoption of 

streaming in Middle Line County’s junior high schools. The pupils that were interviewed in 

this documentary stated that they all knew that there were ‘better classes’ in schools that 

received more attention from teachers. One of the principals who were interviewed 

indicated that the majority of junior high schools in the county streamed students. We also 

found from the documentary that there was a strong conflict with regard to the adoption of 

mixed-ability grouping among different policy actors. One the one hand, some teachers, 

parents, and also the local teachers’ association strongly supported the mixed-ability 

grouping policy and argued that schools shouldn’t violate educational regulations; but on the 

other hand, some local county counsellors, parents, and also schools voiced their doubts 

about the mixed-ability grouping policy and argued that the needs of higher attaining pupils 

and the competition presented by junior high schools should not be ignored. 

Despite the controversy surrounding Middle Line County, in the policy making arena, 



 254 

the supporters of the mixed-ability grouping policy triumphed with the passage of the 

mixed-ability grouping legalisation by using the controversy in Middle Line County as an 

important example. In 2004, the mixed-ability grouping legislation was passed by the 

Legislative Yuan as an article in the ‘Compulsory Education Act’ stating that mixed-ability 

grouping should be adopted by primary and junior high schools.  

Just like other counties in Taiwan, Middle Line County responded that it would follow 

the policy due to its legal status, but it also argued that the mixed-ability grouping 

legislation would not be able to solve the practical problems. For example, the director of 

Middle Line County’s local educational authority, Mr. Hsi-Hsun Wu, indicated in a 

newspaper interview that some junior high school principals in the county were preparing to 

retire due to the enormous yet contrasting pressure imposed by parents and the mixed-ability 

grouping legislation (H-C. Chien, 2004, p. B2).  Nonetheless, he also indicated that under 

pressure from the legislation, Middle Line County had to conform to the law and decided to 

adopt a computer programme to organise pupils into mixed-ability groups randomly. This 

computerised random pupil distribution was seen as an important measure to prevent 

individual schools from streaming pupils. 

However, we can see that the concern over the competition between schools and the 

idea that higher attaining pupils should be taken better care of continually influenced the 

grouping practice in junior high schools in Middle Line County. In 2005, Middle Line 

County’s local teachers’ association and the HEF published a report condemning the junior 

high schools in Middle Line for turning the talented class into the traditional higher 

attaining class. Whilst the talented classes were supposed to provide resources to help pupils 

to develop their special talents, this report revealed that the pupils in these classes neither 

mastered any specific talents, nor spent any time practising them (S-H. Lu, 2005; H-L. Lo, 

J-Y. Hsu, T-M. Tsai, Y-S. Chen, & C-H. Chen, 2005, p. C8).  In 2007, Miss Wu, the 
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‘kneeling down’ teacher and several parents protested again. This time they argued that 

junior high schools in Middle Line also used ‘gifted classes’ as a disguise for the ‘higher 

attaining classes’. They stated that the gifted classes that were established in the school did 

not provide pupils with an adequate education; rather it mainly aimed to push pupils to 

obtain high scores in the senior high school entrance exam. The evidence of this was that the 

music class, the civil education class, and the integration activity classes in these gifted 

classes were often replaced by the maths class, English class and different kinds of 

academic tests (S-C. Wu, 2007, p. C2).  

Similar to the situation in Sunrise County in 2006 and 2007, there was an increase in 

the number of gifted classes created by junior high schools in Middle Line. The governor of 

Middle Line County also publically supported the establishment of gifted classes and argued 

that the creation of more gifted classes was the only way pupils at schools in Middle Line 

County would be able to compete with pupils in other counties (H-C. Chien, 2007, p. C1). 

Middle Line’s local educational authority also distributed a survey to parents to collect their 

attitudes towards the establishment of gifted classes in junior high schools. Although 55% of 

the parents who responded agreed that the establishment of gifted classes would help 

improve the ‘quality’ of education in the county, 70% of them worried that pupils in general 

classes would be ignored, and 85% of them thought the pupils in primary schools would 

inevitably be forced into the competition for the entry of the junior high school gifted 

classes (H-C. Chien, 2007, p. C1). In other words, while Middle Line’s local educational 

authority intended to gain parents’ support with regard to the establishment of gifted classes, 

parents’ reservations about the equality of resource distribution and the competition created 

by the examination were also revealed.  

As detailed in chapter 4, in response to the disputes about the establishment of gifted 

classes, the MOE consulted scholars and revised the regulations regarding the assessment of 
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gifted pupils and the organisation of gifted classes in 2006. Although Middle Line County’s 

local educational authority still expressed a desire to establish more gifted classes in junior 

high schools, the regulations forced them to face the reality that not that many pupils were 

qualified to be placed in official gifted classes. It was found that the local educational 

authority in Middle Line later turned to encouraging the establishment of advanced weekend 

and after-school classes in junior high schools instead. In as early as 2004 after the 

mixed-ability grouping legislation had been passed, Middle Line County’s local educational 

authority already stated that schools could establish advanced after-class and weekend 

courses for higher attaining pupils in order to ‘maintain the competitiveness of the junior 

high schools in the county’ (H-C. Chien, 2004, p. B2). In later sections it will be explained 

that due to the argument of ‘differentiating outside normal school hours does not constitute a 

violation of the legislation’, these extra classes become the mainstream method adopted by 

junior high schools to group higher attaining pupils.   

One thing worth noting is that even though the local educational authority and some 

parents in Middle Line County seemed to support the use of streaming, the teachers’ 

association at Middle Line County has opposed the use of streaming for a long time.  The 

Middle Line County Teachers’ Association also publicly argued that the MOE should clearly 

prohibit junior high schools from using different kinds of excuses to group pupils at 

weekends or after normal class hours. In fact, out of the national and local level teachers’ 

associations, The Middle Line County Teachers’ Association may have developed the most 

coherent arguments and the most systematic local actions to support the mixed-ability 

grouping policy.   

In short, in Middle Line County, both the supporters and resisters of the mixed-ability 

grouping policy actively participated in the context of policy practice.  While there was 

strong support from an individual teacher and also from The Middle Line County Teachers’ 
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Association, the resistance from parent groups, school administrators, and also the equivocal 

attitudes of the local educational authority together complicated the practice of the policy in 

Middle Line. Under the circumstances, Individual schools may gain a certain amount of 

freedom to interpret the policy and to manipulate the practice based on it’s within-school 

considerations.  

8.3. The educators 

The educators interviewed at North Creek include the principal, the director of teaching 

affairs and five teachers who teach the five main subjects. The table below shows the 

subjects taught, the teaching experience, the grades taught and the groups taught for every 

interviewee. It was found that on average the teachers at North Creek had less teaching 

experience than the interviewees at Pinewood and on average the teachers at North Creek 

were younger than the majority of the teachers at other junior high schools in Taiwan. 

Therefore, it was found that not all of the educators interviewed at North Creek had 

experience of teaching streamed classes. Further, although not every teacher interviewed 

had taught the advanced weekend class at the time of the interview, all of them had taught 

higher and lower attaining sets and all of them had experienced streamed school life when 

they were junior high school pupils. 
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Table 25: The educators interviewed at North Creek Junior High 

The 

interviewees 

Professional 

subject 

Gender Teaching 

experience 

(years) 

The grades 

taught in 2007 

If teaches 

weekend 

class 

Principal Integrated activity 

(Psychology major) 

Male 21 N/A N/A 

Director of 

teaching 

affairs  

Maths Male 16 3rd grade No 

English 

teacher 

English Female 19 2nd grade No 

Social studies 

teacher 

Civil Education Male 15 3rd grade No 

Science 

teacher 

Science Male 6 2nd grade and 3rd  

grade 

Yes 

Maths 

teacher 

Maths Male 5 2nd grade and 3rd 

grade 

Yes 

Mandarin 

teacher 

Mandarin Female 5 2nd grade and 3rd  

grade 

No 

 

The interviewees’ general attitudes towards the mixed-ability grouping policy are 

presented in the following paragraphs as the background information for the following 

discussions. Compared to the interviewees at Pinewood, the interviewees at North Creek 

were more flexible in relation to their attitudes towards the advantages and the 

disadvantages of the mixed-ability grouping policy. Therefore, when facing a mandate, they 

seemed to perceive the positive sides of the policy more easily while others may still be 

suspicious about the alleged disadvantages.  

It is worth noting that in the last few years, the grouping practice at North Creek 

seemed to have had a decisive impact on educators’ attitudes towards the mixed-ability 

grouping policy. In the last three years, North Creek has adopted mixed-ability grouping in 

normal school hours without using setting in any subject. Although special classes such as 
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advanced weekend classes and talented classes were still established, educators have argued 

that they have benefited from the advantages of using mixed-ability grouping.  Further, 

according to the educators interviewed, the school was successful in relation to the senior 

high school entry rates because the adoption of mixed-ability grouping did not decrease 

pupils’ academic performance. This result had eased school educators’ worries about the 

negative effects of the mixed-ability grouping policy.  

The principal at North Creek is middle-aged and he has many ideas about how to run a 

successful school. Ideally, he thought a junior high school should care about pupils’ 

academic performance and also their all-round development. Therefore, he not only pushes 

pupils’ academic performance hard, but also runs various activities within the schools. He 

was extremely proud that with his encouragement pupils participated in charity and 

environmental protection activities. He also felt satisfied that he had raised the level of 

academic performance in the school by attracting higher attaining pupils back from other 

schools. He admitted that he used to be in favour of using streaming. He was afraid that if 

the school’s academic performance was not outstanding, the school’s reputation would 

continue to go downhill. Nonetheless, he argued that after the three-year trial period (of 

using mixed-ability grouping in normal school hours), he was more confident with the 

policy nowadays and recognised the positive influences on the atmosphere in the school.  

The director of teaching affairs is an experienced maths teacher. He has held the 

position of director of teaching affairs for four years and has witnessed the ongoing conflict 

about the adoption of different grouping practices. It is probably because of his position that 

he discussed the mixed-ability grouping policy from a practical point of view rather than 

from a personal point of view. For example, he argued that he did want the school to use 

setting a few years ago because it was common in junior high schools; but later when the 

mixed-ability grouping policy had been enforced through law, he decided that using 
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mixed-ability grouping might not be a bad idea. In his experience, discipline in the school 

has been improved since the school has adopted mixed-ability grouping and, in spite of what 

everyone thinks, academic performance does not decrease. Nonetheless, he mentioned that 

he felt pressurised under the mixed-ability grouping policy because the director of teaching 

affairs is the one who should be responsible for the academic performance of the school. 

The English teacher has been teaching in junior high schools for 19 years. She has 

taught all kinds of classes before, from gifted classes to the so-called ‘cow-raising classes’. 

She was also the director of the pupil counselling office and had only taught the gifted class 

at the time of the interview. She was personally in favour of the mixed-ability grouping 

policy but was also aware of parents’ attitudes. She argued that because teenagers are 

sensitive enough to sense the different ways they are labelled, using streaming in junior high 

schools would inevitably negatively affect the majority of pupils. She remembered that 

when she was the deputy director of teaching affairs the teachers who taught higher streams 

actually detested the pupils in lower streams. She emphasised that teachers were also 

singled out when a school used streaming, which is a situation that the majority of teachers 

were unhappy with.  

 The social studies teacher interviewed in this study mainly taught the civil education 

class. He has taught for 15 years and used to teach streamed classes at the beginning of his 

teaching career. Because he has taught at North Creek for a long time, he knew a lot about 

the mixed-ability grouping policy conflicts. He talked about the conflicts in an analytical 

and detached manner so that he could provide arguments for different stances and even offer 

contrasting arguments. That is why at the beginning of the interview I had difficulties 

finding out what his ‘own’ opinions about the mixed-ability grouping policy were. For 

example, he stated that the current educational ideology is to cultivate well-rounded pupils 

rather than higher attaining ones, but he did not specify whether he agreed with this 
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argument. He also stated lots of advantages of using mixed-ability grouping. For instance, 

he thought using mixed-ability grouping would improve discipline and would not 

necessarily decrease pupils’ academic performance, but in addition he also said that in order 

to improve the senior high school entry rate the school really needed to group higher 

attaining pupils. This is actually a common response pattern that I found in many of the 

interviews with the school educators, but the social studies teacher was the most obvious 

example. It is worth noting that he clearly stated that the retirement of old teachers (who 

support streaming) and to enforce the policy through law were crucial if changes were to 

take place. In his argument, new teachers were usually more capable of adapting to the 

differences, and to enforce the mixed-ability grouping policy through law could impose a 

strong influence on schools so that they may be more willing to use mixed-ability grouping.   

The science teacher interviewed is young and energetic. He had taught the 2nd and 3rd 

grades at the time of the interview, and he was also a counsellor in the pupil counselling 

office. At the beginning of the interview he stated that he had given a lot of thought to this 

issue and had developed his own rationale. The key idea in his rationale is that in relation to 

the objectives of junior high level education, using mixed-ability grouping may not help 

improve pupils’ acquisition of knowledge, but it could help to develop pupils’ interaction 

skills and pupils’ ability to solve problems. Although using mixed-ability grouping may not 

achieve all the objectives of junior high school education, overall he still supported its use. 

In other words, he separated the acquisition of knowledge (from textbooks) from the 

acquisition of ‘ability’, and he viewed the latter as more important in junior high level 

education. He was also very proud of his own class management skills and he stated that in 

teaching mixed-ability groups, he paid attention to pupils’ discipline if pupils did not have a 

good academic performance.  

The Mandarin teacher was the only educator interviewed at North Creek who strongly 
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contended that streaming was better for teaching. She was placed in a higher attaining class 

when she was a junior high school pupil and she felt it facilitated her learning. She argued 

that the disparity among pupils’ abilities in mixed-ability groups was quite obvious and she 

usually worried that the higher attaining pupils’ education may be sacrificed. She also 

emphasised that although there were advantages of using mixed-ability grouping, mainly in 

relation to discipline, many teachers complained about the higher attaining pupils not being 

looked after well enough. She was also more willing to talk about how the school grouped 

higher attaining pupils in the sport talented class instead of suggesting that the class was 

established according to regulations. In her argument, as long as the negative effects of the 

attainment-based differentiation, such as stigmatisation, could be eliminated, it was actually 

more effective to use banding or streaming in junior high level education.  

The maths teacher interviewed in this study was also quite young. He stated that he 

hadn’t really thought about this issue before because using mixed-ability grouping was 

already a policy when he started his teaching career. Further, from his point of view, school 

administrators had a lot more to say about the policy than teachers; thus he felt that he could 

only accept the school’s policy. He thought that there were both advantages and 

disadvantages to mixed-ability grouping and streaming and he personally did not have a 

strong opinion about either of the grouping practices.  

The following discussion is based on the interviews with the above educators and the 

survey of the principal that was conducted earlier. Interviewees’ attitudes towards the 

mixed-ability grouping policy will be discussed first. Then, the current practice, the 

rationales of adopting the current practice and the difficulties faced by the schools will be 

explored. Later on in the chapter I will focus on understanding educators’ perceptions of the 

senior high school entry system, pupils’ ability, and teaching, which are crucial in shaping 

their attitudes and behaviour in the practice of the mixed-ability grouping policy.  How the 
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wider educational contexts have an impact on educators’ perceptions and further the practice 

of the policy will also be discussed in the latter part of the chapter.  

8.4. Educators’ attitudes towards the mixed-ability  grouping 

policy 

As mentioned above, the fact that North Creek has adopted mixed-ability grouping 

without using setting in any subject in normal school hours for the last few years has had an 

impact on educators’ attitudes and perceptions of the mixed-ability grouping policy. It can 

be seen that the educators interviewed constantly referred to their experiences in the last few 

years as examples to back up their arguments. In this section we can see that while the 

educators interviewed were aware of different concerns with regard to the mixed-ability 

grouping policy, the implementation so far has alleviated certain worries and has reinforced 

the positive experience. The change also gradually occurred with the re-assessment of 

different and sometimes contradictory concerns.  

In the questionnaire survey conducted earlier, the principal at North Creek responded 

that he strongly supports the mixed-ability grouping policy and indicated that teachers at the 

school also support the adoption of mixed-ability grouping. The principal further indicated 

that the teachers implied that using mixed-ability grouping helped to ‘normalise’ their 

teaching because they were now able to make a similar amount of effort with all pupils.  

In the interviews, the educators also discussed the mixed-ability grouping policy from 

various perspectives simultaneously, in a similar way to the educators at Pinewood Junior 

High. The educators at North Creek all adopted the ‘equality perspective’, the ‘academic 

perspective’ and the ‘disciplinary perspective’.  However, as will be seen below, the 

disciplinary perspective adopted by the educators at North Creek not only emphasised the 

disciplinary issue, it also highlighted academic concerns. This ‘disciplinary-academic’ 
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perspective was adopted by most of the educators interviewed at North Creek. It is with the 

combination of the disciplinary perspective and the academic perspective, the two 

seemingly opposite stances were combined and they together forged a discourse for 

educators to deal with the policy mandate and the demands for maintaining high pupil’s 

attainments.  

The ‘equality perspective’, which is argued the most in the context of the policy’s 

influence, was mentioned by all of the educators interviewed. The fact that all of the them 

recognised that the lower attaining pupils were practically given up in a streamed system 

contributed to educators’ sympathetic attitude towards the mixed-ability grouping policy. 

The following statements made by the educators interviewed reveal the ‘equality 

perspective’: 

I used to notice that the teachers who were teaching low attaining classes not only 

taught the classes carelessly, but also implicitly despised the pupils. I do not think this 

should happen. I thought that by using mixed-ability grouping every class would get a 

fair amount of attention from their teachers. This would be very different to when 

teachers only cared about the higher attaining classes (the principal). 

Mixed-ability grouping gives every pupil an equal chance to improve. Children will not 

feel frustrated by the ‘lower attaining’ tag they are labelled with and teachers would not 

have an excuse for giving up on lower attaining pupils (the English teacher 

interviewed). 

Using mixed-ability grouping has a positive influence on the atmosphere in the 

classroom. I remember when we used streaming before, pupils were clearly divided into 

hierarchical streams and the pupils in the lower streams were in fact given up on from 

the beginning (the social studies teacher interviewed). 

It has also been found that the educators at North Creek noticed the positive influences 

of using mixed-ability grouping. The English teacher and the principal both indicated that 

now teachers do not label or discriminate against pupils with lower attainments easily, as 

was the case previously. The English teacher explained: 
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Some teachers were actually afraid of lower attaining pupils in the old time, especially 

when they never got the chance to get to know them.  

In short, the idea that lower attaining pupils should not be stereotyped and given up on 

contributes to the ‘equality perspective’.  

The academic perspective, which argues that mixed-ability grouping complicates 

teaching in classrooms and fails the higher attaining pupils was also mentioned by the 

educators at North Creek Junior High. The Mandarin teacher interviewed had the strongest 

academic perspective out of all of the interviewees. She argued that the disparity between 

pupils’ abilities required different forms of teaching, either in set or in streamed classes. She 

also specifically pointed out the ‘loss’ of higher attaining pupils and how sorry she always 

felt for these pupils because she could not pay them the amount of attention they needed in 

mixed-ability classrooms. It is important to note that although the Mandarin teacher argued 

that many teachers felt the same way, she was the only educator interviewed at North Creek 

who expressed that she was in favour of streaming. Most of the interviewees at North Creek 

did not use the perspective as a way to oppose the mixed-ability grouping policy. For 

example, while both the English teacher interviewed and the science teacher interviewed 

mentioned that mixed-ability grouping may not only increase the difficulty of teaching, but 

also bore the higher attaining pupils, they both further explained that the academic 

perspective was one of the viewpoints that should be considered with other concerns. 

The dominant discourse among the educators interviewed at North Creek is the 

‘disciplinary-academic’ perspective. This perspective not only recognises the disciplinary 

effects of grouping practices, but also encompasses the academic influences. In a way, the 

successful experience of combining the two concerns is crucial in shaping educators’ current 

attitudes towards the mixed-ability grouping policy at North Creek. The director of teaching 

affairs explained:  
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It is common sense that using mixed-ability grouping would definitely lower pupils’ 

academic performance and improve discipline within schools; but our experience is that 

while discipline in the school has improved, pupils’ academic performance has not 

necessarily declined.  

In fact, most of the educators interviewed at North Creek agreed that good discipline is 

the foundation of creating satisfactory academic performance. The maths teacher 

interviewed stated:  

Discipline is important to pupils’ academic performance. The professors at the teacher 

training institution used to tell us that we need to handle the issue of discipline in the 

classroom first. As long as the discipline is under control, the class’ academic 

performance will not be a problem.  

The social studies teacher interviewed further explained: 

It is because the atmosphere in a class is very important. When you see that everybody is 

studying, you will have the desire to study. Further, I think that teachers do put more 

effort into teaching mixed-ability groups, which helps to retain discipline and a good 

academic performance. Previously, many teachers practically gave up when they were 

assigned to teach lower attaining classes.  

Most importantly, the ‘good discipline helps to enhance attainments’ contention is 

backed up by pupils’ attainments in last few years. The principal pointed out: 

The result we got from the last year’s senior high school entry examination was that we 

had more pupils entering highest-ranking senior high school than previous years. I 

think it is because when we used mixed-ability grouping, the whole school works hard to 

get good grades. It used to be only a few classes working really hard.  

We can see that the discipline-academic perspective utilised at North Creek tactfully 

refutes part of the academic perspective—the part that emphasises that mixed-ability 

grouping would lower pupils’ attainment, but incorporates its main concern—pupil’s 

academic performance into the argument. In other words, the concern about the senior high 

school entry rate is actually taken seriously rather than being neglected, and this perspective 
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provides valid and stronger grounds for educators to support the mixed-ability grouping 

policy. 

To sum up, several points should be noted about the educators’ attitudes towards the 

mixed-ability grouping policy at North Creek. First, it is evident that all of the educators 

interviewed were aware of the perspectives commonly utilised to react to the policy, just 

like the educators at Pinewood. Educators did not necessarily agree with all of them, but 

they were used to mention various perspectives simultaneously to discuss the issue. In an 

analytical sense, this pattern of discussion reveals that the educators were aware of the 

conflicts over the mixed-ability grouping policy, and that they wanted to be recognised as 

making a carefully weighed up choice.  

Secondly, it is important to note that whilst the educators interviewed seemed to 

gradually accept the use of mixed-ability grouping, it does not mean that they were against 

the use of streaming. The most commonly mentioned argument about using streaming will 

be valid as long as the negative conditions can be improved is clear evidence. Further, we 

can see that some perspectives need to be promoted in order to enter school educators’ 

discourse. For example, although many educators were long aware of the unequal learning 

environment in lower attaining classrooms when the school used streaming, it was not until 

the mixed-ability grouping legislation was passed, which delivered a clear message of 

promoting the equality within schools, that the equality perspective became powerful.  

From this perspective, it can be inferred that educators’ attitudes towards the mixed-ability 

grouping policy could be changed with the reconfiguration of various concerns. In the case 

at North Creek Junior High, the passing of the mixed-ability grouping legislation and the 

fact that using mixed-ability grouping has not decreased pupils’ attainments together gave 

rise to a more positive attitude towards the policy among school educators.  

Nonetheless, as can be seen from the above discussion and also in later sections, pupils’ 
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academic performance is crucial, not only to educators’ attitudes about the mixed-ability 

grouping policy, but also to decisions made in the school about grouping practice. The 

discourse used to support the mixed-ability grouping policy–the disciplinary-academic 

perspective, closely connects the concern about discipline in schools to the worries about 

pupils’ academic performance. This discourse gives rise to a doubt about whether educators’ 

attitudes towards the mixed-ability grouping policy would be altered if pupils’ academic 

performance diminished in the future, and if the ideals of using mixed-ability grouping 

could be realised without considering academic performance.  

In next section, the decision-making process with regard to grouping practice at North 

Creek Junior High will be presented. It will be demonstrated that although the principal of 

North Creek emphasised that they adopt the ‘true’ mixed-ability grouping, which refers to 

using mixed-ability grouping without using setting in any subjects, North Creek still has 

advanced weekend classes and a controversial talented class for grouping higher attaining 

pupils. The process, the rationales and the disputes over the grouping practices at North 

Creek will be discussed in the following paragraphs. 

8.5. The current grouping practice and decision-mak ing concerns 

At the time of the interview, North Creek mainly used mixed-ability grouping for all 

three grades without using setting in any subject in normal schools hours; and similar to 

Pinewood Junior High, North Creek also provided advanced weekend classes to a limited 

number of pupils. Although the principal emphasised that all pupils could sign up for the 

advanced weekend classes, the director of teaching affairs indicated that due to the limited 

number of spaces, they used high attainment to choose the weekend class participants. 

Further, North Creek also had a few special classes. At the time of the interviews, it had one 

sport-talented classes (in the 1st grade), one academicaly gifted class, one special class for 
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pupils who had dropped out of school and one vocational class. According to the principal, 

all of the special classes were established and grouped based on the relevant regulations. By 

the time I had finished my interviews, North Creek was recruiting new pupils for the next 

academic year’s 1st grade sport-talented class.   

During the interviews, the principal at North Creek kept arguing that North Creek was 

‘truly’ implementing the mixed-ability grouping policy because it only adopted 

mixed-ability grouping in normal school hours. Even setting by subjects, which is permitted 

by the mixed-ability grouping legislation and utilised by many schools was not adopted at 

North Creek. However, the process that North Creek Junior High has been through to be 

able to implement the current grouping practice was not without conflict.  

According to the principal and the director of teaching affairs, North Creek did use 

setting after the mixed-ability grouping legislation was passed. They indicated that the 

school even used setting in the 1st grade, which was not permitted by the mixed-ability 

grouping legislation. The principal explained:  

It was difficult for us to turn streaming into mixed-ability grouping at that time. You 

know, when the other schools were all using streaming, following the legislation would 

have had negative consequences. Since most parents think that streaming will lead to 

higher academic performance, we may lose pupil intake if we do not use streaming. 

Further, our overall pupils’ attainments may also decrease due to the loss of higher 

attaining pupils. It is just like a ‘vicious circle’ created by the adoption of mixed-ability 

grouping.  That is why at that time we selected 10% of the pupils in the 1st grade to form 

the higher attaining classes for the purpose of showing parents our determination to 

improve pupils’ academic performance. 

 The director of teaching affairs also used the same argument to explain the school’s 

decision of using setting in the 1st grade at that time. He argued that while other schools 

claimed that they used streaming, parents questioned the school’s grouping practice and 

demanded the school to use streaming.  
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In relation to this matter, the principal and the director of teaching affairs had practical 

concerns. They were worried about the consequences of the parents’ demands and the 

subsequent actions. Similar to the responses I obtained from Pinewood, at North Creek the 

educators interviewed also argued that some parents’ obsession about pupils’ academic 

performance and the way they transferred their children out based on the number of pupils 

the school has sent to the highest-ranking high schools puts junior high schools in a difficult 

position. 

As discussed in the previous chapter, although parental choice of junior high schools is 

limited in Taiwan39, changing children’s registration of address in order to enrol children at 

the ideal primary and junior high schools is common practice. This phenomenon has been 

highlighted by several researchers (D-R. Chang, 1998; P-J. Chiang, 2004; S-M. Chou, 2001; 

D-Y. Huang, 2006; D-Y. Huang, 2008), who have argued that the relatively small cost of 

changing children’s registration of address compared to buying a house in a popular 

catchment area facilitates the self-initiated parental choice of schools (D-Y. Huang, 2006; 

D-Y. Huang, 2008). It has also been discovered that most parents in Taiwan, especially the 

ones with a higher educational and socio-economic status support the concept of parental 

choice (C-M. Li, 2007).   

As can be seen, the self-initiated ‘market’ that values the highest-ranking senior high 

school entry rate also influenced the grouping practice at North Creek. According to the 

principal and the director of teaching affairs, the concern over the ‘market-mechanism’, 

which makes junior high schools compete over pupil intake, contributed to the illegal 

adoption of setting (in the 1st grade) at North Creek a few years ago. At that time, North 

                                                 
39 In the Taiwanese education system, parents only have a limited choice of primary and junior high 
schools. Only about 10% of pupils go to private schools by parental choice. Most primary school 
graduates are assigned to public junior high schools based on their household registration. The system 
used to be straightforward in that each catchment area only had one junior high school for several 
feeder primary schools; it was only after 2001 that the system was gradually revised so that in some 
local counties parents could choose from two or three schools within one catchment area. 
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Creek used a complicated method to set pupils. The 12 classes in the 1st grade were divided 

into three groups, within which four sets were established (A, B, C and D). In other words, 

there was a four-tier hierarchy established among the pupils and also among the teachers 

who taught these classes. According to the educators interviewed, initially most of teachers 

did not have a strong opinion about the setting practice. This may be because ‘setting’ was 

generally viewed as an acceptable replacement to streaming. While educators still had 

doubts about adopting mixed-ability grouping, which is mandated by legislation, setting was 

an acceptable solution. Nonetheless, in North Creek’s case, the ‘compromise’ did not work 

as well as expected which gave rise to debates about grouping practice within the school. At 

that time, the teachers were in dispute about several issues. The first issue concerned 

discipline within the schools. The science teacher interviewed recalled: 

We think discipline within the school actually worsened when the pupils had to rush to 

different classrooms for their set classes. Teachers often found that classrooms became 

messy and equipment was sabotaged or stolen. Some teachers even wanted to ban the 

lower attaining class pupils from using their classrooms.  

The second dispute was related to class management. The director of teaching affairs 

explained:  

Many teachers complained that they did not have enough time to get acquainted with the 

pupils in their classes. With pupils grouped in different sets for the whole morning, the 

teachers felt that both the pupils and the teachers had lost their sense of belonging. You 

know, it is the same in the army because soldiers need to feel that they belong to a 

specific group. 

A similar point was also argued by the English teacher and the science teacher. They 

believed that if pupils could feel attached to a specific group, it would be easier for teachers 

to manage the classroom and to cultivate an atmosphere that was conducive for learning. It 

should be noted that in all Taiwanese schools, from primary to senior high schools, the 
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patriarchal management system has had a long tradition. Pupils are usually placed into 

specific classes with their own leading teacher, and the leading teacher not only teaches 

his/her class, but is also responsible for the overall progress of the entire class. For example, 

the discipline and the academic performance of the class are all considered to be the 

responsibility of the leading teacher. Also, using classes as a unit for various within-school 

competitions (e.g. discipline, the cleanness of classrooms, and average academic 

performance) is common in Taiwanese schools. The idea of cultivating pupils’ sense of 

belonging plays an important role in Taiwanese education. This may be why classroom 

management is considered to be so crucial by educators at North Creek. 

Moreover, a conflict among teachers with regard to who could teach what sets became 

another focus in the discussion about grouping practice. The social studies teacher 

interviewed recalled: 

Teachers actually had different thoughts about the ideal sets they wanted to teach. Some 

teachers were afraid of being labelled as bad teachers if they were assigned to teach the 

lower sets, but others preferred to teach the lower sets because teaching lower sets is 

less pressurised.40 These conflicting thoughts made it difficult to assign teachers to 

groups.  

According to the director of teaching affairs, although all of the above concerns were 

proposed and privately discussed in the first year after the passing of the mixed-ability 

grouping legislation, the principal actually wanted to continue using setting. The principal 

believed that the use of setting was a way to show parents that the school was concerned 

about the pupils’ academic performance at that time. Nonetheless, teachers started to utilise 

the power of the teachers’ association to collect opinions and to act collectively. The director 

of teaching affairs recalled that the chairman of the school teachers’ association approached 

                                                 
40 Some teachers thought that teaching lower attaining classes meant they wouldn’t have to put very 
much effort into improving pupils’ academic performance because no one would expect much from 
them. In a way it is a lot less pressurised.  
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him and the principal to discuss the possibility of abolishing setting. The principal also 

recalled that he convened several school-wide meetings to discuss the matter and later to 

vote on the school’s grouping practice. According to the science teacher interviewed, even 

though not all of the teachers opposed setting, some teachers were determined that there 

would be changes. Therefore, although the principal and the director of teaching affairs were 

hesitant about ceasing the use of setting, after a school-wide vote where more teachers 

supported the abolition of setting, the school administrators had no other choice but to use 

mixed-ability grouping on a trial basis. The English teacher interviewed stated:  

You could say that teachers’ opinions were valued at our school, but we know that the 

principal felt extremely pressurised because of parents’ demands and due to the 

competition with other schools.  

The statement of the English teacher interviewed reveals the key policy stakeholders in 

the process of decision-making—teachers, school administrators, and also parents; In 

relation to this matter, the way in which the teachers raised a school-wide issue and made 

demands through the teachers’ association has had a crucial influence on the final decision. 

According to a few of the educators interviewed, school administrators had suggested the 

use of setting several times in the last few years, but all of their proposals were rejected by 

teachers.  

It is worth noting that the composition of school teachers may contribute to the 

adoption of mixed-ability grouping at North Creek. The principal and the director of 

teaching affairs both assumed that the more progressive teacher training that was provided 

after the education reform endowed many young teachers with the flexibility to accept 

different kinds of grouping practice. The argument that put forward in chapter 4 that the 

changing mainstream educational ideologies may influence the ideology held by first-line 

educators and the policy practice of schools is thus supported by the above observation.  
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Moreover, it can be inferred that to enforce the mixed-ability grouping policy through 

law did influence the decision about grouping practice at North Creek. After the legislation 

was passed in 2004, North Creek decided to change its grouping practice from streaming to 

setting, and then to mixed-ability grouping. Further, while the teachers’ desire to have a 

‘whole’ class whole day for the purpose of creating a sense of ‘belonging’ for pupils may be 

used as reason for re-adopting streaming, it is under the constraint of the mixed-ability 

legislation that the school has no choice but to adopt mixed-ability grouping, which still 

keeps the same pupils in the same classroom during most of school hours.  

Nonetheless, worries about parents’ demands and the concerns about pupils’ academic 

performance were still present. North Creek thus employed various ‘attainment-raising’ 

strategies after the decision to primarily adopt mixed-ability grouping in normal schools 

hours was made. With regard to grouping practice, although North Creek used mixed-ability 

grouping in normal school hours, it still established advanced weekend classes for a limited 

number of pupils. Again, the school administrators argued that the establishment of these 

classes was because of parents’ demands.  While in normal school hours most teachers 

decided to use mixed-ability grouping without setting, school administrators and also 

teachers recognised the need to secure a satisfactory academic performance.   

At the time of the interview, there were four advanced weekend classes in total. Pupils 

in these classes had to go to school on Saturdays where the 2nd grade pupils had four one 

hour lessons and the 3rd grade pupils had eight one hour lessons. According to the director of 

teaching affairs, although the school’s policy is that anyone who wants to participate in the 

advanced weekend classes can sign up for them, they still used academic performance as the 

criterion to select pupils. The result is that two classes were viewed as the advanced class 

and the others were perceived to be a remedial class. In the advanced classes, the five main 

subjects were taught according to a schedule for the purpose of boosting pupils’ test scores. 
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For the director of teaching affairs and the principal, establishing advanced weekend classes 

has become a necessary part of running junior high schools that the school needs to use the 

classes to ease parents’ worries about pupils’ academic performance.  

In addition to the advanced weekend class, North Creek also has a sport-talented class. 

As previously explained, the establishment of talented classes in junior high schools was 

said to be a disguise for the traditional higher attaining classes, which gave rise to the 

revision of relevant regulations. The teachers at North Creek also questioned the reason 

behind the establishment of sport-talented class.  

According to the principal, the sport-talented class at North Creek was established with 

the local educational authority’s permission to recruit pupils who were talented at table 

tennis, tennis, woodball and judo. He emphasised that the establishment and the running of 

the sport-talented class at North Creek followed the regulations strictly. However, the 

principal did not deny that the talented class was established because of parents’ demands 

and that parents believed the sport-talented class to be on the same level as the higher 

attaining class. Some teachers also found that the parents in neighbourhood communities 

inferred that the sport-talented class actually recruited many higher attaining pupils from 

neighbouring primary schools. The Mandarin teacher remembered how one of her 

colleagues was surprised that some parents were well aware of the average academic 

performance of the pupils that were enrolled in the sport talented class. She said: 

The parents simply refuted my colleague’s argument about the sport-talented class is a 

‘real’ talented class and indicated that many of the higher attaining pupils from the 

feeder primary schools were actually in the sport talented class.  

According to several of the teachers interviewed, the school administrators had 

attempted to explain the teachers’ doubts. The following statement that was made by the 

social studies teacher interviewed is a typical response from the administrators. He 
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explained: 

Some special classes do group the higher attaining pupils. But this is because in order to 

master certain sports such as tennis, pupils inevitably need to take private lessons 

before entering junior high schools. The pupils who have the opportunity to take these 

lessons usually come from families with a higher socio-economic status and they also 

tend to perform well in academic subjects.  

He also emphasised:  

Although in our school we do establish and operate the class according to the relevant 

regulations, I know many schools just use special classes to group higher attaining 

pupils and to focus on boosting their academic performance. Parents and pupils do not 

complain about this because they also consider the talented classes to be the same as the 

former higher attaining class.  

The establishment of the sport-talented class and the explanation provided by school 

administrators reveal an undetected but questionable phenomenon that the school is actually 

providing extra resources to those who already have more resources at home. Whilst the 

school educators interviewed did not deny that the sport-talented class usually presented 

higher academic performance and received higher expectation from teachers, it is reasonable 

to doubt that whether the sport-talented class becomes an official channel for higher SES 

family to obtain extra resource. A similar finding is reported in a recent study which 

compared the education provided in general classes and the education provided in the 

art-talented class at one junior high school in Taiwan (Y-H. Hsu, 2005). This study found 

that not only did the pupils in the art-talented class mainly came from middle- or upper-class 

families; the school teachers also had high expectations towards art-talented class pupils’ 

academic performance, instead of expecting them to develop their artistic talents.  

In short, we can see that by balancing parents’ demands, teachers’ requests and the 

administrators’ own considerations, the grouping practice that has been adopted at North 

Creek was viewed by the educators interviewed as an acceptable compromise. Especially 
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after the success related to the senior high school entry rate in 2008, the 

‘disciplinary-academic’ perspective was held firmly by many educators in discussing their 

attitudes towards the mixed-ability grouping policy.  

Further, if we put educators’ arguments to one side and just focus on the grouping 

practice adopted by North Creek, it is obvious that the strategies adopted by Pinewood (as 

demonstrated in chapter 7), including the establishment of advanced weekend classes and 

special classes, have also been adopted by North Creek. In other words, the difference in 

attitudes of school educators did not prevent the school from grouping higher attaining 

pupils and pursuing the higher senior high school entry rate. This reveals that in practice, the 

academic perspective, which emphasises pupils’ academic performance, is surpassing all the 

other perspectives that are adopted by educators to discuss the mixed-ability grouping policy. 

In the following section, educators’ concerns regarding pupils’ academic performance will 

be explored further by investigating educators’ perceptions of the senior high school entry 

system and its influence on the practice of the mixed-ability grouping policy.  

8.6. Educators’ perceptions of the senior high scho ol entry 

system and policy practice 

At North Creek, educators’ perceptions of the senior high school entry system and their 

perceptions of the reform of the system are similar to the perceptions of the educators 

interviewed at Pinewood. Most of them indicated that although the reform has amended 

some flaws in the system, the key characteristics of the system, which are the main 

contributors of the pressure that burdens the schools, have not been removed.  

The reform of the examination contents were welcomed by most educators interviewed 

at North Creek. They indicated that the contents of the senior high school entry examination 

are now easier and primarily focus on testing pupils’ basic knowledge and abilities. The 
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science teacher stated that he provided the same teaching materials to all pupils in 

mixed-ability classrooms without providing additional advanced materials for higher 

attaining pupils because the new examination is not as difficult as it used to be.  The 

Mandarin teacher, the maths teacher and the social studies teacher all expressed the same 

opinion.  The social studies teacher and the maths teacher also stated that as long as pupils 

made an effort to familiarise themselves with the contents of the textbook, they would 

obtain high test scores in the examination regardless of their previous attainments.  

However, as argued by the educators at Pinewood, the educators interviewed at North Creek 

also thought that the main problem attributed to the senior high school entry examination 

was parents’ obsession with pupils’ academic performance. 

You know, in Taiwan it is customary for parents to want their children to go to the best 

school and to get the best education possible. So parents care a lot about their 

children’s academic performance and put pressure on schools (the maths teacher 

interviewed). 

Parents think that getting good examination results is important. They also think that 

children placed in the higher attaining classes will get better teachers and better 

classmates. Currently, parents still demand that schools to establish more special 

classes such as sport talented classes and music talented classes (the science teacher 

interviewed). 

In Taiwan it is normal for people to have aspirations to enter the most advanced schools. 

As long as there are ‘star’ senior high schools, people will compete for places at them 

because their children’s education is important to them (the social studies teacher 

interviewed). 

Further, similar to at Pinewood, parents’ obsession about the number of pupils the 

school sends to the highest-ranking senior high schools was said to have negative 

consequences on schools, such as to lose pupil intake to private schools and to other public 

schools. Although North Creek were having a stable pupil intake at the time of research, 

school administrators were still aware that there had been a serious drop in pupil intake a 
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few years ago. The social studies teachers recalled: 

Our feeder primary schools usually have around 500 graduates. Now, we normally 

recruit around 400 of them, but we used to only recruit about 300 pupils because the 

parents decided to enrol their children at private schools.  

Moreover, it is clear that the practice of the mixed-ability grouping policy is highly 

relevant to schools’ senior high school entry rate. One example is that the principal and the 

director of teaching affairs both emphasised that they were very nervous the first time the 

pupils who were placed in mainly mixed-ability groups took the senior high school entry 

examination. The director of teaching affairs stated: 

I remember at that time (2007), we were so worried before they took the examination 

because they had done poorly in the previous practice examinations.41 The pupils that 

year were the ones that we had recruited by offering them a scholarship. They were the 

high ability pupils. So if they had done badly, we would have had to reconsider our 

grouping practice. 

The principal expressed that he has known for a long time that if he wants to defend the 

mixed-ability grouping policy, he needs to maintain a high senior high school entry rate. 

Therefore, after North Creek decided to mainly use mixed-ability grouping in normal school 

hours, the principal and the director of teaching affairs quickly developed a number of 

strategies in order to increase and maintain a satisfactory academic performance.  

First, North Creek puts effort into recruiting the academically able pupils. The director 

of teaching affairs stated that they once offered a scholarship for pupils at primary schools 

with high average scores; and both he and the principal regularly visited the parents whose 

children had a high attainment at the feeder primary schools to persuade them to enrol their 

children at North Creek. It is evident that under the circumstances, although pupils are not 

clearly differentiated between each other at school, they are singled out before they start 

                                                 
41 Pupils usually take several practice examinations before taking the senior high school entry 
examination in Taiwan.  



 280 

school based on their ability to contribute to the academic performance of the school.  

While the educators argued that almost all of the junior schools used recruitment strategies 

to attract the higher attaining pupils for the purpose of creating schools’ high senior high 

school entry rate, it can be seen that pupils are commoditised based on their potential to 

contribute to the schools’ overall achievement (Ball, 2004; Gewirtz et al., 1995). 

Another strategy used by North Creek was to encourage the teachers to make more of 

an effort to raise pupils’ academic performance. At North Creek, all pupils stay until the 

eighth period Monday to Friday to have extra lessons or to study. This is an additional 

period after normal school hours. Although the principal argued that it is more like a routine 

which is adopted by all the junior high schools in Middle Line County, the idea that pupils 

need to spend more time to study is in itself a strategy to improve pupils’ academic 

performance. Further, at North Creek the use of mixed-ability grouping has unexpectedly 

created a school-wide atmosphere where the teachers have a shared mission of raising 

pupils’ attainments. The English teacher interviewed stated: 

To put it another way, using mixed-ability grouping also puts pressure on teachers. This 

is because now everyone has a class of pupils with similar abilities, so teachers have no 

excuse but to work harder to raise the overall attainments of the classes. Just last 

weekend I saw several teachers asking pupils to come to school to study. I know many 

teachers often come to school at the weekend in order to supervise pupils’ study. 

The English teacher also explained: 

We all hope that the academic performance of our pupils will be satisfactory while we 

are using mixed-ability grouping, otherwise the decision to use mixed-ability grouping 

may be overturned. I can definitely tell you that if one day we have fewer pupils entering 

the highest-ranking senior high schools, we will immediately lose a large number of 

pupils and probably go back to use streaming. I really think it is parents’ attitudes 

towards the senior high school entry system that should be changed, not teachers’.  

In short, in common with the perceptions of educators at Pinewood the educators 
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interviewed at North Creek argued that the influence of the senior high school entry system 

is mediated through anxious parents. It has been demonstrated that North Creek put a great 

deal of effort into fulfilling parents’ needs, and the adoption of mixed-ability grouping at 

North Creek was still overshadowed by the emphasis on pupils’ academic performance. 

8.7. Educators’ perceptions of pupils’ ability, tea ching and the 

practice of the policy 

As suggested in the previous chapter, although educators’ perceptions of pupils’ ability 

and teaching in mixed-ability groups are found as influencing educators’ attitudes towards 

the mixed-ability grouping innovation (Ball, 1981; Reid et al., 1981), the discussion with 

regard to how these perceptions are formed within its wider contexts still require further 

exploration. This section will report the exploration of educators’ perceptions of pupils’ 

ability and teaching in mixed-ability groups at North Creek Junior High. The questions 

raised are the same as those in the previous chapter which include: how do educators 

perceive pupils’ ability and teaching in mixed-ability groups when they discuss the 

advantages and disadvantages of different grouping practices? Do these perceptions 

influence educators’ attitudes towards the mixed-ability grouping policy? Are these 

perceptions held by educators influenced by the wider educational contexts, for example the 

senior high entry system and the development of the education system in Taiwan? 

8.7.1. The perceptions of pupils’ ability and polic y practice 

The descriptions of pupils’ ability were nearly identical at North Creek, as almost every 

educator interviewed indicated there were ‘smarter pupils’ and ‘pupils who are not as smart’. 

The smart ones were described as having a better comprehension of learning materials and 

the not so smart ones were usually the slow learners. These terms were found being used 
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extensively when the educators interviewed argued that the school inevitably needed ‘smart 

pupils’ to raise the average academic performance. It can be seen that whilst educators 

paralleled ‘smart pupils’ with ‘having higher attainments’, their perceptions of pupils’ ability 

were primarily determined by pupils’ academic performance.   

There was also an academic versus vocational dichotomy that was commonly used by 

North Creek educators to describe pupils’ ability. For example, the maths teacher and the 

science teacher both stated that pupils who have a lower academic performance may have 

other merits in ‘vocational matters’. The science teacher explained: 

I think the lower academic attaining pupils may not be motivated to learn academic 

subjects, but they may be interested in vocational subjects and have the ability to learn 

vocational skills.  

In short, the educators interviewed at North Creek also believe that pupils have an 

innate ability that is fixed (Dweck, 1999; Prawat, 1992), and the difference between pupils’ 

abilities can be detected from pupils’ academic performance.  

However, it has also been found that while discussing pupils’ academic performance, 

several of the educators interviewed provided further thoughts about the ‘conditions’ that 

may have an impact on pupils’ attainments or prevent the pupils from achieving their 

potential. Three conditions were frequently mentioned: the pupils’ family background, 

pupils’ learning in primary schools and the complicated relationship between the academic 

performance and pupils’ motivation to learn.   

First, several of the teachers interviewed mentioned that they were aware of the 

relationship between pupils’ family background and their academic performance. The 

Mandarin teacher and the English teacher both suggested that the pupils with an inferior 

academic performance tended to come from families with a lower socio-economic status 

and that these parents may pay less attention to their children’s education. They were aware 
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that this was a practical problem for pupils and that it may affect their learning.  

The second condition that was argued by several teachers was that some primary 

schools did not sufficiently prepare their pupils to study new materials at junior high schools. 

Therefore, the imbalanced quality of education provided by different primary schools or just 

by different leading teachers created a performance gap between pupils.  The social studies 

teacher stated: 

The foundations laid by primary schools are important for pupils to be able to study at 

junior high schools. Take maths for example, if pupils cannot handle a simple 

calculation, it would be impossible for them to keep up with new mathematical concepts. 

As for social studies, it is evident that if pupils have not received enough background 

knowledge for further study at their primary school, they usually need more help.  

The Mandarin teacher provided an example. She found that the differences between 

pupils’ writing abilities partially resulted from the differing demands of their Mandarin 

teachers at primary school. She stated:  

Some primary school teachers pay close attention to pupils’ use of sentences and 

punctuation marks, but some teachers just do not care about these details; the difference 

in the amount of emphasis teachers put on these details influences pupils’ basic writing 

abilities. 

With regard to the third condition, some teachers argued that the mutual influence on 

pupils’ motivation to learn and their academic performance might hinder some pupils’ 

chances of achieving their potential. The maths teachers stated that when pupils’ get low 

grades in classes, they become less motivated and get lower grades.  He explained:  

Pupils’ ability in maths is accumulated; but if they are not motivated from the start they 

tend to get lower grades. Then they do not have any motivation to catch up. It is just too 

difficult. 

The English teacher also explained:  
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I remember when I used to teach the cow-raising class, the kids in the class had no 

motivation to learn. I figured it was because they had been clearly labelled so they felt 

that they did not have the ability to learn.  

It can be inferred from the above accounts that there was a reflection of educators at 

North Creek upon the rigid differentiation between pupils’ abilities. Even though most of the 

educators interviewed at North Creek still used pupils’ attainments as the criteria to identify 

pupils’ abilities and dichotomously categorised pupils’ ability into academic and vocational, 

they were also aware that pupils’ attainments may be influenced by other external 

conditions.  

Whilst the educators at North Creek expressed more diverse perceptions of pupils’ 

ability compared to the educators at Pinewood, it is worth noting that the teachers at North 

Creek are generally younger and most of them have been aware of the mixed-ability 

grouping policy from the start of their teaching career. It is possible that these educators 

were influenced more by the educational ideologies promoted after the abolition of Martial 

Law that emphasises individual development rather than solely on the development of the 

country, which contributes to their more sophisticated perceptions of pupils’ ability. Further, 

it would be useful to reiterate here that most of these teachers have been mainly teaching in 

mixed-ability groups for more than three years. This fact raises a question about whether 

educators’ perceptions of pupils’ abilities have influenced their practice of the mixed-ability 

policy or whether the experience of teaching in mixed-ability groups has allowed them to 

view pupils’ ability differently. In this case, it may be not only the educators’ perceptions 

that contribute to the adoption of a reform; the implementation of the reform may also 

subtly influence school educators’ perceptions. The common argument put forward by 

educators at North Creek—‘others do not know the advantages of mixed-ability grouping 

because they never really use it’ —explains this influence. 
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8.7.2. The perceptions of teaching in mixed-ability  groups and policy 

practice 

In general, although interviewees’ perceptions of teaching were still confined by the 

senior high school entry examination, there were more teachers interviewed at North Creek 

who did not think teaching mixed-ability groups was more difficult than teaching streamed 

classes based on their experience of teaching in mixed-ability groups and the recognition of 

the reform of the examination.  

In common with the response I obtained from Pinewood junior high, when asked about 

teaching in mixed-ability groups, the educators interviewed at North Creek mentioned the 

level and the amount of materials that can be chosen but not the teaching methods adopted. 

Among the educators interviewed at North Creek, the majority chose middle level or upper 

middle level materials to teach mixed-ability groups. The difference between the responses 

from the educators at North Creek and the educators at Pinewood was that almost every 

educator interviewed at North Creek explained how they tried to take care of both higher 

and lower attaining pupils: 

Although I told all the pupils in my class that I could only take care of the majority of 

them and that I would only be providing middle level teaching materials, I did also 

provide extra materials for the higher attaining pupils in case they felt bored, and I gave 

the lower attaining pupils extra exercises for the purpose of building up their basic skills 

(the Mandarin teacher interviewed). 

I do not think teaching mixed-ability groups only means teaching middle level materials. 

It depends on the teachers and there is a possibility of including advanced materials. 

For example, although we now generally use commercial exam books, I always include 

some difficult questions for the higher attaining pupils to answer. I also ask the lower 

attaining students to stay behind after the class or in the break so I can give them extra 

instructions (the director of teaching affairs, the maths teacher). 

My initial goal is always to teach the middle level pupils and then I provide other 
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resources for the pupils with higher or lower attainments. I use simpler vocabulary and 

sentences to produce my own teaching materials for pupils in mixed-ability group, but I 

also provide difficult questions for higher attaining ones (the English teacher 

interviewed). 

I mainly use upper middle level materials in mixed-ability classes because I think they 

are suitable for at least three quarters of the pupils in mixed-ability classes. I also think 

these materials are sufficient to prepare the higher attaining pupils to gain satisfactory 

scores in the senior high school entry examination (the science teacher interviewed). 

As for the ‘methods’ being used, the educators at North Creek responded in the same 

way as those at Pinewood, none of the educators interviewed specified their teaching 

methods until the questions were elaborated. It was found that all of them mainly used 

whole-class teaching to teach mixed-ability groups. Interaction between teachers and pupils 

was encouraged but this was mainly confined to getting pupils to ask questions. The 

educators interviewed at North Creek did not mention any other teaching methods. The 

science teacher and the Mandarin teacher stated that the lack of time, the large amount of 

textbook materials, and the large class sizes were the main reasons that most teachers used 

dictation and whole-class teaching.  

In addition, it is worth noting that the teachers interviewed at North Creek seemed to 

have more confident in facing the senior high school entry examination. It may be due to 

their perceptions of the revised contents of the examination so that several of the teachers 

interviewed stated that using middle-level materials was sufficient to prepare students for 

the big examination. Further, the experience of North Creek educators in the last few years 

has been that the senior high school entry rate was not affected by using mixed-ability 

grouping. In this case, although the educators were still aware of the influence of the senior 

high entry examination on their teaching, they adopted a different viewpoint to explain its 

influence. The revised contents of the senior high school entry examination and the 

possibility of maintaining high pupils’ attainment in mixed-ability groups were emphasised 
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by the educators interviewed at North Creek.  

Finally, to answer my research question about teaching in mixed-ability groups, it is 

still difficult to decide whether educators’ perceptions of teaching affect their attitudes and 

actions towards the mixed-ability grouping policy, or whether the practice of the policy 

influences educators’ attitudes towards the policy and their perceptions of teaching. It seems 

that at North Creek, the alleged difficulty of teaching in mixed-ability grouping gradually 

disappeared after teachers developed a pattern of teaching in mixed-ability groups under the 

demand of the policy, so did the strong doubts over the adoption of the mixed-ability 

grouping policy. The principal recalled that when they decided to group pupils in 

mixed-ability classes five years ago, the teachers complained that they found it difficult to 

teach heterogeneous classes, but after gaining some experience of teaching these classes, the 

teachers started to develop their own teaching patterns.  He stated: 

We now think that teachers must have the ability to take care of pupils with different 

abilities in the same class. This is the profession that teachers should have. It cannot be 

like in the old days when teachers only focussed on teaching higher attaining pupils and 

gave up on the rest who were actually the majority of the class. 

8.8. Summary 

This chapter has discussed the educators’ attitudes towards and the practice of the 

mixed-ability grouping policy at North Creek Junior High. It was found that although the 

educators interviewed at North Creek had contradictory opinions about the rationales and 

the effects of the policy, most of them concluded that mixed-ability grouping helps to 

improve the school’s discipline which further contributes to the school-wide learning 

atmosphere and a stable academic performance. It has been demonstrated that this 

‘disciplinary-academic’ perspective plays a crucial role in North Creeks’ educators’ attitudes 

towards the policy and in the decision the school made about the mixed-ability grouping 
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policy. 

North Creek also established advanced weekend classes, which group higher attaining 

pupils and a controversial sport-talented class. Educators at North Creek argued that these 

special arrangements were made due to the unavoidable pressure imposed by the parents 

and the senior high school entry examination. The fact that the principal at North Creek 

emphasised that the school needs to perform well in the senior high school entry 

examination in order to ensure the implementation of the mixed-ability grouping policy 

demonstrates the influence of the senior high school examination, and also the politics 

resulted from parents’ desire to gain advantage from the examination from schools’ special 

arrangements.  

Further, it is evident that the senior high school entry examination influences the 

educators’ perceptions of pupils’ abilities. The way teachers perceived pupils’ ability was 

mainly based on pupils’ academic performance. Simple dichotomies, such as smart or not 

and academic versus vocational were commonly used by educators to describe higher and 

lower attaining pupils.  

At this point it is appropriate to discuss the effect of the mandate on the practice of the 

policy at North Creek. At North Creek, the educators argued that the mandate allowed the 

school to reject some unreasonable requests. Some of the educators interviewed even stated 

that the MOE should also prohibit the establishment of advanced weekend classes so that 

junior high schools would not be competing with each other to adopt different kinds of 

‘higher attaining pupil grouping strategies’. In other words, while some people may view 

the educational mandate as being too ideal or unpractical, which is a discourse that the 

resisters of the mixed-ability grouping policy commonly use, at North Creek some of the 

educators viewed the mandate as an opportunity to implement a well-intended policy. This 

finding shows that mandates can be interpreted as both a restriction and an opportunity, 
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depending on how first-line educators utilise it based on their own ideologies.  

Finally, it is important to highlight that the discovery that North Creek educators had a 

more positive attitude towards the mixed-ability grouping policy is relevant to the fact that 

the educators at North Creek were more amendable to the discourse utilised in the 

educational reform in the post-Martial Law period. As discussed above, the young age of the 

educators at North Creek, which is related to the educators’ training and their awareness of 

the mixed-ability grouping policy, may contribute to the policy implementation. It was 

found that the younger educators interviewed all argued they knew that the rationale of 

using mixed-ability grouping is to facilitate the equality of learning opportunities within 

schools, which is a key point the education reform has attempted to promote. It is thus easier 

for them to adapt than the educators who were more used to teaching streamed classes.   

Further, it has been found that the younger educators seemed to pay more attention to 

the reform policies. For example, when discussing the reform of the senior high school entry 

system, the younger educators were more likely to acknowledge the intentions of the reform, 

and were more willing to make adjustments in line with the reform. The ways the educators 

interviewed described their choice of teaching materials and the rationales of the reformed 

examination contents were concrete examples.  

Moreover, although there were no notable changes to the teaching methods, the 

intention to put more effort into caring for pupils with both higher and lower attainments is 

different from putting emphasis on the education of the higher attaining pupils.  In other 

words, the transformed educational ideologies after the abolition of Martial Law have 

influenced the young educators at North Creek either through the reformed teacher training 

or the discussion in society; and this influence seems to helped the young educators to be 

more open-minded about the debates on different educational ideologies and to be more 

adaptable to new educational policies.  
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Chapter 9 : Conclusion and Discussion 

This research investigates the conflicts over the controversial mixed-ability grouping 

policy. The conflicts over mixed-ability grouping in schools have been well-documented in 

the UK and the US, but this issue is still developing and is under-studied in Taiwan. 

Moreover, the phenomenon that junior high schools in Taiwan utilise ‘disguised forms’ to 

group higher attaining pupils to, on the one hand, conform to the policy but, on the other 

hand, to resist it through loopholes has rarely been discussed in existing literature. Starting 

from an intuitive question: Why has not the mixed-ability grouping policy been 

implemented as expected in such a long time?, this study explored the mixed-ability 

grouping policy over a long-term perspective and examined the process of the policy 

through three dimensions that touched upon the influence of the wider educational contexts, 

the governing issues, and the ideological and practical concerns.  

First, bearing in mind that the process of educational policy is inseparable from the ‘big 

picture’ (Ozga, 2000) and that it is complex and filled with conflicts (Bowe et al.,1992; 

Honig, 2006; Malen & Knapp, 1997; Mosen-Low et al., 2009; Taylor et al.,1997), this study 

utilised the framework developed by Hodgson and Spours to explore not only the 

ideological debates and the conflicts between the interests of different policy actors, but also 

the contexts that shape the above conflicts over the policy over time (Hodgson and Spours, 

2006).  

Within the Hodgson and Spours’ framework, the exploration of the education state, 

which was utilised in this study to examine the governance and the changing power 

structure in the education system, was conducted as the second research dimension. This 

part of the analysis allowed the identification of the impact of the governance arrangements 

and the strategic relationships between different policy actors in the process of the policy.  
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Finally, the key contested issues in the mixed-ability grouping policy, with regard to 

how have the first-line educators’ perceptions of pupils’ ability, teaching in different forms 

of classes, and the impacts of the senior high school entry system influenced the conflicts 

over the policy and the grouping practice decision-making process in schools, were 

explored.  

The contribution of this study to knowledge is fourfold. First, this thesis extends the 

literature on the discussion of the changing process of the grouping practice in schools. It 

demonstrates that the conflicts over grouping practice in schools in Taiwan are profoundly 

influenced by the senior high school entry system and that the considerations of pupils’ 

examination scores and parents’ demands surpass the interest in exploring different forms of 

teaching and learning. The thorough exploration of the influence of the senior high school 

entry system and the wider contexts that support the system on grouping practice in schools 

has not been conducted before. Especially as selection within school is resurging under the 

‘marketised’ education with an emphasis on academic excellence in many countries (Araújo, 

2007; Reay, 1998), the Taiwanese example is a valuable addition to existing research 

regarding its specific historical and societal contexts that the changing process of the 

mixed-ability grouping policy have resided in.  The analysis in this study shows that the 

clear academic/vocational divide, which is a part of a broader pattern of differentiation, and 

also the concept of differentiation by examination, have had a long-term impact on the 

debates of within-school grouping practices. This divide has been viewed by parents as 

influencing the future life of their children and by educators’ as a valid differentiation 

between pupils. 

Second, the thesis is a contribution to the sociology of Taiwanese education for it 

utilised an alternative lens to investigate the conflicts and the politics in the education 

system. Through exploring the relationships between the contexts and the actors, and 
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between the actors at different levels of the education system, it enhances the understanding 

of the policy-making process and the governance of policy in the Taiwanese education 

system. The thesis found that the Taiwanese education system has experienced the change of 

governing styles with the influences of the wider contexts, and it is now dominated by a 

governing style that utilises the power of the public, either by establishing 

multiple-participant committees or setting up complaint hotlines, to enforce a statutory 

educational policy. This finding reveals the key characteristic of the relationship between 

the current Taiwanese education system and the Taiwanese society, whereby the emphasis 

on rule by the public and rule by law, which can be seen as a reaction to the previous 

autocratic regime, dominate the governing of public policy. 

Thirdly, this study provides an example of a ‘long-term’ policy ‘trajectory study’ (Ball, 

2006; Ball, 1994; Lingard & Garrick, 1997), which not only traces the ‘gestation and 

construction of the policy’ (Lingard & Garrick, 1997), but also attends to the cyclical policy 

process that shapes and reshapes the policy texts and the practice of policy over time. 

Scholars have pointed out the importance and the necessity of tracing the evolution of an 

education policy from a long-term perspective in order to gain a thorough and 

contextualised understanding of the policy process (Ball, 2006; Cuban, 1990; McLaughlin, 

2008). By focusing on both the changed and the unchanged contested issues within the 

policy process, and on the ideological, the structural, and the political characteristics 

embedded in the wider contexts of the education system (Grace, 1995), this study is an 

example for understanding the practice of policy from an evolutionary point of view.  

Finally, this study gains insights into the Hodgson and Spours’ analytical framework, 

which incorporates the analysis of the wider contexts, the education state, the policy cycle 

and political space to examine the process and the conflicts over a long-term educational 

policy. Whilst the analysis shows that the connections and interactions among the wider 
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contexts, the power relationships between policy actors and the policy cycle are clearly 

dynamic, utilising the framework to investigate an educational policy that has experienced 

the transforming political eras, transforming education states and the continuous policy 

cycle enriches our understandings of these connections. The lesson learnt is that although 

the arguments with regards to the policy, the patterns of conflicts, and the manifestations of 

political space are influenced by the changing mainstream educational ideologies and the 

education states, the fundamental issues that concern the differentiation of people and the 

distribution of educational resources persist even though they were rephrased for the 

purpose of incorporating the mainstream educational ideologies. 

9.1. The Policy process: a cyclical process with th e influence of 

the wider contexts 

By applying the analytical framework developed by Hodgson and Spours (2006), this 

study identifies the characteristics of the policy process over the 30-year period of the 

mixed-ability grouping policy in Taiwan, and gains an insightful understanding of the 

factors that influence the practice of the policy. 

9.1.1. The cyclical and contested policy process 

It is clear that the context of influence, the context of policy text, and the context of 

practice in the policy cycle of the mixed-ability grouping policy in Taiwan have interacted 

with one another. During the thirty-year period of the mixed-ability grouping policy, the 

central policy texts were revised six times with the modification of the pupil grouping 

methods and the procedure of implementation. Hundreds of local policy texts and policy 

recommendations were produced. Both before and after every policy revision, there were 

always conflicts with regard to the ideologies and the practices of the policy proposed 
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publicly in the media, conferences, or educational administrative meetings, or spread 

privately within schools and different interest groups. These conflicts have shaped the 

context of influence of the mixed-ability grouping policy and we can see that the ideological 

concerns have usually gained more attention and outweighed other practical concerns in the 

context of influence. 

The context of policy texts is also a contested site. The findings show that although the 

central policy text has gradually prohibited streaming, it intended to strike a balance 

between mixed-ability grouping and attainment-based differentiation (by using setting), 

which is a strategy that my interviewees, who had complicated opinions towards the 

mixed-ability grouping policy, appreciated. The making of the local policy text is another 

contested procedure within which local demands and local situations are taken into 

consideration. In the two researched local educational authorities, they both utilised relevant 

procedural rules to allow schools to manipulate grouping arrangements, although they both 

emphasised the importance of following the central regulations.  

In the context of practice, the findings show that there have been constant conflicts and 

negotiations among educational authorities, principals, teachers, parents, and interest groups. 

As demonstrated in chapter 5, whilst the MOE relied heavily on local inspection to enforce 

and to promote the policy, the two local educational authorities studied did not conduct 

inspections regularly, as mandated, due to their concerns over local resistance. In the case 

studies presented in chapter 7 and chapter 8, we can see that the competition between the 

equality perspective, the disciplinary perspective, the academic perspective, and the 

disciplinary-academic perspective held by the educators and the concern of educators over 

the interests of parents and the competition between schools together constructed the 

grouping practices of the two case-studied schools. The ‘feasible’ grouping arrangements 

developed by the two case-studied schools include the advanced weekend class, the gifted 
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class, and the talented class. The establishment of these classes also generated further 

conflicts among educational authorities, schools and interest groups.  

It is worth noting that the manifestation of conflicts within the policy process may vary 

due to different governing styles and the different power relationships between policy actors. 

As will be demonstrated in the next section, the centralised bureaucratic governance tends to 

cloak, but not to confront disputes, whilst a more open education state brings the more 

diverse conflicts to the table.  

9.1.2. The influence of political eras and the educ ation state 

The influences of the mainstream educational ideology and the power structure among 

policy actors in the education system on the evolution of the policy were clearly shown in 

the analysis presented in chapter 4. These influences not only provided a framework for 

asserting different and often contradictory arguments, they also altered patterns of 

interaction between the policy actors which shaped the manifestation of conflicts.   

First of all, it was found that while the mainstream educational ideology seemed to 

directly favour certain kinds of arguments, arguments with different or even contrasting 

viewpoints utilised the same mainstream educational ideology to form their own points and 

to win support for their stances.  

As demonstrated in chapter 4, the mixed-ability grouping policy was issued in an 

autocratic regime where a centralised education system controlled all aspects of educational 

affairs for the purpose of cultivating a nation-centred spirit and of producing economic 

manpower for the country.  Under this overarching structure, a strong ‘education for the 

nation’ discourse was revealed in the discussion of the mixed-ability grouping policy. The 

main discourse adopted to promote the mixed-ability grouping policy was that the unequal 

education provided in streamed schools would lead to the deviance of lower attaining pupils 
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which would further incur social problems; and the main criticism of the policy was that 

mixed-ability grouping would prevent pupils from reaching their full potential which would 

severely hinder the development of the country. The policy texts during this autocratic 

regime also clearly stated that the regulations related to grouping practice were considered 

with the objective to facilitate the development of the country.  

The findings also show that the mainstream educational ideology that has changed 

since the abolition of Martial Law had a significant influence on Taiwanese education and 

the interpretations of the mixed-ability grouping policy. The educational policies issued after 

1987 strived to turn the ‘education for the nation’ ideology into an ‘education for the citizen’ 

ideology through the deregulation of the textbooks, the curriculum, and the teacher training 

system. The criticism about the existing educational practice has also increased. The 

mixed-ability grouping policy thus became a key policy supported by the newly-established 

civil educational reform groups and the NTA with the rationales that using mixed-ability 

grouping could help normalise teaching in junior high schools and that it could provide 

equal opportunities for every child. The discourse of ‘normalising junior high level 

education’ has been added to the central policy text of the policy ever since.  Further, the 

resistors of the policy also adopted a similar discourse to support their objection to the 

mixed-ability grouping policy and the concept of ‘providing equal opportunities to learn’ 

was interpreted as providing differentiated education.  

In terms of the difference of the power structure in the education system in the two 

political eras and its influences on the process of the mixed-ability grouping policy, the 

findings show that the negligence of the complexity of the policy implementation in the 

centralised education system contributed to the education system’s inability to deal with 

resistance and conflicts. The system which had an top-down assumption towards the policy 

implementation underestimated the importance of assessing and reviewing the policy 
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implementation and the fact that almost every school still used streaming, but reported that 

they followed the policy, revealed the system’s inability to manage an educational policy.   

The change of the power structure among educational policy actors after 1987 is found 

to have had a significant influence on the process of the mixed-ability grouping policy. It 

was found that with the transformation of the education state and the open up of political 

space, different policy actors were officially endowed with stronger powers over educational 

affairs, the process of the policy became more open, and the conflicts within the policy has 

became discussable. The civil educational reform groups that have intentionally utilised and 

created political spaces in the policy process, was pivotal in disclosing the ‘illegal’ practice 

of the policy and arousing public attention; and the decentralisation of the educational 

system, which endowed local educational authorities with stronger authority to supervise the 

mixed-ability grouping policy unmasked previously hidden local concerns. These two 

changes together contributed to a more diverse and open discussion about the advantages 

and disadvantages of the policy; and these discussions have offered a more delicate 

understanding about the barriers faced within the policy implementation process.  

9.2. The governance of the mixed-ability grouping p olicy 

Evidence shows that the governance of the mixed-ability grouping policy at both the 

central and the local educational authority levels has two characteristics—a top-down style 

of governance that utilises orders and sanctions to facilitate implementation, and also an 

approach that seeks the participation of a wider array of policy actors, including parents, 

civil groups, professional organisations and scholars to facilitate the policy implementation. 

The combination of these two characteristics also reflects the adaptation of the existing 

educational authority to the changing power structure within the education system.  

As demonstrated in chapter 5, the top-down style of governance described in the policy 
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texts and the official implementation plan utilises mandate, inspection, and sanction and 

reward for the purpose of creating national conformity and uniformity. Enforcing the 

mixed-ability grouping policy through law further reinforces this expectation. Evidence also 

shows that both the MOE and the researched local educational authorities put the majority 

of their efforts into dealing with suspected violations and imposing warnings and sanctions 

in the context of policy practice.  

On the other hand, the analysis also shows that the central and the local educational 

authorities utilised the power of the public, rather than internal assessment to oversee the 

practice of schools. This style of governance started to appear with the rise of civil advocacy 

groups after 1987, and was introduced into the official policy texts as a lawful mechanism in 

2004. It can be seen that in the mixed-ability grouping legislation, the local educational 

authority is mandated to provide a complaints hotline to allow the public to lodge 

complaints, and to establish a local ‘Mixed-Ability Grouping Policy Promotion Committee’ 

to supervise the implementation of the policy. Although in the two researched local 

educational authorities this Committee only had a basic function, the complaints hotline 

played an important role in their governance as local educational authorities inspected, 

sanctioned, and also provided extra help to schools based on the complaints received. This 

pattern of utilising power of the public to impose top-down control has become the 

governing style of the Taiwanese education system; and the same governance pattern could 

also be found in the practice of the zero-corporal punishment policy and the anti-‘hairstyle 

ban’ policy, which were all highly controversial policies that were originally promoted 

outside the traditional education system.  

The education reform process in Taiwan has made a significant contribution to this 

governance pattern. Within the process, reformers, on the one hand, demanded that the 

education system should officially allow the public to participate in educational affairs, but, 
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on the other hand, they advocated enforcing several educational policies through law in the 

hope of endowing reform policies with greater momentum. A sense of ‘utilising the 

collective power and legalisation to enforce uniformity’ can be detected, and some of the 

school principals surveyed in this study found the educational legislation to be practically 

useful because it allowed them to reject the requests for streaming in schools. 

In addition, it is found that although ‘capacity building’—namely the support with 

regard to teaching and managing mixed-ability classrooms provided to school educators to 

implement the policy—was mentioned periodically in the policy texts, there was no official 

strategy being planned or adopted to evaluate and to improve the teaching and the 

management of mixed-ability classrooms. Considering the assumption about policy 

implementation held by the educational authorities, which expects successful 

implementation through orders and sanctions, it can be inferred that the MOE’s ‘imagination 

of change’ regarding the mixed-ability grouping policy has been limited to the change of 

grouping practice, but not necessarily to the teaching and learning in mixed-ability 

classrooms. 

In terms of the relationship between the MOE, the local educational authority, and the 

schools, the interplay between the ‘invention’ of new methods to group higher attaining 

pupils and the issue of new policies to ensure the adoption of mixed-ability grouping was 

detected. Although the legal status endows the mixed-ability grouping policy and the MOE 

with more authority to oversee the practice of the policy, analysis shows that local politics 

and the practical concern with regard to pupils’ attainments have a substantial influence on 

the practice of the local educational authorities and the schools.  

As can be seen in chapter 5, chapter 7 and chapter 8, the balance achieved by the local 

educational authority and the schools was, on the one hand, to conform to the policy, but on 

the other hand, to be passive towards promoting the policy and to create new methods to 
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group higher attaining pupils. Further, a tacit agreement with regard to the space for schools 

to group higher attaining pupils was found between the local educational authority and the 

schools. The finding that both the local educational authorities studied and the case-studied 

schools recognised that establishing talented and gifted classes and maintaining advanced 

weekend classes were acceptable strategies for grouping higher attaining pupils without 

going against the mixed-ability grouping legislation is one clear example.  

This study found that the MOE launched several revisions of relevant regulations to 

respond to these challenges. For example, it revised the regulations regarding the conditions 

of establishing gifted and talented classes for the purpose of eliminating these ‘disguised 

forms’ of higher attaining pupil grouping. The MOE’s actions reflect its dependence on 

using legislation and sanctions to promote the policy implementation. The concern about 

increasing first-line educators’ capacity to teach in mixed-ability groups has been missing in 

the MOE’s actions. 

It should be noted that to enforce the mixed-ability grouping policy and other 

regulations through law has complicated implications in local practice. For some local 

educational authorities and schools, the new legislation helped to settle conflicts, for 

example the legislation allowed them to reject the demands for streaming. However, for 

others, the legislation was viewed as a hindrance which prevented the local educational 

authorities and the schools from developing their own grouping practice. Although all of the 

local officers and educators interviewed argued the importance of following the law, it could 

be detected that there was an uncertainty about the policy which was generated from the 

complicated considerations and the politics involved in the process of decision-making. 

9.3. School practice: parents’ demands and the mark et-like 

mechanism, the competing perspectives, and the embe dded 
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perceptions of teaching and learning 

A complicated interplay among parents’ demands, educators’ perceptions of pupils’ 

ability, educators’ perceptions of teaching and learning and the ambiguous general attitudes 

held by educators towards the mixed-ability grouping policy was found to influence the 

practice of the mixed-ability grouping policy in schools. It was also found that the senior 

high school entry system explicitly and implicitly influenced all the above-mentioned issues. 

Further, a tendency for school educators to focus on arguing about the influence of the 

senior high school entry system and parents’ demands on the grouping practice of the 

schools was detected. This tendency was found to cloak the ideological and practical 

debates between school educators and it also edged out the possibility for educators to 

approach this ‘implementation dilemma’ through a professional discussion. 

9.3.1. Parents’ demands and the ‘market-like mechan ism’ 

Parents’ demands were cited to be the most critical factor that interfered with schools’ 

decisions about grouping practice. The educators’ accounts show that schools position 

themselves in a between-school competition, where parents are important customers, the 

high senior high school entry rate is the stake, and the increasing pupil intake is the gain. 

This ‘market-like mechanism’ in Taiwan, which functions without an official introduction of 

market force into the education system, is operated through parents’ manipulation of 

catchment areas and the competition between schools (L-Y. Lu, 2009). It is perceived and 

argued by educators that whilst parents use the senior high school entry rate to decide which 

junior high schools to send their children to, junior high schools utilise special grouping 

practices and other grade-boosting strategies to recruit higher attaining pupils and to 

produce satisfactory attainments.  

The academic/vocational divide established in the education system has contributed to 
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the competition for entering academic high schools. It can be seen that both in parents’ 

perceptions and the findings of existing studies that entering different kinds of schools does 

lead to a disparity in the educational resource received and the future life opportunity of 

pupils (Lyau, 2003; Lyau & M-S, Liu, 2004; T-S, Lin, 2002). Further, in this market place, 

we can see that both parents and the schools are in an even more extreme ‘highest-ranking 

academic high school entry rate’ competition. Other than the competition for entering an 

academic high school, in a ranking system within which schools are individually ranked by 

the average scores their students obtained in the senior high school entry examination, the 

differentiation created by the ‘ranking’ contributes to another kind of competition. Within 

this competition, competitors believe that entering the highest-ranking high schools ensures 

the better opportunity to enter the highest-ranking university, hence a better life opportunity. 

In this case, junior high level education is viewed by parents as a ‘positional good’ and that 

it is the comparison rather than the quality of education that decides the value of schools 

(Hollis, 1982).  

Moreover, it was found that not only were schools evaluated by parents, pupils were 

also evaluated by schools in the market place. The schools’ desire to recruit higher attaining 

pupils implicitly discriminated against pupils with lower attainments. Moreover, within the 

market-like mechanism, ‘a uniformity of action’ was detected. The two schools studied both 

expressed the importance of ‘learning the grade-boosting strategies from other schools’. The 

advanced weekend classes, the gifted classes, and the talented classes were all established 

under such concern. This mode of competition further hampers the reflection upon these 

special grouping practices. It was found that there was little doubt about the necessity to 

prepare those who already perform well to perform better; and the discussion about putting 

more effort into teaching lower attaining pupils attracts much less attention.  
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9.3.2. Educators’ attitudes and educators’ percepti ons of pupils’ ability 

and teaching 

Resembling the findings of previous research studies (Ball, 1981; Ireson & Hallam, 

2001), educators in Taiwan viewed mixed-ability grouping from different perspectives that 

respectively concern its disciplinary effects, its academic effects, and its influence on 

equality in schools. It was agreed that using mixed-ability grouping would facilitate school 

discipline, equalise the resource distribution, and mitigate the negative labelling of lower 

attaining pupils. On the other hand, it was argued that mixed-ability grouping is problematic 

for teaching, lowers pupils’ academic performance, and lowers the schools’ senior high 

school entry rate.  

The findings in the two case-studied schools show that under the market-like 

mechanism which values pupils’ grades, the academic perspective was most concerned by 

educators in their decision of grouping practice. Even for the school (North Creek Junior 

High) where teachers had more positive attitudes towards the policy and decided to use 

mixed-ability grouping without setting in normal school hours (the school still had two 

weekend extra classes and a gifted class), the maintenance of high pupil attainments was the 

main reason they kept using mixed-ability grouping. The educators at North Creek also 

argued that if pupils’ attainments decreased, strategies such as setting or other kinds of 

higher attaining pupil grouping may need to be applied.  

In addition, although this study did not intend to explore the effects of different 

grouping practices on pupils’ attainment, the findings at North Creek showed that positive 

academic effects of mixed-ability grouping may be mediated by the enhanced discipline. 

The educators interviewed at North Creek developed a ‘disciplinary-academic’ perspective, 

which emphasised the relationship between the discipline in school and pupils’ attainments. 
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This is a perspective that has not been considered in previous research studies on the effects 

of mixed-ability grouping on attainment and it is worth further exploration. Further, the 

development of the ‘disciplinary-academic’ perspective also suggests that in the process of 

an educational policy the practices and the policy actors’ attitudes interact with each other in 

a dynamic manner. In this case, educators developed a new perspective to incorporate their 

new experience into old concerns for the purpose of supporting their current grouping 

practices in schools.  

One thing worth noting is that while the majority of previous research studies found 

that the educators’ preferences for grouping practice may vary due to the subjects they teach 

(Ball, 1981; Ireson & Hallam, 2001; Reid et al., 1981), a similar finding was not discovered 

in this study. The common belief that using streaming or setting would facilitate teaching 

and pupils’ attainments was found to be held by the majority of the educators interviewed 

irrespective of the subjects they taught.  

When attempting to understand the ways in which educators perceive pupils’ abilities, I 

found that the perceptions of the school educators interviewed were influenced by the 

dichotomous provision of senior high level education and the senior high school entry 

examination. A clear divide between ‘academic aptitude’ and ‘vocational aptitude’, which 

not only implies the division between the ‘higher’ and the ‘lower’ ability, but also resembles 

the dichotomy of the provision of senior high level education was adopted by educators to 

judge pupils’ ability. This account was also found to be often used by the educators to argue 

that not all pupils have the ability and the aptitude to be placed in advanced weekend classes 

or higher attaining classes.  

Moreover, it was found that the main criterion the educators interviewed used to divide 

pupils into having different aptitudes was pupils’ academic performance rather than other 

measurements of ‘ability’. Although the educators in one of the case-studied school—North 
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Creek Junior High—went further to discuss the impact of external influences, such as the 

family background of pupils, on pupils’ academic performance in junior high schools, it was 

found that the educators still quickly classified the pupils into the ‘smarter’ or ‘not so smart’ 

categories based on pupils’ academic attainments just as the educators in the other 

case-studied school. This immediate connection between pupils’ attainments and pupils’ 

abilities reveals the fact that the educators’ perceptions of pupils’ ability have been 

conditioned by this narrowly-focused indicator of academic performance. Another 

observation was that while educators talked about ‘vocational ability’, most of them 

couldn’t describe it with concrete examples. This vague understanding of vocational 

abilities may be related to educators’ lack of understanding of the vocational education 

provided in vocational high schools. Whilst most educators went to high ranking academic 

high schools and there was no professional training regarding helping pupils reach their 

potential in different areas, it would be difficult for them to get rid of the discourse of 

academic/vocational divide and the stereotype that lower academic performance equals 

vocational ability.  

The ways in which educators perceived teaching in mixed-ability groups was also 

found to be shaped by the wider educational contexts, including the senior high school entry 

examination and the centralised curriculum. The necessity of covering and reviewing all 

textbook materials and getting pupils ready for the examination were the main issues 

discussed by educators when they were asked about their teaching. Moreover, the teaching 

practice of the educators interviewed was constrained by the senior high school entry 

examination. The educators argued that in order to prepare pupils for the examination, 

dictating textbooks was the most common teaching method adopted.  

Although teachers’ general response regarding teaching in mixed-ability groups 

resembled the general findings of the previous studies that they felt using mixed-ability 
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grouping made it difficult to attend to the needs of both the higher and lower attaining pupils 

(Ball, 1981; C. Chou, 2005; Ireson & Hallam, 2001; S-F. Liu, 2004; Reid et al., 1981), it 

should be noted that the majority of the educators in this study formed this argument on the 

basis of using the same teaching methods in the streamed classes and the mixed-ability 

classrooms. It is under this premise and the pursuit of pupils’ attainments, that mixed-ability 

grouping teaching was viewed as difficult, and that educators had weak motives to develop 

innovative teaching in mixed-ability classrooms.  

In addition, although this study did not explore in depth the influence of the teaching 

training provided to teachers on their attitudes towards and their practice of the policy, a 

survey conducted by the HEF in 2003, which investigated teachers who taught the course 

‘Teaching Materials and Teaching Methods’ in college level teacher training institutions, 

showed that only very few of them had discussed teaching in different kinds of groups (HEF, 

2003b). In the interviews with teachers in this study, I also found that there had been no 

systematic learning or discussion about teaching in mixed-ability groups in teachers’ either 

pre-service of in-service training. Therefore, it would not be a surprise that most educators 

only gave little thought to this issue, and it would be difficult for them to react to influence 

of the senior high school entry examination with alternative actions.  

However, it is worth noting that the experience of teaching in mixed-ability classrooms 

and the recent reform of the senior high school entry system seemed to influence the 

perceptions of teaching in mixed-ability groups of some educators interviewed. At North 

Creek Junior High, where educators decided to use mixed-ability grouping without using 

setting in any subject in normal school hours, some of the teachers interviewed mentioned 

how they managed to take care of both the higher and lower attaining pupils in classrooms 

and indicated that teaching in mixed-ability classrooms was not as difficult as they had 

imagined. The reform of the contents of the senior high school entry examination was also 
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recognised by the educators at North Creek and some of them argued that the ‘ability-based’ 

examination contents would facilitate the use of mixed-ability grouping.  

To summarise, the investigation of teachers’ perceptions of pupils’ ability and their 

perceptions of teaching reveals a specific phenomenon in Taiwan that the concern about 

creating higher academic performance edges out professional discussion at the present 

moment. The analysis showed that while the demand for higher attainments was valued 

primarily, the schools chose to use the most ‘efficient’ and accustomed ways to boost pupils’ 

attainments, which made it difficult for educators to give thought to other aspects regarding 

teaching and learning. Whilst it is reasonable to comment on the negative influence that the 

senior high school entry system imposes on schools, other reflections, such as how the 

examination and how the dichotomous academic/vocational division between pupils may 

implicitly shape the accustomed teaching practice and the stereotypical perceptions of 

pupils’ abilities, were rarely discussed by the educators interviewed. It is under these 

circumstances, that the discussions about how first-line educators could improve teaching in 

mixed-ability classrooms were found missing in the schools.  

Further, although almost all educators interviewed argued that the removal of the senior 

high school entry examination would facilitate the implementation of the mixed-ability 

grouping policy, many hidden and unresolved disputes about teaching, learning, and the 

perception of people’s ability in using mixed-ability grouping were detected. It is thus 

reasonable to suggest that, although the change of the senior high school entry system may 

help reconstruct the practical objectives of junior high schools’ schooling, to create an ideal 

educational environment also requires the reconstruction of the perceptions of teaching, 

learning and pupils’ ability. This kind of reconstruction usually comes from in-depth 

reflections on the accustomed concepts and from the effort to discover new insights.  
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9.3.3. The influence of the senior high school entr y system 

Educators’ conceptualisation of the influence of the current senior high school entry 

system revealed their interpretations of the structure-agency relationship between the senior 

high school entry system and educators, within which the educators and the schools were 

usually positioned in a passive role.  

In the discussion about the influence of the senior high school entry system on the 

practice of the mixed-ability grouping policy, the educators’ responses synthesised different 

perspectives identified by previous scholars. On the one hand, educators argued that parents’ 

‘fanaticism’ about their child getting a place at a higher ranking advanced school, rather 

than the senior high school entry system itself, put pressure on schools. This contention 

resembles the ‘Sheng-Hsueh-Chu-Yi (升學主義) perspective that highlights the ‘irrational 

pursuit’ of higher test scores regardless of personal aptitudes and the price that needs to be 

paid for the pursuit (Y-W. Chang, & W-Y. Lin, 2002).  In this account, the senior high 

school entry system is viewed as a neutral mechanism, and the belief of agent autonomy is 

unfolded through the blame the educators put on parents.  

On the other hand, the educators interviewed also recognised that the senior high 

school entry system framed the actions and the attitudes of parents and the schools. In this 

‘structural determination’ account, the main argument is that all the ‘anti-educational’ 

behaviours of schools, including focusing on teaching the subjects which are examined, 

cramming pupils with large amounts of tests, and streaming pupils to push the academically 

able ones, are determined by the senior high school entry system. This argument accentuates 

the determinative influence of the external conditions, which is contradictory to the above 

argument that emphasising the actions of parents. Nonetheless, these two accounts were 

used together commonly to explain why schools adopted grouping practices that were not 
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allowed by legislation or even contradicted educator’s own educational judgment. Put 

another way, this kind of argument tactfully secures the professional status of school 

educators because it blames both the parents and the senior high school entry examination 

for the ‘anti-educational’ grouping practices, but contends that schools have the ability to 

practice ideally as long as the senior high school entry system is improved or removed. 

Nonetheless, whether the ‘improving the senior high school entry system solves it all’ 

account is tenable is worth further exploration. What this study found is that the values that 

are delivered by the system, which include the emphasis on examination scores and the 

dichotomy between ‘academic ability’ and ‘vocational ability’, have already embedded in 

educators’ perceptions. Therefore, it is doubtful whether these embedded values and the 

corresponding teaching practices would easily disappear after the abolition of the entry 

examination. As demonstrated above, the tendency to displace resistance onto parents and 

the senior high school entry system concealed the unsettled disputes and hindered 

professional discussion about matters such as teaching and learning in mixed-ability groups. 

There were rare reflections discussed by either practitioners or researchers on the 

relationship between the senior high school entry system and the educators’ attitudes and 

actions in the controversy of the mixed-ability grouping policy, and there were rare 

discussions about whether any professional behaviour may help the schools to react to the 

senior high school entry examination more positively.  

Further, educators’ conceptualisation of the influence of the senior high school entry 

system also revealed their implicit attitudes towards the selection ideology in society. It was 

found that although educators complained about the negative influence of the senior high 

school entry system on junior high school schooling, they did not necessarily object to the 

idea of differentiating pupils in the transition between junior high level education and senior 

high level education through a ‘fair’ measurement. This concern was also revealed in the 
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reform of the senior high school entry system as that while the reform intended to turn the 

difficult examination into a basic ability test, doubts about the ‘capability’ of the test to 

distinguish pupils were expressed by many educators.  

As can be seen, the debate about whether the senior high school entry system should be 

a selective system or a system to help pupils to obtain desired education is still going on in 

Taiwan, and the idea that education and the senior high school entry system should be able 

to ‘distinguish’ people has still influenced the junior high school education, including the 

grouping practices. This study argues that it is important to keep exploring educators’ 

perceptions of the influence of the senior high school entry examination and its difference 

from the influences suggested by existing research studies. It is because school educators 

are the first-line practitioners in the education system whose critical reflections on what 

happens in school would be crucial in facilitating reform or improvement.  The analysis in 

this study shows that currently there is a gap between educators’ understanding of the 

influence of the senior high school entry examination and the impacts detected by research 

studies. Educators’ perceptions of parents’ demands may be limited, and the influence of the 

examination on educators’ perceptions of teaching and learning may be underestimated. 

This study thus suggests that it would be crucial for the teacher training system and for 

educational authorities to provide the opportunity for teachers to re-examine their 

perceptions of teaching and learning, pupils’ abilities and also the intentions of parents. It is 

hoped that with these critical reflections, more diverse and maybe more creative thoughts 

can be developed, and educators can feel more active and energetic when facing a strong 

structural influence (e.g. the senior high school entry system). 

9.4. Notes about educational change and policy impl ication 

There are a number of points regarding the momentum of educational change observed 
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in this study. 

First of all, it is found that the rationales and the objectives of an educational policy can 

be interpreted from different perspectives based on different mainstream educational 

ideologies that may either confine or enhance the in-depth examination and also the practice 

of the policy. As discussed in earlier sections, whilst the mixed-ability grouping policy was 

issued in the Martial Law period, the nation-centred ideology, which emphasised the 

soundness of society, was the main objective of the policy. Under the circumstance, the 

meanings and the effects of the policy were discussed within a limited scope, and the policy 

itself presented contradictory messages that both mixed-ability grouping and streaming were 

promoted at the same time. As Mosen-Lowe et al. (2009) pointed out, the ideology of 

particular educational policies may be ‘reframed by the more dominant, near hegemonic 

discourse’(p. 473). The Taiwanese example shows that this kind of ‘reframing’ may hinder 

the in-depth understanding and discussion of an educational policy, which may further 

complicates the policy practice. 

Secondly, educational change would be facilitated with persistent discussions about the 

ideologies and the practical concerns among policy actors in different positions, and it is 

evident in this study that the patterns of discussion and negotiation are inseparable from the 

characteristics and the development of society. In Taiwan, the transition from autocratic 

regime to democratic governance gave rise to the active participation of civil reform groups 

in educational affairs. The efforts made by the civil reform groups have contributed to the 

persistent discussions that used to be downplayed within the hierarchical education system. 

In the long process of the mixed-ability grouping policy, these groups provided evidence of 

grouping practices that obviously discriminated against certain pupils, detailed rationales of 

the policy, and even Q&A brochures to generate public debates. All of these actions made 

society aware of the issues in the mixed-ability grouping policy and forced the education 
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authorities, the school educators and society more generally to discuss and to take actions.  

In addition, the reconstruction of the education state from the previously strict 

centralised system and the establishment of the multiple-participant committees in different 

levels of the education system also contribute to more open discussions of the policy. 

Hodgson and Spours (2006) pointed out that the devolved education state would contribute 

to the open and interactive style of policy-making. We can see that even for a top-down 

policy like the mixed-ability grouping policy in Taiwan, a more devolved system still 

facilitates the discussion about the policy, which helps to unmask the hidden conflicts and 

provides the political space to discuss both the ideological and practical concerns.  

An interesting outcome of the persistent discussion about the mixed-ability grouping 

policy in Taiwan was to enforce the policy through law, which was realised with the efforts 

of advocacy groups, teachers’ groups and also parents’ groups. From one perspective, to 

enforce educational policies through law manifests a strong top-down sense that limits local 

and school autonomy; but as mentioned earlier, in the case of the mixed-ability grouping 

policy in Taiwan this decision was supported by various policy actors because it was viewed 

as helping to alleviate the pressure that the local educational authorities and the schools 

faced. In other words, enforcing the mixed-ability grouping policy through law can be seen 

as a collective decision which came into existence as a result of the persistent discussions of 

different policy actors.  

However, here I would like to point out that devolution itself does not necessarily 

contribute to a more favourable environment for collaborative policy practice. It largely 

depends on the degree of devolution, the exact power distribution, and the coordination 

system. In Taiwan’s case, whilst the local educational authority is in charge of the 

administrative and financial aspects of compulsory education (grades1-9), the policies with 

regard to compulsory education are mostly of national status and are designed and directly 
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governed by the MOE. This situation sometimes provokes heated conflicts between the 

central and the local levels of governance, especially when the national policy contradicts 

local interests. The ‘devolution’ in Taiwan can thus be categorised into what Karlson (2000) 

suggested as ‘delegation’, which means that the power shifted from central to local is 

limited. Whilst scholars called for a detailed regulation regarding the power distribution 

between the central and the local educational authorities (Y-N. Hsu,2008), the establishment 

of a coordination system that attends not only to the power relationships between different 

authorities but also to the contradictions with regard to particular educational policies 

should also be considered.  

Thirdly, whilst educational policy can be issued, discussed and argued based on 

abstract ideologies, the implementation of an educational policy requires reflections on the 

objectives of the policy, feasible practices and, most importantly the existing perceptions 

that are related to the policy. Reflection on teaching and learning in mixed-ability groups, 

rather than simply focusing on the methods of grouping could be one example. As suggested 

by Ball (1981, p. 287): 

The abandonment of streaming does not necessarily change either those aspects of the 

socially-defined limits of ‘good practice’ or the ideologies of teaching within school, 

which relate to the organisation of classroom knowledge, to teaching methods and to 

conceptions of ability which are fundamental to the process of differentiation.  

Similar findings were discovered in Taiwan that the adoption of mixed-ability grouping 

does not automatically lead to the reconsideration of teaching methods, the objectives of 

junior high school teaching, and the attainment-based differentiation between pupils. As 

demonstrated earlier, the influence of the senior high school entry system plays a crucial 

part in narrowing the imagination towards teaching and pupils’ ability; and the lack of 

forethought that teaching and learning should be discussed in the process of the 
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mixed-ability grouping policy also underestimates the difficulty of initiating a fundamental 

change. Further, it was found that the consideration about the ‘politics’ generated by parents 

and some other powerful actors, such as local councillors, in the process of the 

mixed-ability grouping policy edged out professional discussions. This lack of professional 

discussion about teaching and learning in mixed-ability groups reinforces the stereotypical 

advantages and disadvantages of different grouping practices, and to a certain degree, it also 

reinforces the concern about the ‘politics’- the pressure that is inflicted by powerful actors.  

However, whilst the demand for attainment-based differentiation is usually proposed 

based on the stereotypical understanding of the advantages and disadvantages of the 

mixed-ability grouping policy, there is a possibility that the innovation of teaching and 

learning and the reconsideration of the stereotypical arguments may create more 

opportunities for educators to face the alleged pressure. My findings about North Creek 

Junior High show that the shifts in discourse from mainly emphasising pupils’ attainment to 

valuing both pupils’ academic and disciplinary performance to some degree facilitate 

parents’ understanding of the schools’ decision to use mixed-ability grouping. As 

educational professionals, to develop alternative discourses with regard to teaching and 

learning may be crucial in facilitating change within the competition between various 

interests.  

9.5. The limitation of the research and future dire ctions 

Whilst this research was originally interested primarily in the school level 

implementation and then broadened its focus in order to understand the current practice 

through tracing the evolution of the mixed-ability grouping policy, the limited research 

resources (time and labour) confined the research scope of this study. It can be seen that I 

put more efforts into exploring the current practice by utilising interviews, case studies and 
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documentary analysis but used mainly documentary analysis to explore the earlier process 

of the mixed-ability grouping policy. Although I tried to keep the depth and breadth by 

utilising various strategies to depict the long policy process, many subsequent studies can be 

conducted to enrich the findings of this study. For example, the exploration of the inception 

and the revisions of the policy and the investigation of the patterns of conflicts between 

different policy actors could incorporate the interviews with the previous key policy actors 

in order to learn more about the earlier policy process.  

Further, although this study was not specifically designed to compare the practice in 

two schools, the similarities and the differences observed in the two case-studies schools 

could provide an analytical framework to approach individual schools or to conduct a 

comparative study. My findings about how the educators in the two schools utilised very 

similar perspectives but constructed them in different ways based on the local contexts, the 

process of negotiation and the educators’ backgrounds reveal the complexity within the 

seeming uniformity.  

Moreover, it is suggested that a longitudinal study that aims to explore the long-term 

experience of individual schools, which may help capture the factors that influence the 

sustainability of change is worth conducting. My findings at North Creek Junior High that 

the school educators developed positive attitudes towards the mixed-ability grouping policy 

with the premise that using mixed-ability grouping would not decrease pupils’ attainments, 

raise questions regarding the sustainability of change. It is difficult to ascertain whether the 

few years of the implementation will be overturned with the lowering of pupils’ attainments 

or whether it will be sustained with alternative concerns. A study that aims to understand the 

sustainability of a change, and also the factors that contribute to the sustainability can be 

developed from this study.  

Another limitation of this study is that it did not examine in detail the differences of 
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policy actors in the same ‘categories’. For example, the differences between different 

teachers’ associations or between different parents’ associations that may result from the 

different contexts and socio-economic background that these groups are within were not 

explored further.  

Wells & Serna (1997) suggested that the pursuit of streaming within schools manifests 

the preservation of the privileges of the elite, middle-class status in American contexts. 

However, my interviewees’ responses revealed a more complicated picture regarding the 

relationship between policy actors’ socio-economic status and their attitudes towards the 

attainment-based differentiation. For example, educators felt that parents with a higher 

socio-economic background paid more attention to school education. However, whilst some 

of these parents demanded attainment-based differentiation, some of them viewed 

mixed-ability grouping as liberal and progressive. This phenomenon is related to the 

characteristics of the education reform in Taiwan. Whilst the education reform was 

supported by middle- or upper-class families who wanted to change the rigid, crammed, and 

test-oriented education and to promote a more liberal schooling environment that represents 

a progression and independence that they identified with, the reform was also criticised by 

some as being a middle- and upper-class luxury (H-C. Hsien, 2003; W-N, Wu, 2000). In the 

case of the mixed-ability grouping policy, some resistors argued that pupils who come from 

a higher socio-economic status family have the highest chance to benefit from mixed-ability 

grouping and that the pupils who have the ‘ability’ but no strong family background may be 

‘sacrificed’ because their chance of being placed in a higher attaining class and entering the 

highest-ranking senior high school would be sabotaged. In other words, as social position 

plays a crucial role in the competition of educational benefits, the definition of the benefits 

and the corresponding school practices could be interpreted differently within different 

contexts. This dynamic relationship between educational practice and policy actors with 
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different social characteristics is worth further exploration. 

In terms of one of the contested key issues in this research—the influence of the senior 

high school entry system on educators’ perceptions of teaching and learning, there is the 

potential to extend the research in the Taiwanese context and to synthesise the findings with 

similar research conducted in other countries. The effects of high-stakes testing have been 

discussed extensively in the UK and the US after the implementation of the policies that use 

testing as a means to hold the schools responsible for pupils’ performance. Existing 

literature highlights that pupils would be divided into categories and alienated from learning 

in a test-focused environment (Gillborn & Youdell, 2000; Walsh, 2006). Being a country 

where high-stakes testing has been applied, believed in, and also criticised for a long period 

of time, the Taiwanese example can serve as a case to further explore the dialectic 

relationship between accountability, outcome, and teaching and learning.  

Finally, I find that the Hodgson and Spours’ analytical framework has the potential to 

delineate the educational policy process on a long-term basis, which is a research approach 

that has been argued by scholars as crucial in future policy research (Ball, 2006; Cuban, 

1990; McLaughlin, 2008). The emphasis of the wider contexts of educational policies and 

the power relationships between policy actors enriches the understandings of the key factors 

that influence the policy process over time.  

In terms of whether the analytical framework may be used to ‘predict policy outcome’, 

which was proposed but not discussed by Hodgson and Spours in their paper (Hodgson & 

Spours, 2006; p 692), the findings in this study suggest that the knowledge about the 

complicated relationships between political eras, the education states, political space and the 

policy cycle still needs to be extended. In the case of the mixed-ability grouping policy in 

Taiwan, I find that although the policy could be framed to fit in with certain mainstream 

educational ideologies, the main messages of the policy may still be ignored if they only 
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partially fit in with or even contradict the complicated mainstream educational ideologies. 

This condition may subsequently undermine the possibility for the policy to be 

constructively discussed and to be successfully implemented. In other words, it would be 

necessary to examine the complexity of both the mainstream educational ideologies and an 

educational policy so that the connection between them can be solidly established, and the 

possible change intended by the policy can be better foreseen.  

It is similar when considering the influence of the characteristics of the education states 

on the process of change. As discussed above, the characteristics of a devolved education 

state are complicated and the devolved education state may also created new challenges in 

governing an educational policy. Nonetheless, in Taiwan’s case, the more devolved 

education state did help to create a better balance between policy actors which not only 

facilitated the discussion of conflicts, but also built a foundation for diverse participants to 

develop alternative ideas to achieve the consensual objectives and to develop feasible 

practices in the changing process.  

To conclude, the exploration of the mixed-ability grouping policy in this study reveals 

that the contested issues in an educational policy may not have the chance to be discussed 

in-depth by policy actors due to the following reasons—the top-down assumption about 

policy that overlooks the politics in the policy process, over-concern about the politics, 

which leads to a lack of discussion about the teaching and learning in mixed-ability 

grouping policy, and the explicit and implicit influences imposed by the external conditions. 

It is under these circumstances that the implementation of the mixed-ability grouping policy 

in Taiwan has been problematic and conflicted. This study thus suggests that it is imperative 

for educational policy actors, especially the authorities, to recognise that changes usually 

occur within conflicts, negotiation and compromise within the influences of the wider 

contexts; and it is important for policy actors to develop a more constructive manner to face 
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the messy policy process. The objective of doing so is to develop new attitudes, new 

methods and new actions within the policy process in the hope of achieving the common 

ground of competing interests. In the case of the mixed-ability grouping policy in Taiwan, it 

is thus imperative for the authorities and the educators to critically reflect on the ideologies 

of attainment-based differentiation and the teaching and learning in schools. Two specific 

suggestions are that educational authorities in Taiwan should start now systematically to 

examine the teaching in junior high schools, the relationships between teachers and parents, 

and also the alternative methods for teachers to teach and to discuss with parents. After the 

study of the current situation and the possible practice, educational authorities should further 

incorporate discussion about mixed-ability grouping teaching and positive parent-school 

relationship into both pre-service and in-serve teacher training for the purpose of helping 

educators to face the alleged conflict between equity and quality. 
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Appendix 1: Taiwanese School System 

The school system in Taiwan is similar to that in other developed countries worldwide. 

Schools have been established at different levels from pre-school to higher education (See 

figure below). The key facts are listed as follows: 

1. Compulsory education in Taiwan starts at primary level and ends in senior high level. It 

constitutes grades 1 to 9. The first six years are primary level education, and the last 

three are junior high level education. 

2. The enrolment at a particular primary and junior high school is based on pupils’ the 

household registry.  

3. The average number of pupils in one class in junior high schools was around 3342 in 

2009. 

4. The average pupil-teacher ratio in junior high schools was around 15:1 in 200943.  

5. The number of pupils in a class varies from county to county and from school to school. 

6. The class size can be as big as 50 or as small as 10.  

7. Around 92.3% of junior high school graduate go to senior high schools in 200944.  

8. The senior high school level education in Taiwan now includes academic senior high 

schools, integrated senior high schools which provide both academic and vocational 

tracks, vocational senior high schools, and a number of 5-year vocational junior 

colleges.  

9. The space available in senior high schools for junior high school graduates to enrol has 

exceeded the number of junior high school graduates since 1986. However, the disparity 

between different kinds of schools (academic and vocational), between the star schools 

and the general schools45, and between the public and private schools are widely 

recognised by parents, educators and pupils.  

10. After senior high school education, pupils can go to a two-year vocational college, a 

four-year vocational college, a four-year university or a medical school by application, 

recommendation, or centralised distribution. The scores pupils gain in the two college 

entry examinations form the basis of which channel they use to gain a college place.  

 

                                                 
42 See the statistics on the Ministry of Education’s website: 
http://www.edu.tw/files/site_content/B0013/overview42.xls 
43 See the statistics on the Ministry of Education’s website: 
http://www.edu.tw/files/site_content/B0013/overview42.xls 
44 See: http://www.edu.tw/files/site_content/B0013/98_all_level.doc 
45 In general, Taiwanese people view the schools that only recruit the pupils with highest scores in 
the senior high school entry examination as the ‘star school’. 
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Figure 4 :Taiwanese School System  
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Appendix 2: The Versions of the Mixed-ability Policy 

 

1979: Pilot regulation 

(The Execution Codes of Grouping Practice for Junior High School Pupils) 

The first grade of junior high level education should adopt mixed-ability grouping. Setting 

or banding can be utilised in the second and the third grade. 

In order to improve the vocational education, the third grade of junior high level education 

could use streaming. 

Setting should be formed within every two or three classes based on pupils’ IQ scores, 

aptitudes, and attainments. 

Banding of pupils should be based on pupils’ attainments or IQ scores. Pupils within the 

same band should be mixed-ability grouped.  

Ladder-like streaming is strictly prohibited. 

The teaching methods used and the teaching material adopted should be enhanced when 

using setting or banding.  

1982: Administrative order 

(The Execution Codes of Grouping Practice for Junior High School Pupils) 

Revised the code: ‘In order to improve the vocational education, the third grade of junior 

high level education could use streaming’ into ‘ In order to improve the vocational 

education, junior high schools can establish a vocational class in the third grade, but the 

establishment of a fixed ‘vocational class’ and a ‘advanced school entry class’ is not 

allowed’  

Add one code: The execution of mixed-ability grouping can utilise pupils’ IQ scores, 

physical heights, and an open lottery but not the order the pupils report to school or the 

distance pupils live from the school to decide pupils’ placement. An example of the 

execution is as follows: if the school is going to group the 280 new pupils for the first grade 

this year into 6 classes, pupils should be ranked from 1 to 280 first based on their IQ scores 

first, and then allocated by their ranks as shown as below: 

Class one:  1, 12, 13, 24…. 

Class two:  2, 11, 14, 23…. 

Class three: 3, 10, 15, 22… 

Class four:  4, 9, 16, 21… 

Class Five:  5, 8, 17, 20… 

Class Six:   6, 7, 18, 19… 

1983: Administrative order 

(The Execution Codes of Grouping Practice for Junior High School Pupils) 
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Reconfirm the above codes. 

1985:Administrative order 

(The Execution Codes of Grouping Practice for Junior High School Pupils) 

Revised the code: ‘The first grade of junior high level education should adopt mixed-ability 

grouping. Setting or banding can be utilised in the second and the third grades’ into ‘All 

grades in junior high level education should utilise mixed-ability grouping. Setting in 

subjects can be utilised from the second grade, and the voluntary selected grouping can be 

adopted in the third grade’.  

Add one code: Junior high schools could adjust pupils’ placements in ability groups based 

on pupils’ progress and adjustments to the groups could be made in the middle or at the end 

of every semester.  

1991: Administrative order 

(The Execution Codes of Grouping Practice for Junior High School Pupils) 

Revised the grouping regulation to:  

All grades of junior level education are mandated to use mixed-ability grouping: Pupil 

allocation should be conducted based on pupils’ IQ scores or through an open lottery. If 

pupils’ IQ scores are utilised, pupils’ scores should be ranked first and then pupils should be 

grouped based on the S-shape selection of their ranks. If an open lottery is applied, then 

pupils should draw their placements by themselves.  

The mixed-ability groups that pupils are placed in in the first grade should be kept the same 

without adjustment in the second and the third grades.  

The leading teachers in the mixed-ability classes should be decided by an open lottery. 

Revised the code: ‘In order to improve vocational education, junior high schools can 

establish vocational classes in the third grade, but the establishment of a fixed ‘vocational 

class’ and an ‘advanced school entry class’ is not allowed’ to ‘Junior high schools could 

follow the ‘Regulation of Junior High Level Vocational Education’ to improve the 

vocational education for the third grade pupils’. 

Add one code: Under the principle of using mixed-ability grouping, the third grade of 

junior high level education could establish different groups with regard to pupils’ future 

paths to accommodate the different interests, aptitudes, ability and needs of pupils based on 

the curriculum guidelines, pupils’ preference and the resources of the school.  

The grouping of pupils should be conducted discretely and special meetings should be held 

to make the decision. 

The grouping of pupils should follow the preferences of parents or pupils.  

1997: Administrative order 

(The Execution Codes of Grouping Practice for Junior High School Pupils) 

Revised the grouping regulation to: 
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All grades of junior high level education are mandated to use mixed-ability grouping. The 

mixed-ability groups established in the first grade should be kept through the second and the 

third grades. 

Add code: This regulation applies to both public and private junior high schools. 

Add code: To accommodate the individual differences of pupils, setting in maths and 

English can be establish in the second grade, and setting in maths, English and science can 

be established in the third grade. The setting of maths and science can be combined into one 

set.  

Add code: The junior high school needs to report to and be permitted by its educational 

authority to utilise a different grouping practice for special education, educational 

experiments or sport talented classes. 

Add code: In order to accommodate pupils’ individual needs, junior high schools should 

utilise individual teaching or remedial teaching for pupils with excellent or laggard 

attainments. 

Add code: The central or the local educational authorities should praise and reward the 

schools that implement mixed-ability grouping, pathway grouping, and vocational education 

well. 

Add code: The implementation of the policy would become a criterion to evaluate school 

principals. If the school is reported and confirmed to be violating the regulation, the 

principal and relevant administrators would be sanctioned based on the ‘Standard of the 

Reward and Sanction Imposed on Governmental Employees. ’ 

2004: Law— ‘Compulsory Education Act’, Article No. 12 

All grades in primary and junior high level education should group pupils in mixed-ability 

groups. Setting could be adopted in order to accommodate pupils’ individual differences. 

The Ministry of Education should issue the relevant regulations.  

2005: Law—‘The Regulations of the Mixed-ability Grouping and Setting Policy in 

Primary and Junior High Schools 

Addition and revision: 

Code 2: The grouping practice of public and private schools should follow this regulation 

unless it is regulated through the Special Education Act, the Art Education Act or other 

legislation. 

Code 4: All grades in primary and junior high school should group pupils in mixed-ability 

groups. 

Code 5: Every county should establish a ‘Mixed-ability Grouping Promotion Committee’ 

which would be in charge of the promotion of the utilisation of mixed-ability grouping.  

The committee should be constituted with 11 to 17 members and the chairman of 

the committee should be held by the director of the local educational authority.  
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The members should include officers in the local educational authority, principals 

in primary and junior high schools, the representatives of local teachers’ associations, the 

representatives of local parents’ associations, and scholars and experts. Among them, the 

number of representatives from local teachers’ associations and local parents’ associations 

should not be less than one third of the members respectively.  

Code 6: The grouping of pupils of primary and junior high schools should be conducted by 

the local educational authority or the appointed schools. The methods which can be used to 

group pupils are as follows: Using an S-shape model to allocate pupils based on pupils’ 

attainment ranking. Using an open lottery. Using random allocation. 

Pupils who transfer from other schools after the school’ completion of pupil 

grouping should be assigned to a class by an open lottery.  

       The process of grouping pupils into classes should be made known to the public. 

Parents should be notified and invited to the occasions when pupils’ assignment being made 

and the officers of the local educational authority should supervise the process.   

       The result of pupils’ allocation should be published within 15 days after the 

completion of the above procedure. Within seven days after the results have been published, 

the leading teachers of classes should be decided by an open lottery.  

Code 8: Setting of pupils can be conducted in the second grade of junior high level 

education in maths and English, and in the third grade of junior high level education in 

maths, science and English.  

Code 11: The ‘Mixed-ability Grouping Promotion Committee’ should design the evaluation 

system to evaluate the implementation of the policy and they should submit an evaluation 

report at the end of every school year. The committee could propose the reward and sanction 

to the local educational authority based on the evaluation.  

Code 12: The evaluation of the implementation of the policy should be one of the criteria 

used to form the overall school evaluation and the principals’ merit check. The report will 

also be considered in future principal selection. The principal and the relevant 

administrators of the schools that violate the policy should be sanctioned according to the 

regulations.  
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Appendix 3: The Ministry of Education Enhancing the 

Implementation of the Mixed-Ability Grouping Policy  

Implementation Plan 
 

By Ministry of Education 2003, November, 11 
 
1. Mission: 
 
In an environment that society values credential competition, streaming has been adopted as 
a tool to boost schools’ senior high school entry rates. The streaming adopted in early years 
also indirectly resulted in many social problems, which hinders the ideals of improving 
justice and equality in society.  
 
In order to pursue social justice and the educational ideals, the Ministry of Education issued 
the mixed-ability grouping policy and revised the “Execution Codes of Grouping Practice 
for Junior High School Pupils’ several times in the hope of improving junior high level 
education. The methods of pupil organisation are crucial to the realisation of the ideals of 
‘bringing up every child and teaching them in accordance with their abilities’, which aim to 
provide every pupil with the best learning environment and the opportunities to reach their 
full potential.  
 
This implementation plan demands every level of educational authorities and the schools to 
implement the mixed-ability grouping policy and to realise the ideals of ‘teaching every 
pupil well’ and ‘never giving up any child’.  
 
2. Objectives: 
 

1) To ensure the ‘normalisation of teaching’ in junior high schools in order to protect 
pupils’ rights to learn. 

2) To establish an environment that is positive to pupils’ development of mental and 
physical ability. 

 
3. Principles: 
 

1) Differentiated responsibilities: the governance of the compulsory education is the 
responsibility of the local educational authority; the Ministry of Education issues 
this implementation plan based on the responsibility endowed by ‘Compulsory 
Education Act’ to supervise the governance of local educational authority. 

2) Promote the implementation: mixed-ability grouping is the most suitable 
classroom teaching method for the present educational environments. This policy 
should be carried out by the Ministry of Education, the local educational 
authorities and the schools together. 

3) Reward and punishment: reward those who implement the policy well and 
sanction those who fail the implementation. 

4) Self-criticise and revise: this implementation plan will be revised continuously 
based on our self-criticism. 
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4. The implementation plan 
 

1) The Ministry of Education 
 

Tasks Working units Date of completion 
Enforce the mixed-ability grouping 
policy through law to endow legal 
basis to the methods of pupil 
organisation 

Department of 
Compulsory Education 

Jun/2004 

Establish the detailed implementation 
plan 

Department of 
Compulsory Education 

Oct/2003 

Inspect the local educational 
authorities and the schools when 
necessary 

Department of 
Compulsory Education 
and Inspectoral office 

When necessary 

Promote the mixed-ability grouping 
policy and related implementation 
details in the national ‘local 
educational authority meetings’ and 
other meetings. 

Department of 
Compulsory Education 

When necessary 

Inspect the results in relation to the 
schools’ implementation submitted by 
the local educational authorities 

Department of 
Compulsory Education 
and Inspectoral office 

Often  

Assess the implementation of the local 
educational authorities and use the 
results as references for the fiscal 
subsidies.  

Department of 
Compulsory Education 

When necessary 

 
2) The Local Educational Authority 
 

Tasks Working Units  Date of completion 
Follow the policy to establish local 
guidelines 

Local educational 
authorities 

Nov/ 2003 

Establish local implementation plan Local educational 
authorities 

Oct/ 2003 

Improve the local assessment mechanism Local educational 
authorities 

Often 

Establish a complaint hotline and a mailbox 
and to inspect the lodged complaints. 

Local educational 
authorities 

From Oct/ 2003 

Promote the ideals of the policy in principal 
meetings 

Local educational 
authorities 

Often 

Impose rewards and sanctions: 
1. The sanctions will be imposed based on 

‘Standard for Reward and Sanction for 
Educational Professionals’  

2. The result of the implementation of the 
schools will be taken into consideration 
in the annual assessment of school 
principals. 

Local educational 
authorities, Local 
personnel office 

Often 

The results of school inspection should be 
submitted to the Ministry of Education 

Local educational 
authorities, Local 
personnel office 

Often 
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3) The Schools 
 

Tasks Date of completion 
Follow the policy and local guidelines to establish school 
guidelines 

Oct/ 2003 

Establish school level implementation plan Oct/ 2003 
Improve the promotion of the policy: 
1. Promote the mixed-ability grouping policy in school teaching 

affairs meeting, parents’ association, class-parents meetings 
and other appropriate occasions. 

2. Inform the parents about the mixed-ability grouping 
guidelines and the complaints hotline 

Every semester, 
suitable meetings and 
occasions 

Organise pupils in public occasion with an advance 
announcement to invite parents to participate and observe the 
grouping procedure 

Every semester and the 
date for pupils 
organization 

Keep all related documents well for inspections and assessment Often 
 
5. Budget 
 
The expenditure of the policy is included in the regular annual educational budget. 
 
6. Outcome assessment 
 

1) The Ministry of Education, the local educational authorities and the schools should 
assess the implementation regularly. 

2) The reward and sanction should be imposed based on schools’ implementation. 
3) The result of implementation in the local educational authorities will become an 

indicator for the Ministry of Education to distribute subsidies to the local 
educational authorities. 

4) The result of implementation in the schools will become an indicator of the yearly 
principal assessment. 

 
7. Other 
 

Other related affairs should be conducted under the related legislation and regulations.  
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Appendix 4: Principal Questionnaire— 

Attitudes towards the Mixed-Ability Grouping Policy  

and Issues Raised 

 

◎◎◎◎ Introduction 

This questionnaire includes two parts: background information and questions.  There are 

three sections of questions. Please first read the questions carefully, and then answer the 

questions accordingly. There are no standard answers of questions, please answer them 

based on your experience and opinions.  

 

◎◎◎◎    Background information         

01. Your gender：1.□ Male  2.□ Female 

02. Your age：____________ 

03. Your have taught for________ year(s) 

04. Your have been a principal for ________year(s) 

05. Your professional area： 

1.□ Language（□ Mandarin  □ English  □ Other） 2.□ Math   

3.□ Social studies  4.□ Health and PE  5.□ Science and Life technology 

6.□ Art and Humanity  7.□ Integrated activity 

8.□ Other___________________________________ 

06. Your local authority：___________County（City）____________Town 

07. How would you describe the local area of the school： 

1.□ Urban area 2.□ Rural area  3.□ Remote area  4.□ Other 

07. School pupils in the school：There are _____classes for 3 grades. 

There are approximately _____ pupils in each class. 

08. Please describe the average social economic background of your pupils’ family:  

1.□ lower than average    □ Average    □ Higher than average 

 

◎◎◎◎Questions start 
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A. Attitudes towards the mixed-ability grouping policy 

 

1. What are your opinions of the following arguments about the mixed-ability 

grouping policy? 

 

 Strongly 

agree 

Agree Neutral Disagree Strongly 

disagree 

1) It increases overall pupils’ 

confidence of learning 

     

2) Pupils with lower academic 

ability lose confidence of 

learning in mixed-ability class 

     

3) It increases overall pupils’ 

academic attainments 

     

4) It decreases overall pupils’ 

academic attainments 

     

5) Pupils with higher academic 

ability feel board in 

mixed-ability class 

     

6) It infringes pupil’s chance of 

entering a better senior high 

school 

     

7) It normalises the school 

teaching(rather than teaching to 

test) 

     

8) It makes teaching more 

difficult 

     

9) It equalises the distribution of 

educational resources 

     

10) It goes against parents’ 

preference for streaming 
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2. Have teachers in your school ever made the following arguments while practicing 

the mixed-ability grouping policy? 

 Often Sometimes Rarely  Never 

1) It increases overall pupils’ confidence of learning     

2) Pupils with lower academic ability lose 

confidence of learning in mixed-ability class 

    

3) It increases overall pupils’ academic attainments     

4) It decreases overall pupils’ academic attainments     

5) Pupils with higher academic ability feel board in 

mixed-ability class 

    

6) It infringes pupil’s chance of entering a better 

senior high school 

    

7) It normalises the school teaching(rather than 

teaching to test) 

    

8) It makes teaching more difficult     

9) It equalises the distribution of educational 

resources 

    

10)  It goes against parents’ preference for 

streaming 

    

 

3. Have teachers who questioned the policy proposed following advices? (check all that 

apply)  

□ Use streaming in every grade 

□ Use banding 

□ All of the five main subjects should be taught in set classes 

□ Establish extra class for students with higher attainments 

□ Establish extra class for students with lower attainments 

□ Start setting in the first year of junior high school rather than only in the 2nd and 3rd 

grades 

□ Do not use setting in all subjects or grades 

□ Establish different kind of gifted or talent classes 

□ Other, please specify_________________________________________________ 

  

4. In general, what is the attitude of teachers towards the mixed-ability grouping 

policy?   

□ Support     □ Partially support   □ Neutral    

□ Partially question    □ Question 
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5. What is your own attitude towards the mixed-ability grouping policy?  

□ Support     □ Partially support   □ Neutral    

□ Partially question    □ Question 

 

6. Has your school ever encountered the parents’ request of streaming students while 

adopting the mixed-ability grouping policy? 

□ Most of the parents have requested it 

□ About half amount of school parents have requested it 

□ Few parents have requested it  

□ No (Please go directly to question 12) 

 

7. How do parents address their request? (check all that apply) 

□ Bring up the issue to the teachers or the principal individually 

□ Bring up the issue to the principal through school parents association 

□ Bring up the issue to the local educational authority through the school parents 

association or the local parents association 

□ Bring up the issue to the school or the local educational authority through county 

councillors 

□ Other, please specify_________________________________________________ 

 

8. What are the arguments that have been raised by parents to ask school to use 

streaming? 

 Often Sometimes Rarely Never 

1) To teach pupils with different abilities in 

streamed classes is more rational 

    

2) Pupils with better ability shouldn’t be 

sacrificed in mixed-ability groups 

    

3) Less able students should obtain more support     

4) Mixed-ability grouping will decrease pupils’ 

opportunity to enter a better senior high school 

    

5) Mixed-ability grouping will increase 

behaviour problems 

    

6) Other schools use streaming     

7) Will transfer pupils out of school if the school 

does not use streaming 

    

8) Other, please 

specify______________________ 
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9. Have parents who questioned the policy proposed following advices? (check all that 

apply)  

□ Use streaming in every grade 

□ Use banding 

□ All of the five main subjects should be taught in ability grouping classes 

□ Establish extra class for students with higher attainments 

□ Establish extra class for students with lower attainments 

□ Start setting in the first year of junior high school rather than only in the 2nd and 3rd 

grades 

□ Do not use setting in all subjects or grades 

□ Establish different kind of gifted or talent classes 

□ Other, please specify_________________________________________________ 

 

10. What are the other methods and arguments you apply to deal with parents’ 

requests of streaming? 

__________________________________________________________________________ 

__________________________________________________________________________ 

__________________________________________________________________________ 

 

11. Have the requests from parents hindered the practice of the mixed-ability grouping 

policy in your school? 

□ Seriously influence  □ Slightly influence   □ No influence 

 

(See next page) 
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B. Issues raised by the policy 

 

a. Teaching in mixed-ability classrooms 

 

12. Have teachers ever mentioned the following opinions about teaching in 

mixed-ability grouping classroom? 

 Often Sometimes Rarely  Never 

1) Decreasing the efficiency of teaching     

2) It is difficult to design lesson plans that are 

suitable for pupils of varying abilities. 

    

3) Mixed-ability grouping increase the variety of 

teaching in classrooms. 

    

4) It will be difficult to manage classroom 

discipline. 

    

5) The current class size is too large for 

mixed-ability teaching. 

    

6) Mixed-ability grouping will enhance cooperative 

learning 

    

7) There are only a few opportunities for teachers to 

learn and discuss mixed-ability teaching 

    

8) Increasing the amount of class preparation     

9) Other, please specify____________________     

 

13. Have your school ever held meetings discussing the teaching in mixed-ability 

classroom? 

□ Often    □ Sometimes    □ Rarely    □ Never      

 

14. Have teachers in your school discussed teaching in mixed-ability classroom in 

different ‘learning area teams’?  

□ Often    □ Sometimes    □ Rarely    □ Never      

 

15. How do school deal with the difficulty in teaching mixed-ability classes? 

 

__________________________________________________________________________ 
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16. Does the difficulty of teaching in mixed-ability classes hinder the practice of the 

mixed-ability grouping policy in your school? 

□ Seriously influence  □ Slightly influence   □ No influence 

 

b. Mixed-ability grouping and entering high school mechanism 

 

17. How does the current entering high school mechanism affect the practice of the 

mixed-ability grouping policy? (Check all that apply) 

 

1) □ Parents request streaming in order to increase their children’s chance of entering a 

better senior high school. 

2) □ The schools want to provide streamed classes for students who have a higher chance 

of entering better high schools. 

3) □ The senior high school entry rate affects a school’s reputation; using streaming may 

increase pupils’ change of entering a better senior high school. 

4) □ The senior high school entry rate affects the enrolment of a school. Schools need to 

use streaming to encourage pupils to enrol.  

5) □ The senior high school entry system still emphasises students’ academic attainments, 

which will influence teachers’ willingness to teach in a mixed-ability classroom.  

6) □ The senior high school entry system is more flexible now, which will facilitate the 

practice of mixed-ability grouping. 

7) □ The testing questions in the senior high school entry examination now focus on basic 

ability, which makes teachers more likely to want to teach in mixed-ability classrooms. 

8) □ No influence 

9) □ Other, please specify ______________________________________________ 

 

18. How has school faced the possible challenge brought by the entering high school 

mechanism? 

_____________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________ 
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19. According to your experience, does the entering high school rates of students differ 

from streamed class and mixed-ability grouping class?  

□ The senior high school entry rate is higher while using mixed-ability grouping 

□ The senior high school entry rate is higher while using streaming 

□ No significant difference, but the ‘star’ senior high school entry rate is higher while 

using streaming 

□ No significant difference, but the ‘star’ senior high school entry rate is higher while 

using mixed-ability grouping 

□ No difference 

□ Other, please specify____________________________________________________ 

 

c. The factors 

 

20. How would you consider the importance of these aspects that may hinder the 

practice of the policy? Please rank in order of importance (i.e. 1,2,3 etc.) 

□ School educators’ disputes over the rationales of the policy 

□ Difficulty in teaching in mixed-ability classrooms 

□ Pressure from parents 

□ Influence of the senior high school entry system and examination 

□ Other schools still use streaming 

□ The assessment of local educational authority is not functioning 

□ Other, please specify_________________________________________________ 

 

21. How would you consider the importance of these factors that may improve the 

practice the mixed-ability policy? Please rank in order of importance (i.e. 1,2,3 etc.) 

□ Initiate 12-year compulsory education 

□ Abolish the senior high school entry examination 

□ Cut class size 

□ Improve school’s ability to gain parents’ support of the policy 

□ Provide training so teachers have the ability to teach mixed-ability groups 

□ Schools should improve their communication with parents about the mixed-ability 

grouping policy  

□ The procedure of grouping pupils should be controlled by the local educational 

authority rather than by individual schools  

□ Improve the quality of the assessment conducted by the local educational authority 

□ Other, please specify_________________________________________________ 
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C. Class organization in your school 

  

22. What are the following grouping methods your school using now?  

 

             

Methods 

Yes No Notation of difference 

1) Use mixed-ability grouping in the 7th, 8th and 9th 

grades, no setting of subjects applied 

   

2) Use mixed-ability grouping in the 7th, 8th and 9th 

grades. Use vocational and academic banding in 

the 9th grade.  

   

3) Use mixed-ability grouping in the 7th, 8th and 9th 

grades, use setting in certain subjects in the 8th and 

9th grades. 

   

4) Establish gifted classes for English, maths and 
science. 

   

5) Establish gifted classes for music or art.    

6) Establish gifted classes for PE    

7) Use setting in vacation extra classes or 

after-school extra classes 

   

8) Use streaming in vacation extra classes or 

after-school extra classes 

   

9) Other, please specify________________    

 

23. For which subjects in which year, if any, do you use setting? (check all that apply)  

 Grade 7 Grade 8 Grade 9 

Maths    

Mandarin    

Science and Life Tech    

Social studies    

Art and Humanities    

Integrated curriculum    

Health and PE    
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24. How did the school decide the method of class organization? 

□ Decided in school teaching committee with teachers and parents representatives 

□ Decided by principal 

□ Decided by principal and classes’ main teachers 

□ Follow the policy directly without internal discussion 

□ Other, please specify________________________________________________ 

 

25. If your school has established gifted classes, what are the rationales for your school 

to establish them? (check all that apply) 

□ To discover gifted pupils in the schools 

□ To group gifted pupils in order to provide them with adequate education 

□ To attract pupils with different gifts 

□ Because other schools establish gifted classes 

□ Due to parents’ request 

□ Other, please specify________________________________________________ 

 

26. According to your understanding, does the argument that ‘some schools establish 

gifted class to escape the prohibition of using streaming’ match the real phenomenon in 

schools in your county? 

□ Mostly match  □ Partially match  □ Not match   □ Not sure 

 

27. According to your understating, are the methods of class organisation used in your 

school common in your located county?  

□ Yes, it is common   □ Some schools use the similar method  

□ It is not common    □ Not sure 

 

28. According to your understanding, how do junior high schools in your county 

organise their students? 

□ All adopt mixed-ability grouping policy    □ Some use streaming                  

□ Most of them use streaming              □ All use stream                       

□ Other, please specify________________________________________________ 

 

29. Are there any other comments you would like to make and/or areas we might not 

have covered earlier? 

 

__________________________________________________________________________ 

Thank you very much for your important opinions! 
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Appendix 5: Research Consent Form 

 
Introduction 

Research Mixed-ability grouping in junior high schools in Taiwan: influences 

on policy and practice 

School University of Edinburgh, Moray House School of Education 

Department of Education and Society 

Researcher Ling-Ying Lu 

Supervisor Professor David Raffe; Dr. Lorna Hamilton 

Purpose The research is about the mixed-ability grouping policy in Taiwan.  

Researcher will conduct questionnaire survey, interview and 

documentary analysis in order to understand the practice of the 

policy and power relationship in the process of the policy.  

I agree to take part in the above research project.  I have had the project explained to me, 

and I have read the Explanatory Statement, which I may keep for my records.  I understand 

that agreeing to take part means that I am willing to be interviewed by the researcher and I 

may allow the interview to be videotaped/audiotaped.  

This information will be held and processed for Ling-Ying Lu’s PHD. research project. I 

understand that any information I provide is confidential, and that no information that could 

lead to the identification of any individual will be disclosed in any reports on the project, or 

to any other party. No identifiable personal data will be published. The identifiable data will 

not be shared with any other organisation.   

I understand that I will be given a transcript of data concerning me for my approval before it 

is included in the write up of the research  

I understand that my participation is voluntary, that I can choose not to participate in part or 

all of the project, and that I can withdraw at any stage of the project without being penalised 

or disadvantaged in any way. 

 

Name: _______________(print)Signature_______________________.Date: _________ 

Researcher Signature:________________ 
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Appendix 6: Interview Questions 

 

Interview questions for officers in Ministry of Edu cation 

 
1. What are the main reasons for the Ministry of Education to keep promoting the 

mixed-ability grouping policy and to enforce the policy through law in 2004? 

2. What are the influences that affect the revision of an educational policy? How have the 

Ministry of Education taken the opinions of different policy actors into account?  

3. What are the changes that resulted from enforcing the mixed-ability grouping policy 

through law? 

4. How have the Ministry of Education provided resources and supports to the local 

educational authorities and the schools to implement the policy?  

5. How have the Ministry of Education assessed the implementation of the mixed-ability 

grouping in the local educational authorities?  

6. What are the barriers that you consider as hindering the implementation of the 

mixed-ability grouping policy? 

7. There are several arguments about the difficulties of adopting mixed-ability grouping in 

junior high schools, such as the influence of parents, difficulty of teaching in 

mixed-ability class, and the influence of the senior high school entry system. How has 

the Ministry of Education reacted to these arguments? 

8. What do you think may improve the implementation of the mixed-ability grouping 

policy? 

9. How do you view your role in the process of the mixed-ability grouping policy?  

 

Interview questions for officers in local education al authority 

 
1. What is the general attitude of the local educational authority to the current 

mixed-ability grouping policy? 

2. Are there any changes resulted from the mixed-ability grouping policy being enforced 

through law? 

3. According to your assessment, how is the implementation of the mixed-ability grouping 

policy in the schools in this county?  

4. There are several arguments about the difficulties of adopting mixed-ability grouping in 

junior high schools, such as the influence of parents, difficulty of teaching in 

mixed-ability class, and the influence of the senior high school entry system. How has 

the local educational authority reacted to these arguments? 
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5. How have you helped schools to implement the policy? 

6. Have you established the ‘Mixed-Ability Grouping Policy Promotion Committee’? Who 

are the members of the committee? How does this committee work? 

7. How do you assess the implementation of the policy in schools? (the methods, the 

process, and the key elements for evaluation) 

8. What are the barriers that you consider as hindering the practice of the mixed-ability 

grouping policy? 

9. What is your opinion towards the argument that county should have the autonomy to 

decide the method of class organisation? 

10. How do you view your role in the process of the mixed-ability grouping policy?  

11. What do you think may improve the practice of the mixed-ability grouping policy? 

 

Interview questions for school principals 

 
1. What is your general attitude towards the current mixed-ability grouping policy? 

2. What are the main reasons for you to support or question this policy? 

3. Are there any materials in relation to the practice of the mixed-ability grouping policy in 

place to help the school adopt mixed-ability grouping? 

4. According to your understanding, what is the general attitude towards the policy of the 

teachers in the school? Are their attitudes different with each other? If so, how does the 

school deal with these different opinions?  

5. Are there any struggles inside the school in the process of adopting this policy? How 

has it been presented and dealt with? 

5.1 How do teachers teach in mixed-ability classrooms? How does the practice affect 

teachers’ and your attitudes towards this policy? 

5.2 How do parents affect the practice of the mixed-ability grouping policy? 

5.3 How does the senior high school entry system affect the practice of the policy? 

6. There is a criticism indicating that schools create ‘gifted class’ to group higher attaining 

pupils without providing adequate ‘gifted education’. What is your opinion about this 

criticism?   

7. How does the local educational authority assess and support the practice of the 

mixed-ability grouping policy? 

8. We know that there are interest groups intervene with the practice of the policy from 

different perspectives. Do their actions affect schools’ practice of the policy? 

9. How do you view current principal’s role in the process of the mixed-ability grouping 

policy?  

10. What do you think may improve the practice of the mixed-ability grouping policy? 
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Interview questions for teachers 

 
1. What is your general attitude towards the current mixed-ability grouping policy? 

2. What are the main reasons for you to support or question this policy? 

3. Are there any materials in relation to the practice of the mixed-ability grouping policy in 

place to help the school adopt mixed-ability grouping? 

4. According to your understanding, what is the general attitude towards the policy of the 

principal and the teachers in school? Are their attitudes different with each other? How 

does the school deal with these different opinions?  

5. How do parents affect the practice of the mixed-ability grouping policy? 

6. How does the senior high school entry system affect your practice of this policy? 

7. There is a criticism indicating that schools create ‘gifted class’ to group higher attaining 

pupils without providing adequate ‘gifted education’. What is your opinion about this 

criticism?   

8. From your experience, how would you describe the difference in teaching a mixed-ability 

class and a streamed class? What are the main difficulties in teaching mixed-ability 

classes? Please give some examples about how you prepare and teach in different kinds of 

classes. 

10. Have you ever discussed the issue of mixed-ability grouping and streaming in teacher 

training program?  

11. Have you ever learned how to teach mixed-ability groups in teacher training program? 

12. Is there any mechanism in the school for teachers to discuss teaching in mixed-ability 

groups and general teaching problems? 

13. We know that there are interest groups intervene in the practice of the policy from 

different perspectives. Do their actions affect schools’ practice of the policy? 

14. How do you view current teacher’s role in the process of the mixed-ability grouping 

policy?  

15. What do you think may improve the practice of the mixed-ability grouping policy? 
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