Taiwanese Perspectives on Young Children’s Early Schooling Experiences
by
Chin-Hsiu Chen

B.S., State University of New York at Geneseo, 1995
M.Ed., University of Victoria, 1999

A Dissertation Submitted in Partial Fulfilment of the
Requirements for the Degree of

DOCTORAL OF PHILISOPHY

in the Department of Curriculum & Instruction

© Chin-Hsiu Chen, 2006
University of Victoria

All rights reserved. This dissertation may not be reproduced in whole or in part, by
photo-copying or other means, without the permission of the author.



Taiwanese Perspectives on Young Children’s Early Schooling Experiences
by
Chin-Hsiu Chen

B.S., State University of New York at Geneseo, 1995
M.Ed., University of Victoria, 1999

Supervisory Committee

Dr. M. I. Mayfield (Department of Curriculum and Instruction)

i

Supervisor

Dr. A. Preece (Department of Curriculum and Instruction)

Co-Supervisor or Departmental Member

Dr. R. H. Fowler (Department of Curriculum and Instruction)

Departmental Member
Dr. B. Timmons (Department of Educational Psychology and Leadership Studies)

Outside Member
Dr. P. R. Tarr (Faculty of Education, University of Calgary)

External Examiner



11

Supervisory Committee
Dr. M. 1. Mayfield (Department of Curriculum and Instruction)

Supervisor
Dr. A. Preece (Department of Curriculum and Instruction)

Co-Supervisor or Departmental Member
Dr. R. H. Fowler (Department of Curriculum and Instruction)

Departmental Member
Dr. B. Timmons (Department of Educational Psychology and Leadership Studies)

Outside Member
Dr. P. R. Tarr (Faculty of Education, University of Calgary)

External Examiner

Abstract

Early childhood programs have been proliferating in Taiwan for the past decade
due to the drastic changes in the society, and to public and professional concepts of child
development. Children, today, are placed in non-maternal and academic-focused early
childhood programs at a much younger age than previously. The current trend of so-
called “the earlier the better” in Taiwan raises issues about the effects of early formal
schooling experiences on children’s optimal development. However, very little is known
about young children’s early schooling experiences in Taiwan due to the lack of
empirical studies.

The purpose of this study was to explore the perspectives and experiences of
Taiwanese mothers, children, teachers, and administrators regarding young children’s
early schooling involvement. Participants were recruited mainly from two preschools
(one public and one private) in a west-central city of Taiwan. Research participants
included 32 mothers, 10 young children, 3 teachers, and 3 administrators. A qualitative
design with a phenomenological approach was used in the study to investigate the
subjective experiences of the phenomenon. Data were collected by using focus groups

and individual interviews. In addition, a content review was conducted to gain an



overview of how young children’s early schooling involvement was viewed by the
parental advice literature in Taiwan. From the analysis of the data, the following five
general themes emerged: children’s development, mass media, social competition,
differences between individuals and groups, and cultural change aspects. The specific
meaning of each theme is illustrated, including similarities and differences amongst the
participants. Finally, limitations, implications and future research directions are

discussed.
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Chapter One ~ Introduction
Emily Smith, 5 years of age, is in kindergarten in Springdale, USA. She has been

doing gymnastics since she was two and a half years old. She takes piano lessons and is |

enrolled in baseball, tennis, and soccer. In the summer she participates in a swimming

class, and belongs to a Girl Scout group (Kantrowitz & Wingert, 2001). As illustrated by
this report, in many countries many young children’s lives today are filled with numerous
structured activities, especially among the middle-class families (Rosenfeld & Wise,
2000). In other words, children of the 21%-century are experiencing a childhood very
different from those born early in the last century (Hymowitz, 1999). This reflects the
changes in the culture of childhood and society in general, and underscores the
importance of studying young children’s participation in more structured activities. The
focus of this study was to investigate mothers’, children’s, teachers’, and administrators’
perceptions of early schooling experiences in Taiwan.
Background to the Study

Research on child development and child care is multifaceted and its contributions
are wide ranging. It influences and reflects the demographic and economic changes,
societal values and resources that shaped childrearing practices and early childhood
education in the industrial world in the second half of the 1900s (Bremner & Fogel,
2001). For example, the emphasis on cognitive development in the mid-1900s spurred
much interest in the effects of early learning experiences on children’s developmental
outcomes. With the scientific studies of infant cognition and the cognitive behaviorist
theory of the importance of environmental interventions during the early years, “the

earlier the better” assumption that views prevention efforts at the beginning stages of life



as a prudent investment in the well-being of the society at large has been embedded in the
field of early childhood care and education since the 1950s (Bremner & Fogel, 2001).
Brain Research

Research on early brain development and learning has further intensified the focus
on early experience and its effects on later development. Recent advances in brain
research have provided new evidence that experience in the earliest days, weeks, and
years of life have consequences for later development. For example, some researchers
reported that babies can recognize their names and discriminate between two colors as
early as two weeks of age (e.g., Hainline, 1998; Mandel, Jusczyk, & Pisoni, 1995). And
by one month, babies can distinguish sounds as similar as “pah” and “bah” (Werner,
Marean, Halpin, Spetner, & Gillenwater, 1992). The human brain grows at a rapid rate
during the first three to five years of life and what happens in those first years can either
promote or curtail development (Shore, 1997). This evidence from brain research has
greatly increased interest in the effects of early childhood interventions on outcomes for
children, and captured much public attention in both the U.S. and Taiwan. For example,
research on early brain development was highlighted in the White House Conference on
Early Childhood in 1997 in the United States. Moreover, pictures of infants beamed from
the covers of popular magazines featuring articles on “How a child’s brain develops”
(Zime, 1997) and “How learning begins” (Newsweek, 2000). In Taiwan, a well-known
magazine, Common Wealth Magazine, had devoted a special issue on the importance of
early brain development. As a result, the image of the “helpless infant” in the early 1900s
has been transformed to the “competent child” in the mid-1900s and the “scientist in the

crib” at the end of the 20™-century.



Studies on Early Academic Learning

Accordingly, some professionals endorse an early academic orientation during the
preschool years and advocate the image of the “competent child” (e.g., Doman, 1994;
Englemann & Englemann, 1981). They argued that academic attitudes and practices in
the early years provide a challenge that would enhance young children’s minds and
increase their academic apd intellectual abilities. For example, Doman (1994) laid out a
curriculum in which parents would begin at infancy to teach children to read, do math,
and to develop a vocabulary. Furthermore, the literature revealed that the studies
conducted by these researchers supporting academic approach claimed that the early
academic skills learning would enhance children’s positive attitudes about school and
their self-esteem (e.g., Becker & Gersten, 1982; Bereiter, 1986; Gersten, Darch, &
Gleason, 1988).

On the other hand, an academic empbhasis for young children has been a
controversial issue in North America for years (Kagan & Zigler, 1987; Rescorla, Hyson,
& Hirsh-Pasek, 1991; Zigler & Bishop-Josef, 2004). Outspoken scholars argue that
highly academic expectations and practices may harm young children by compromising
their normal development. For instance, Sigel (1987) asserted that teaching academics to
preschool children is dangerous to children’s emotional development. Elkind (2001)
strongly condemned the downward extension of academic curricula to preschoolers and
used the term “hurried child” to label this “too much too soon” phenomenon. Elkind
(1993) further stated that loss of appetite, physical fatigue, decreased efficiency, and
psychosomatic symptoms occurred more frequently in young children who were exposed

to formal instruction. The view is that young children do not have the cognitive capacity



to adequately understand and master the academic skills of these formal instruction
programs, and the overall result is an unnecessary stress with no long-term benefits
(Kagan & Zigler, 1987).

Another argument against the early teaching of academic skills is that, although
early instruction may be harmless or even beneficial in the short term, it may have
negative consequences in the long term. Comparative studies (e.g., Rescorla, Hyson, &
Hirsh-Pasek, 1991; Schweinhart, et al., 2005; Stipek, Feiler, Daniels, & Milburn, 1995)
on the different effects of different curriculum models in early childhood programs
reported that academically oriented programs produced substantial increases in IQ and
some benefits in language skills immediately and in the short term, particularly for
children who were disadvantaged in the United States. However, in the long term,
children in academic-oriented programs were found to have more negative outcomes
(such as negative perceptions about themselves and lower educational expectations) than
children in nonacademic programs. In other words, children who attended preschool
programs that stressed academics demonstrated no long-term gains and had less positive
attitudes about school than children who attended nonacademic preschool programs
(Rescorla, Hyson, & Hirsh-Pasek, 1991 Stipek, Feiler, Daniels, & Milburn, 1995).

For the past two decades, the early childhood education philosophy embraced by
many in the United States views play as an important vehicle for young children’s
academic and overall development, and formal instruction as inappropriate and harmful
for young children (Zigler, Singer, & Bishop-Josef, 2004). This view was further
intensified by the National Association for the Education of Young Children’s (NAEYC)

statement on “developmentally appropriate practice” (Bredekamp, 1986) and its



publication of Developmentally Appropriate Practice in Early Childhood Programs
Serving Children from Birth Through Age 8 (Bredekamp & Copple, 1997) in fighting
against the increasingly academic orientation of kindergartens (Goffin & Wilson, 2001).
In addition, recently, there have been increasing numbers of grass-roots groups such as
Putting Family First, National Family Night, and Take Back Your Day calling for time
out from the frenzied pace and high stakes of family life in America today. For example,
Alvin Rosenfeld, the co-author of The Over-scheduled Child: Avoiding the Hyper-
Parenting Trap (Rosenfeld & Wise, 2001), started the National F amily Night
Organization that aims “to stop the overscheduled madness”
(www.nationalfamilynight.org).

In brief, child development and early education in the second half of the 20™-
century have been characterized by the increase in the provision of intervention programs
for young children that may reflect the influences of the scientific studies, advanced
technology in understanding human development, and other social factors. For example,
the Russians’ launching of Sputnik in 1957 and the government’s War on Poverty,
concerned with the deleterious and long-term effects of poverty on young children, led to
a great expansion of early intervention programs for young children in the United States
(Zigler, 1984). In conclusion, the trend of involving young children in more early
schooling activities has become a widespread phenomenon in the US and many countries.
However, the topic of involving young children in structured activities remains a
controversial issue among early childhood educators. As this study was designed to
explore young children’s early schooling experiences in Taiwan, the next section presents

background information on Taiwan’s early childhood education and the relevant issues.



Background Information on Taiwan

It is not uncommon to find more and more children around the world experiencing
early schooling and training, including children in Taiwan. As noted, Taiwan has recently
experienced enormous changes more dramatic than any time in its history (Lin & Tsai,
1996). In particular, early childhood care and education in Taiwan have been undergoing
great changes due to multiple factors such as changes in social and family structure, and
influences of Western ideology on child development (Hsieh, 2001). Since martial law
was ended in 1987, Taiwan’s restrictions on mass media were lifted, import tariffs were
cut, and goods that were previously unavailable flowed into the country. The country’s
per capita income doubled within one decade (Government Information Office of
Taiwan, 2003). Currently, the percentage of working mothers of young children under
age six is approximately 54% and approximately 63% of families are dual-income
families (National Statistics of Taiwan, 2004). In addition, according to the National
Statistics of Taiwan (2004), the average family size has dropped within a single
generation from six children to the current norm of two children. These changes,
inevitably, have had a major impact on the nature and scale of early childhood education
in Taiwan.
Early Childhood Education

In Taiwan, early childhood education is considered education before primary

school and is not part of compulsory education (Republic of China Ministry of Education,
2004). Basically, there are two types of early childhood education programs: preschool
and cram school (private supplementary tutoring). The former refers to educational

institutions that provide primary care and education services for children under the age of



six. The latter offers extracurricular programs including English, computer, fine arts, and
other school-related subjects to young children.

Today, children are educated predominantly in early childhood programs instead of
at home (Chao, 1999). As a result, early childhood education is experiencing tremendous
growth in Taiwan. For example, the number of early childhood programs for young
children, including preschools and cram-school programs, has doubled almost every year
for the past decade while the birth rate has dropped from 4.66 to 1.11 per 1,000
population (National Statistics of Taiwan, 2004). According to the Republic of China
Ministry of Education (2004), 243,303 children attended 3,234 registered preschools and
about 318,918 children attended 3,600 childcare facilities and nursery schools in the
school year of 2001. In addition, in the school year of 2000 to 2001, 87.16% of children
under the age of six and 97% of six-year-olds attended formal preschool settings. Thus,
the number of preschools has increased tremendously from 28 in 1950 to 1,186 in 1980
and 6,834 in 2002.

Taiwan’s early childhood education curriculum has undergone many changes at
different times in history to meet the differing social needs and values, namely from the
emphasis on ethnic identity and patriotism during the Japanese occupation, to “life
education” in the postwar period, then to “science education” during the 1980s. In 1981,
the government passed the Early Childhood Education Act (Republic of China Ministry
of Education, 1981), the first and the most important law for early childhood education in
Taiwan. In the same year, the Preschool Education Law was promulgated to set up the
basic standards for preschools. The law covers the preschool system, the number of

students allowed per class, required teacher qualifications, minimum standards for



facilities, and financial penalties for violators. In order to improve the quality of early
childhood education, the Ministry of Education revised and promulgated the Standards
Jor Kindergarten Curriculum in 1987 (Republic of China Ministry of Education, 1987).
The major goal of kindergarten education is to provide children with an education to
enhance their physical, moral and intellectual development. The curriculum is divided
into six areas: play, health, language, work, music, and general knowledge (concepts in
mathematics, social studies and sciences). While the Standards for Kindergarten
Curriculum provides an outline of the curriculum, preschool centers and teachers are free
to design activities according to children’s needs and interests.

The learning of academic skills as a standard goal for kindergarteners has never
been included in the Standards for Kindergarten Curriculum. However, in a survey by
Pan (1992), 75% of the 377 preschools visited in Taipei County taught children to write
Chinese characters and phonetic symbols, and some preschool children had written
homework every day. Hsue and Aldridge (1995), in comparing and contrasting
“developmentally appropriate practice” and traditional Taiwanese culture, pointed out
that the value of academics was stressed and early childhood education was viewed as a
preparation for primary education. As Lin and Tsai ( 1996) stated, the emphasis on
children’s cognitive development was a response to the society’s expectation, as
Taiwanese parents were concerned with children’s academic achievement and wanted to
give their children a “head start™ to succeed in later schooling.

With the changes in social structure and the influence of Western views of
education of young children, a variety of Western early childhood programs such as the

Project Approach, Montessori, and Waldorf can easily be found in Taiwan (Hsieh, 2004).



In addition, in order to survive in the increasing competitive early childhood market
caused by the declining birth rate, many preschools are pressured to change their
curriculum (Hsieh, 2001). For example, besides the academically oriented lessons such as
language and mathematics, other enrichment activities such as computer use, swimming,
and English conversation are also being added to the curriculum in order to attract pupils.

On the other hand, there are also some practical concerns regarding the quality of
early childhood programs. Currently in Taiwan, private operators run about 60% of
preschools and almost all the cram schools (Republic of China Ministry of Education,
2004). The cost of these private early childhood education programs is quite high.
According to the 1999 survey by Common Wealth Magazine (Chao, 1999), Taiwan’s
preschool education tuition is about two to three times more than that of J apan, and a
child’s educational expenses take about 18% of a family’s monthly income. On average,
tuition for preschool programs is at least four times higher than public college tuitions.
As a result, Taiwanese family expenditures on children’s educational activities account
for 4.3% of the Gross National Product (Government Information Office of Taiwan,
2003). This was in comparison to the amount of GNP spent on children’s educational
expenses by the families in the United States (1.56%), Japan (1.86%), and Germany
(1.77%).
Private Supplementary Tutoring

“Don’t let your child lose out! Get Started” and “By age six, your child’s future has
been determined” are some well-known television commercial slogans for cram schools
(private supplementary tutoring schools) in Taiwan (Chao, 1999). According to an

internet-based poll of families with children from ages two to six years, 51% of children
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are enrolled in English cram schools, 27% in piano lessons, and 20% in math, dance,
music, and pottery lessons (Chang, 2003). Approximately 49% of preschool children are
enrolled in one type of cram school program and 28% in two types. One third of families
spent less than $80 Canadian per month, 23% spent around $80-130, and 15% spent more
than $2,200 per month on children’s cram school programs (Chang). In addition, 53% of
parents said they were satisfied with the cram school programs that their children were in
and 54% would not consider reducing their expenses for cram school programs and
believed that these programs were necessary.

In Taiwan, the “private supplementary tutoring” is called “buxiban” in Chinese (or
“cram school”), which includes academic schools, natural science schools, sports schools,
information schools, home economics schools, arts schools, and business schools. In
general, “buxiban” means tutoring in academic subjects provided by tutors (for financial
gain) in addition to mainstream schooling (Zeng, 1999). The nature of academic
“buxibans” varies considerably in Taiwan, from individual tutorials held in the homes to
large classes in huge lecture theatres. While there are different types of schools, more
than half of the “buxibans™ are used for preparing students for the senior high school and
university entrance examinations. Other cram schools specialize in subjects such as
foreign languages, civil service exams, TOEF L, and other exams required for study
abroad. Recently, the so-called “brain development” programs that claimed to stimulate
young children’s brain activities have joined the “busiban” market.

The government statistics indicate that as of the end of May 2001, there were 8,666
“buxiban” centers registered with the government (Government Information Office of

Taiwan, 2003). However, a very large number of “buxiban” operated without a license,
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so the total number was even larger. In addition, there are no statistics on the real number
and age of students who attend cram schools. In a recent survey conducted by Common
Wealth Magazine (He, 2005), 70% of Grade 4 to 6 students attended cram schools after
school, and spent on the average of 1-3 hours (per day) in cram schools. Furthermore,
approximately 50% of the children have cram school lessons on the weekends. The
survey also found that 37% of children are involved in one-subject cram schools, 30% in
two subjects, and another 30% in three or more subjects. On average, a family paid about
$6,000 per month (approximately $230 Canadian dollars) for one child’s cram school
expenses. In addition, 50% of families reported that the cram school expenses occupied
about one-tenth of family’s monthly earning. Approximately 50% of children reported
that they dislike cram schools. Interestingly, the author pointed out that the number of
cram schools has increased five fold since the launching of educational reform in 1994.
From 1994 to 2005, the number of cram schools in Taiwan has grown from 2,626 to
14,073.

According to the Ministry of Education’s Rules for Establishing and
Administrating the Short-Term Buxiban in 1987, academic “buxibans” were not allowed
to enroll elementary students, and middle school students were not allowed to have
tutoring classes from Monday morning to Saturday noontime. However, these rules were
hardly observed or enforced (Kwok, 2001). Conversely, the new-generation
entrepreneurs in the cram business have been expanding classes for younger students, and
many have opened the so-called “Baby Class™ (Zeng, 1999, p. 156). The age of children
involved in cram schools also has been declining. With the growing number of young

children involved in cram schools and the dramatic increase in the number of cram
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schools in the past decade, attending cram school has become a “norm” and part of young
children’s life in Taiwan.

An enormous amount of time and money has been invested by Taiwanese families
in their children’s early educational programs for many parents see additional early
schooling as a “necessary evil” (Chao, 1999) to ensure their children’s entrance to
universities and promising futures. The new evidence from brain research has also greatly
increased interest in the effects of early childhood interventions on outcomes for children.
Many articles and advertisements cite brain research in reference to promoting
“educational” programs and products in Taiwan. For example, in an article by a
pediatrician (Chang, 2001), the author addressed the issues of “windows of opportunity”
and “critical period” to promote an early childhood training program called Advanced
Leadership Training System. This author stated that the most critical period of a child’s
development is at the age of three years, and that parents need to have a systematic and
well-planned training program to maximize the child’s potential and positively effect
their future development. Thus, the North American research on early brain development
played a crucial role in promoting the concept of “competent child” in Taiwan.
Educational Reform in Taiwan

During the last decade there have been large-scale educational reforms initiated at
the primary and secondary levels in Taiwan. According to the Republic of China Ministry
of Education (2004), the main goals of the educational reform are to expand educational
opportunities, foster continuous life-long learning, to increase quality school education,
and to promote paradigmatic shifts from teacher-centered to student-centered learning,

For example, the curriculum at every level from early childhood education to university
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is being revised to emphasize creative thinking and problem solving skills (Republic of
China Ministry of Education, 2004). Most importantly, with new educational policies, the
joint examinations to enter senior high schools and universities were eliminated in 2001
and 2002, respectively. As a result, the so-called Multi-route Promotion Program for
Entering Senior High Schools and Multi-route Promotion Program for College-bound
Seniors were implemented. The primary goal of this reform was to reduce exam-related
pressure on students and to provide multiple channels (such as through assignment,
application, or selection by recommendation) for students to advance to higher levels of
education. However, students would still have to pass the Basic Achievement Test for
high school and Scholastic Attainment Test for college. These tests are given twice a year
during the last year of junior and senior high schools.

However, these educational reforms have become a target of public criticism over
the past couple of years. For example, the multiple entrance system for colleges and high
schools has also triggered much controversy and also spawned many problems. A
common criticism is that the use of the proficiency exams in the last year of junior high
and high schools has intensified pressure on students and competition among students
(Chiu, 2003). Instead of taking the once a year joint entrance exam and competing with
students in the same district, students now are taking proficiency exams twice a year and
competing with students across the nation. As a result, calls by the general public for
sweeping reform of the educational system are quite common, and the desi gn of an
effective evaluation for assessing the results of educational reforms and their

implementation is a critical need.
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Chinese Cultural Factors

In Taiwan, the rapid growth of preschools and cram schools in recent years also
reflect the strong influence of the Chinese cultural heritage. Taiwan inherits mostly
Confucian traditions including the emphasis on educational achievement. Studies on
Chinese parental perceptions of children’s development and education have indicated that
Chinese parents tend to put more emphasis on academic achievement than the
development of socio-emotional skills and view early childhood programs as a
preparation for formal schooling (e.g., Beckert et.al., 2004; Ebbeck & Gokhale, 2004; Lin
& Fu, 1990; Weikart, 1999). This perception of the purpose of early childhood programs
is evident in the implementation of academically oriented curricula in Taiwan. The
studies on supplementary tutoring also pointed out that the meritocratic societal drive in
Confucian heritage culture is associated with the vigorous growth of cram schools in
many East Asian countries, including in Taiwan (e.g., Bray & Kwok, 2003; Kwok, 2001;
Rohlen, 1980; Zeng, 1999). In addition, affordability of the tutoring fees in a large
competitive market, economic affluence of families, and the nuclear nature of tutees’
families are positively correlated to the growth and popularity of cram schools in Taiwan.
As aresult, the emphasis on early academic achievement and the growth of cram schools
cannot easily be hindered by the recent educational reform. Conversely, educational
reform seems to accelerate rather than to reduce the hi gh achievement pressures as more
children are involved in cram school lessons at a younger age (He, 2005). In conclusion,
the above changes in the numbers and nature of early childhood programs in Taiwan are
mirroring the new concept of childhood, namely the “competent child” which is

consistent with the Chinese traditional beliefs.
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In brief, the need for early childhood education involvements has become more
evident in Taiwan in recent years for various reasons. However, while parents are
scrambling to win the big race for their children’s futures, there are some concerns and
warnings from professionals in Taiwan regarding the negative impacts of early schooling.
These concerns are reflected in recent articles published by some of the most prominent
parenting magazines in Taiwan such as Common Wealth Magazine and Preschool
Education. Scholars have warned parents of the dangers of focusing narrowly on
cognitive development (the potential negative impacts of “hurrying” children) by
referencing North American studies and opinions. For example, a well-respect parenting
magazine, Preschool Education, has published numerous articles promoting the
importance of developmentally appropriate practice and of play in early childhood
education. In the article by Cheng (2004), Elkind’s “hurried child” and Rosenfeld’s
“over-scheduled child” were referred to as the author stated that early cognitive skills
learning may hurt a child’s development and lead to emotional and physical stress. In
conclusion, Cheng pointed out that family time, play, reading, awareness of individual
difference, and a well-balanced development are the keys to having a “talented child.”

The expansion of early childhood programs in Taiwan and the other regions in the
world has been driven by the changes in social and family structure, and updated
scientific knowledge about child’s intellectual development. The interest in early
programs from birth or the prenatal period also has been fueled by widespread attention
to brain development in the first few years of life. At the same time, there is increasing
debate on the issue of early formal schooling among scholars and professionals. The

debate has been largely formed by two opposite positions: (a) those in favor of the early
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schooling involvement (“the earlier the better”), and (b) those concerned about the “too
much too early” exposure of young children to “formal” education. However, there is a
lack of studies that directly address this important topic in the literature in both North
America and Taiwan. In addition, with the Chinese cultural values for academic
achievement and examination-driven school cultures, Taiwan’s current early childhood
education practices seems to be driven mainly by the “competent child” or, in other
words, “the earlier the better” orientation. The growing number of early childhood
programs and the declining age of children involving in cram school programs further
reflect the Taiwanese parents’ efforts to provide optimal early learning environments for
their very young children. Therefore, there is a great need to explore this issue in a
Taiwanese context.
Statement of the Research Problem

Recent research on brain development and the effects of early environments has
shown that early cognitive and social experiences have an impact on children’s well-
being and their later learning ability (Bruer, 1999; Shore, 1997). Consequently, the topic
of the effects of early formal schooling experiences on developmental outcomes has been
debated among the professionals for years. With the current trend of involving young
children in more structured activities at earlier ages, the need to address the costs and
benefits to young children’s “head start” practices in a scientific way is greater than ever.
Given the importance of this topic for educators, parents, children and policy makers, it is
surprising that there exists relatively little research in the literature. In particular, there is
a lack of studies exploring the perspectives and experiences of those who are directly

engaged in the early childhood educational process (parents, children, teachers, and
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administrators). Therefore, there is a great need to investi gate how the phenomenon of
increased structured activities at earlier ages is experienced by those involved.

This study was designed to gain information about the phenomenon from the point
of view of those who are themselves experiencing it directly, including determining how
they see things, how they understand the situation, and how they interpret events. Based
on my professional experiences in Taiwan, [ was aware that many parents struggled with
the different portrayals of children’s early learning. The mass media in Taiwan seemed to
favor the image of the “competent child” in promoting early educational programs and
products, while some professionals warned parents of the dangers of the “hurried child.”
The focus of this study was particularly on Taiwanese mothers’ perceptions of the current
practices of early childhood education and how their perceptions would affect the
decisions about young children’s early schooling involvements. Taiwanese mothers,
instead of fathers or grandparents, were chosen for this study as they are essentially
responsible for deciding their children’s early educational experiences (Ho, 1994).
Therefore, how mothers construct and interpret their children’s early learning experiences
would give meaning to the phenomenon under study.

In addition to understanding mothers perceptions of children’s early learning
experiences, there is also a need to understand the perceptions of professionals and
children in order to gain a more holistic view of the phenomenon. It is important to
explore professionals’ perceptions and experiences because they play a role in
transmitting early childhood education values to the families that they serve. Children’s
opinions of what it means to be engaged in structured activities are needed for they are

directly affected by the phenomenon under study. Moreover, as Antoine de Saint-
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Exupery wrote in The Little Prince (1945), grownups cannot, on their own, understand
the world from the child’s point of view and therefore they need children to explain it to
them. To better understand the phenomenon, we need to pay attention to what children
have to say about their experiences.

Rationale for this Study

The current trend of involving young children in more structured activities is a
response to parents’ needs to provide their children with the opportunity to get off to a
good start in the early years. It is critical to examine the phenomenon of early schooling
involvement as early experience affects the foundation of children’s later learning and
developmental outcomes. In particular, there is a greater need to study the topic in
Taiwan for the following reasons. First, the vigorous growth of preschool and cram
school programs in Taiwan indicated that more young children are engaging in structured
activities at younger ages. Second, the Chinese cultural emphasis on educational
attainment and the examination-driven school culture have created academically focused
early childhood programs. Third, Taiwanese parents invest a greater amount of money for
their children’s early education expenditures than do parents in major western countries.
Hence, the topic of early schooling involvement in Taiwan deserves much more attention
than it has received to date.

With a better understanding of the phenomenon from those who are directly
involved, our knowledge about early learning experiences in a Taiwanese context will be
enhanced. The results of this study may serve early childhood programs and families by
providing professionals and parents with insights into the phenomenon of involving

young children in more structured activities. For example, the results of the study may
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serve as a reference source for parents in making decisions about their children’s early
schooling involvements. For professionals, the findings of the study may enhance their
awareness of the social, historical, and cultural contexts that define the mothers’ and
children’s experiences.
Research Questions
The purpose of this study was to explore Taiwanese perspectives and experiences
regarding young children’s schooling involvement. In particular, how Taiwanese mothers
viewed the phenomenon would be a main focus as mothers usually play a significant role
in the upbringing of their young children in Chinese cultures (Ho, 1994). In addition, the
opinions of children, teachers, and administrators on the topic were also examined and
served as additional data sources. In order to understand the phenomenon experienced by
participants, the general research questions were developed to direct this study. As
mothers were the key informants in this study, the research questions were developed
mainly to understand their points of the view. The research questions for professionals
and children were modified based on the general research questions. The following are
the general research questions used in this study:
1. What are the participants’ descriptive definitions or personal interpretations of
“the earlier the better” phenomenon?
2. What are the participants’ perceptions of the benefits (positive aspects) and the
problems (negative aspects) regarding more early schooling involvement?
3. What kinds of information and considerations do the mothers use to make

decisions about enrolling or not enrolling their children in the cram schools?
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4. Have there been any changes in the mothers’ perceptions/experiences of their
children’s early schooling experiences since the enrollment of their children in
cram schools, and any possible reasons for those changes?

Overview of the Research Methodology

This study utilized a qualitative research design because it is the most appropriate
approach to understanding social phenomenon from the participants’ perspectives.
Qualitative research is based on “constructionism,” which assumes multiple realties are
socially constructed through individual and collective perceptions or views of the same
situation (McMillan & Schumacher, 2001). In other words, people’s perceptions are
what they consider “real” to them, and the most effective way to understand a
phenomenon is to have it described by those who have experienced it directly, as “the
internal viewpoint (actor) is the privileged position for unveiling experience” (Giorgi,
1970, p. 196).

The early schooling experience is a broad research topic that leads to many research
questions and could be tackled from various perspectives and employ different research
approaches, from laboratory brain research to experimental field studies. According to
McMillan and Schumancher (2001), a problem that is not delimited is one of the common
weaknesses of qualitative research proposals. They state, “Designs cannot yield valid
data for every possible variable, nor can qualitative researchers encompass extremely
broad questions in a single study” (p. 582). Conceptually and methodologically, this
study was delimited in two ways. First, the study focused primarily on Taiwanese
mothers’ subjective experiences regarding their children’s early schooling. Second, the

main participants were mothers who have children enrolled in both preschools and cram
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schools, and mothers who have children only in preschools. Mothers were chosen as the

main participants because they are believed to be the most knowledgeable and

informative about the phenomenon being investigated. The other participants (children,

teachers, and administrators) were recruited for they also lived with the phenomenon on a

daily basis and could enrich the understandings of being sought.

Definition of Terms
For the purpose of this dissertation, these key terms are defined as follows:

Competent Child — the notion that children are innately equipped with all sorts of
behaviors that scientists had once assumed to be learned at a later developmental
stage (Hymowitz, 1999). It refers to a positive perspective on early childhood “head
start,” namely “the earlier the better” position.

Hurried Child — the way parents, schools, the media, and modern technology rush
children through their childhood in the pursuit of excellence and a jump start on the
competition (Elkind, 1993). This view reflects the concerns about potential negative
effects of imposing overwhelming educational activities on children’s overall
development, the “too much too early” position. The term is usually translated into
a well-known Chinese phrase “pulling up the seedling hoping to make it grow
better.”

Preschools — all the educational institutions (including private and public kindergartens
and nursery schools) that provide primary care and education services to young
children under the age of six in Taiwan. Nine-years compulsory education starts at
age 7 (Grade One) and ends at age 15 (Grade Nine) in Taiwan (Ministry of
Education, 2004).

Cram Schools — refers to “private supplementary tutoring™ schools which include
academic, natural science, information, home economy, arts, and business schools
that provide lessons (Ministry of Education, 2004).

Summary
It is noted that more and more young children around the world, including in
Taiwan, are engaged in structured learning activities. Despite the importance and

controversial nature of involving young children in more schooling activities, there is

limited research directly examining this phenomenon. The purpose of this study was to
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explore the personal perspectives of Taiwanese mothers, children, teachers, and

administrators on young children’s early schooling involvements. In this dissertation,

Chapter One offers an introduction to the background of the study including information |
on Taiwan’s social context; presents the problem and purpose of the study, the research

questions, and an overview of the research methodology. In Chapter Two, an overview of

relevant literature regarding the topic is provided. Chapter Three contains a detailed

description of the methodological approach used, including procedures for participant

selection, data collection, and data analysis. In Chapter Four, the summary of the research

data is presented in order to reflect the participants’ views of the topic. Last, the study

findings (themes) are discussed in Chapter Five; limitations, implications, and future

research direction of the study are also outlined.
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Chapter Two ~ Review of Literature

This research study explored mothers’, children’s, teachers’, and administrators’
perceptions of early schooling experiences in Taiwan. Based on the review of literature,
empirical research that directly addressed and examined the topic is very limited in North
America and even scarcer in Taiwan. As a result, this chapter is a review of broad
historical background information and related research findings on the topic of young
children’s early schooling experiences, mainly from North American studies. The
literature on parenting advice and relevant Chinese cultural studies is also included in
order to understand the social context of the phenomenon being studied.

Parenting Advice Literature

In a content analysis study on advice given to parents, Wrigley (1989) found that a
dramatic change occurred in perceptions about children and their needs for cognitive
stimulation from the 1900s to the 1980s in the United States. She and her colleagues
found that the early emphasis on hygiene during the early 1900s shifted to a broader view
of infant intellectual development in the 1930s. In the 1960s, nearly half of the articles
analyzed were on young children’s cognitive development. During the 1970s and 1980s,
experts increasingly portrayed cognitive stimulation as vital for young children’s
development, and this topic emerged as a dominant focus in the literature. The most vocal
advocates of this view were Doman and his colleagues (Doman, Doman, & Aisen, 1985).
They suggested that intellectual gains could be even greater if formal education were to
begin even earlier. By this account, they laid out a curriculum in which parents begin at
infancy to teach children to read, to develop a vocabulary, and to do math, claiming that

“babies can learn absolutely anything that you can present to them in an honest and
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factual way and they don’t give a fig whether it is encyclopedia knowledge, reading
words, math, or nonsense for that matter” (p. 18).

In the 1980s and 1990s, our knowledge of brain development and its relation to
cognition increased dramatically, and this was due primarily to the new technologies that
permit the imaging of brain activities. For example, new neuroimaging techniques that
include electro-encephalography (EEG), positron emission tomography (PET), and
functional magnetic resonance imaging (fMRI), have allowed scientists to explore the
relation between brain and cognitive development. As a result, in the mid-1990s, the
early development of, and discoveries about, the human brain during the early years
dominated the early childhood literature (Hymowitz, 1999; Fogel, 2004). The new focus
on neuroscience caught the attention of many developmental and educational
psychologists and educators. Public awareness of brain development in the early years
was increased with the help of Hollywood celebrity Rob Reiner, and the “I Am Your
Child” national campaign that included extensive news media attention; a White House
Conference on Early Childhood Development and Learning in 1997; and a widely
disseminated report on the results of brain research (Shore, 1997). This research suggests
that even a newborn can be regarded as a “scientist in the crib” who possesses an innate
ability and drive to learn through interactions with the environment (Gopnik, Meltzoff, &
Kuhl, 1999).

In 1996, each of the major weekly news magazines in the U.S. (Newsweek, Time,
and U.S. News & World Reports) had special issues on the new brain research as it relates
to young children. For example, Newsweek devoted a special edition to the critical first

three years of a child’s life and indicated that during these years there is a “window of
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opportunity” (Begley, 1996). The article indicated that the experiences of childhood help
form the brain’s circuits for music, mathematics, language, and emotion. In Canada, the
article titled “Baby’s Brainpower is Set by Age One” by Blakeslee (1997) urged parents
to be talkative and articulate as some neurological scientists believe that the number of
words an infant hears each day is the most important predictor of a child’s later
intelligence, school success, and social competence. As a result, the image of the
“helpless infant™ in the early 1900s has by the end of the ZO‘h-century been transformed to
“the scientist in the crib.”

Research over the past 50 years has given rise to concept of the “competent child,”
which was greeted enthusiastically by the American general public when numerous
books by that name were published (Bremner & Fogel, 2004; Hymowitz, 1999). These
types of books continue to dominate today’s popular advice literature market. For
example, Baby Signs: How to Talk to Your Baby Before Your Baby Can Talk by
Acredolo, Goodwyn, Abrams, and Hansen (2002), which was on 2002’s bestseller list of
parenting advice publications, echoes the belief in the “competent child” and fuels the
anxiety of falling behind at the beginning of the race. In addition, numerous books on,
and educational materials for, building young children’s brain plasticity can easily be
spotted in the parenting advice sections of bookstores. The advice literature interprets the
brain research discoveries, and attempts to turn parents into personal cognitive trainers
for the infant cerebellum. For example, How to Have a Smarter Baby (Ludington, Hoe, &
Golant, 1990) recommends a fifteen-minute-a-day program to exercise the baby’s senses
so as to “increase his concentration span” (p. 1). In the book, the authors stated that the

training should begin before birth by placing headphones on the mother’s belly so that the
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fetus can hear a tape of personal messages and classical music. Thus, there is a growing
market for “brain-based” programs and products that design their advertising to appeal
directly to parents, educators, and caregivers (Davis, 2001).

On the other hand, a growing number of articles and books warning of the negative
impact of the “hurried child” lifestyle have appeared in the parenting advice literature.
Articles such as “False Promise” (Kelly, 2000), “The Parent Trap” (Kantrowitz &
Wingert, 2001), and “The Quest for a Superkid” (Kluger & Park, 2001) in popular
magazines question the effects of early attainment in all aspects of child development. In
addition, three Harvard professors wrote a paper (Fitzsimmons, Lewis, & Ducey, 2000)
to urge students to slow down, discover their true passions, and resist the resume-padding
game. Important books on the topics include The Hurried Child (Elkind, 1981),
Endangered Minds (Healy, 1990), Disappearance of Childhood (Postman, 1982), and
more recently, Ready or Not (Hymowitz, 1999), The Over-Scheduled Child (Rosenfeld &
Wise, 2001), Putting Family First (Doherty & Carlson, 2002) and Reclaiming Childhood
(Crain, 2003). These books describe a serious decline in children’s overall health and
make concrete suggestions for healthy changes in families, school, and communities. In
brief, the central message is clear: childhood is endangered and children need our
protection and healing. For example, Postman (1982) argued that children are without
childhood because there is an “end of secrecy” where parents are no longer protecting
their children from what was once considered adult, especially sexual, information.
Television, Postman believed, is “a total disclosure medium” (p- 81) that makes formerly

taboo knowledge available to the youngest children.
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Perhaps the most troubling twist from “too much too soon” comes from David
Elkind. Elkind’s books, The Hurried Child (1981) and Miseducation: Preschool at Risk
(1987), described the growing numbers of parents who enroll their preschool children in
adult-directed lessons, drill them in academic skills, and value their offspring for the
glory their accomplishments may bring to the parents. Elkind believed “the hurried child”
was the offspring of “stressed-out”, overambitious parents responding to an increasingly
competitive society. He argued that children are rushed through their early years and
pushed to grow up too fast in pursuit of academic achievement and a jump start in an
increasingly competitive economy. In this speed-up pace of childhood, children are left
with no time to play, no time to be bored, and no time just to be. The consequences of
“hurrying” are severe from physical fatigue to depreSsion and even suicide, according to
Elkind.

Alvin Rosenfeld, a child psychiatrist and co-author of Hyper-Parenting (Rosenfeld
& Wise, 2000) and The Over-Scheduled Child (Rosenfeld & Wise, 2001), is an active
advocate of family time and relationships that he believes are more crucial to healthy
lives than scheduled activities. The term “hyper-parenting” is used to describe a style of
child-rearing that is practiced by many middle and upper middle class families. In these
families, parents become involved in every detail of their children’s academic, athletic
and social lives. They enroll their children to numerous adult-supervised and extra-
curricula activities that aimed at improving the academic, social, sporting, cultural or
psychological skills of their children. These parents are portrayed as believing they have
the power to craft the perfect childhood for their children, one that will guarantee a

successful adulthood in the competitive new world. Rosen and Wise stated that such
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“hyper-parenting” could damage children’s self-esteem and contribute to increasing
incidents of teenage depression, substance abuse, and sexual “acting out.” A website
titled Hyper-Parenting (www.hyper-parenting.com) was created by Rosenfeld to raise
national awareness about the impact of over-scheduling and to promote the importance of
family times through his campaign for National F amily Night.

Both Elkind and Rosenfeld have been actively advocating the need to reclaim
childhood and protect children in an increasingly competitive environment. In searching
for the causes of the “hurried child” phenomenon, they believe that the changes in social
and family environments over the past two decades, the overexposure of children to
media and technology, the extensive commercialism directed at children, the emphasis on
early academics, the advances in technology, and the societal need for efficiency and
productivity are the major underlying factors in creating a generation of over-stressed and
over-achieving children. Elkind and Rosenfeld warn continuously of the negative impacts
of exposing children to pressures including high risk of substance abuse, depression, and
psychological problems. However, both Elkind and Rosenfeld have not provided credible
research to support for these negative effects of the “hurried child” as these claims are
mainly based on their clinical observations of experiences.

Historical Perspective

As suggested by the previous section, the historical changes in beliefs about
children during the ZOm-cenmry were largely due to an increase since the mid-1900s in
scientific studies of infancy (Bremner & Fogel, 2004). It was only 50 years ago that the
assumption that human newborns were deaf and blind was entrenched in medical books

(Fogel, 2004). This view gradually diminished with the advance of technology sensitive
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enough to reveal infants’ sensory and cognitive abilities far more sophisticated than
anyone had imagined. Much of the pioneering research on infant cognition that began in
the 1960s focused on the early development of visual and auditory perception (Bremner
& Fogel, 2004). Since the 1960s, many relevant infant studies have been reported that
establish that newborns can indeed hear and see. For example, the studies on newborn’s
responses to voice in the 1970s showed that young infants (3-4 weeks of age) would
respond preferentially to their own mother’s voice (e.g., Mehler, Bertoncini, & Barriere,
1978; Mills & Meluish, 1974). With advances in technology, several controlled studies in
recent years have provided evidence that by the sixth month of gestation, the fetus
responds to loud sounds from the extrauterine environment, and by the ninth month the
fetus discriminates among sounds differing in frequency (e.g., Cheour-Luhtanen et al.,
1996; Kisilevsky, Muir, & Low, 1992; Lecanuet, Graniere-Deferre, Jacquet, & DeCasper,
2000). As a result, some educational programs, such as Prenatal University in California,
have been created to teach mothers how to make their babies smarter while they are still
in the uterus (White, 1999). Studies on infant’s visual perception also led some
researchers to conclude that infants do understand object constancy (e.g., Ballargeon,
1987; Rivera, Wakeley, & Langer, 1999) and can discriminate between two colors (e.g.,
Hainline, 1998; Mandel, Jusczyk, & Pisoni, 1995).

Thus, between 1950 and 1970, the number of publications concerned with infancy
exploded with some 800 works about very young children (Bremner & Fogel, 2004). The
preponderance of research studies on infancy marked the mid-1900s as the Infant Era. As
early as 1966, Bower concluded that “infants can in fact register most of the information

an adult can register but can handle less of the information than adults can register” (p.
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92). In 1973, Stone, Smith, and Murphy collected several hundred research articles that
they saw as justifying their title, The Competent Infant, which reflected a desire by the
scientists to discover early signs of intelligence in infants. The new baby was crowned
the “competent infant,” and the old notion of the almost empty, needful, and cognitively
incompetent infant has become a memory. Furthermore, the “competent infant”
progressed to the “rational infant” with Bower’s book, The Rational Infant, in 1989. After
a review of the evidence, Bower (1989) announced that:

What we will accomplish in theory and practice will, I am certain, depend on what

we can bring ourselves to accept of the idea that the infant we know so well, the

beautiful baby we all adore, is, as well as all that, a rational infant. (p. 160)

Scientific research on infants’ cognitive development concluded that the early years
are important. Even in infancy, children are active participants in their own development.
Moreover, the advances in experimental research on development in infancy have played
a critical role in spurring on and reinforcing the perception of the “competent child.” It is
the concept of the “competent child” that largely guides the process of inducing infants
and young children to acquire knowledge that is typically acquired at a later
developmental stage (Hymowitz, 1999). As a result, many parents have placed their
infants into structured programs designed to teach reading, music, and mathematics
before the age of three years.

In the field of early childhood education, a focus on cognitive skills also occurred
in the late 1950s when American views of education were affected by the Soviet Union’s
launching of Sputnik in 1957 (Zigler, 1984). The Americans’ self-criticism about

education led to a massive curriculum revision movement in order to improve the
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nation’s competence (Goffin & Wilson, 2001). A return to the “3Rs” was treated as a
way to build American superiority in the world. Another factor that influenced efforts to
enhance American children’s competence was the civil rights movement which |
attempted, through early education, to eradicate poverty and minimize social inequality
during the 1960s (Zigler, 1984). As a result, with the needs for educational reform and
civil rights recognized, the well-known Head Start Project was launched to help
“disadvantaged” American children.

By the 1960s, the emphasis on cognition was further accompanied by the rise of
prominent cognitive behaviorists or “environmentalists” who believed that environmental
interventions during early childhood could dramatically increase children’s cognitive
functioning. Researchers gathered a considerable amount of evidence in support of the
importance of education in the early years of life. For example, a book by Joseph
McVicker Hunt, Intelligence and Experience (1961), announced that with the right
environmental stimulation during the early years children’s IQ could be raised as much as
30 to 70 points. Benjamin Bloom, another important researcher who supported this
environmental theory, wrote an influential book, Stability and Change in Human
Characteristics, in 1964. In his extensive analyses of empirical evidence, Bloom
concluded that the first five years of life were a critical period in a child’s intellectual
development. In addition, Bloom pointed out that half of the variance in adult IQ scores
appeared by age four. This statement, however, had been misinterpreted by some popular
press accounts to suggest that half of the child’s learning is over by age four (Zigler &
Bishop-Josef, 2004). As a result, many parents and educators felt compelled to teach

children as much as possible and as early as possible (Hymowitz, 1999). Thus, Bruner’s
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(1960) often quoted statement that “the foundation of any subject may be taught to
anybody at any age in some form™ (p. 12) became a touchstone of the new
conceptualization of the child.

The effects of early schooling for young children have been hotly debated since the
launching of the Head Start project in the 1960s. For example, in the book Early
Schooling: The National Debate (Kagan & Zigler, 1987), many child psychologists such
as Elkind and Sigel asserted that teaching academics to preschool children is dangerous
and puts the child at risk intellectually and socially. The concluding statement in the book
made a strong plea for “developmentally appropriate” programs for young children. The
debate on the topic continues today, in particular with the launch of the new policy “The
No Child Left Behind Act” in 2001 in which the Bush administration initially planned to
change Head Start’s comprehensive program to a focused literacy program (Strauss,
2003). In response to the new policy, Elkind (2001) argued in an article titled, “Young
Einsteins: Much Too Early,” that young children do not attain the level of reasoning
necessary for formal instruction in reading and mathematics until the age of five or six.
According to Elkind, that is why the early childhood development pioneers (such as
Froebel, Montessori, Piaget, and Vygotsky) all emphasized the importance of hands-on
experiences for young children and the dangers of introducing formal work with symbols
too early in life. On the other hand, Whitehurst (2001), who was appointed director of the
Institute of Education Sciences at the U.S. Department of Education by President Bush,
gave a counterpoint. In an article, titled “Young Einsteins: Much Too Late,” Whitehurst
argued that children’s early reading skills are critical to later academic performance and

success. Hence, the “content-centered™ approaches that focus on academic content are
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believed more likely to facilitate children’s literacy learning, and in return to enhance
their later schooling and learning.

In brief, the emerging concept of child competence may be traced to several factors |
including international competition, social changes, technological advances, and related
research interests since the 1950s in the United States. Today, the trend of rushing
children through their childhood in the pursuit of excellence and a head start is often
reflected in the use of the terms “competent child” (in a positive sense), or “hurried child”
and “over-scheduled child” (in a negative sense). These terms refer to a new phenomenon
in which parents involve their children in numerous adult-supervised and extra-curricular
activities, aimed at improving the academic, artistic, social, sporting, or psychological
skills of their children.

Academic Studies

Although the so-called “competent child” or “hurried child” is an important topic in
the early childhood education field, very little empirical research directly examining this
issue exists in the literature. The following section presents a review of a variety of
relevant studies on the topic.

Studies on the Effects of Changes in Children’s Use of Time

In a national U.S. study of the children’s time and family life, researchers Hofferth
and Sandberg (2001) reported a major change in children’s use of time between the years
1981 and 1997. They noted that children’s free time had declined by 16%; that the time
spent in school increased from 21 to 29 hours per week: and the largest increase was in
the time preschool children spent in child care or preschool. Participation in organized

sports has nearly doubled for children, and unstructured outdoor activities (e.g., walking,
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hiking, and camping) have fallen by 50%. Passive leisure (not including time spent

viewing television or playing video games) such as watching a sibling play structured

sports has increased five fold, and studying has increased by almost 50%. In addition, |
family times including household conversation, mealtime, vacations, and religious

practices all have declined over the period studied.

The most significant change in recent years has been in children’s free time, which
has become increasingly structured and is more likely to be spent in child care, preschool,
after-school programs, or sports activities (Hofferth & Sandberg, 2001). Although the
effects of these changes on children’s time are only beginning to be studied, research has
identified some positive outcomes from time spent in these activities. More recently,
researchers have begun to focus on the relation of extracurricular activities to school
achievement and other developmental outcomes. A large body of evidence has shown
that participation in extracurricular activities is related to academic achievement in
students (Holloway, 2000), enhanced self esteem (Hill, 1999), increased academic self-
concept (House, 2000), protection against early school dropout (Mahoney & Cairns,
1997), prevention of delinquency and crime (Cassell, Chow, Demoulin, & Reiger, 2000),
increased leadership ability (Dobosz & Beaty, 1999), and that such participation acted as
a moderator of antisocial patterns (Mahoney, 2000). For example, a study by Mahoney
and Cairns (1997) has shown that participation in extracurricular activities, even during
the years prior to high school, was a protective factor related to continuing in school and
to not dropping out of the school before senior year. One significant outcome of the study
showed that as activity levels increased for the students who would be at hi ghest risk,

there was a reduction in the school dropout rate.
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However, some researchers (e.g., Eccles, Barber, Stone, & Hunt, 2003; Hunt, 2005)
have warned that the positive outcomes of extracurricular participation should be viewed
cautiously as most of these studies have been cross-sectional. The cross-sectional studies
provide good evidence of an association but weak evidence for an actual casual inference.
Hunt (2005) further pointed out that, although cross-sectional and mixed longitudinal and
cross-sectional studies generally have found positive effects, with larger effects found in
cross-sectional studies, the few longitudinal studies have produced mixed results. For
example, Larson (1994) used a longitudinal design to study the association between sport
participation and delinquency in high school, and found that the protective relation of
sports to lower rates of delinquency actually reflected the negative impact of delinquency
on sports participation. In other words, adolescents engaged in delinquent behaviors drop
out of school athletic participation over time. The study concluded that participation in
sports does not lead to a decline in engaging in delinquent activities. As a result, Hunt
(2005) stated that the literature is inconclusive as “the weaker the desi gns, the larger the
effects™ (p. 419). Therefore, more longitudinal studies with appropriate controls for
selection factors are needed in order to find the mediating mechanisms between
extracurricular participation and development.

Studies on Early Life Experience and Brain Development

As mentioned previously, advances in technology have provided us with greater
knowledge and a better understanding of brain function and human development.
However, much of the understanding of the effects of early experience on brain
development comes from animal studies. There are a number of studies with mice, rats

and monkeys (e.g., Black, Jones, Nelson & Greenough, 1998; Greenough, Black &
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Wallace, 1987; Meaney, 1988) that have examined the effects of early life events on
brain development, brain characteristics and function later in life. For example, the
experiments by Black, Jones, Nelson, and Greenough (1998) had shown that rats and
mice raised in enriched environments (animals raised together in larger cages that were
filled with a variety of objects with which they could interact) were superior at a wide
range of complex tasks, such as maze learning. They further pointed out that adult rats
exposed to similar environments also showed the formation of new neurons and increased
neural connections. In addition, the changes were faster and greater in younger rats than
adult rats. The study by Greenough, Black, and Wallace (1987) also found that enriched
animals had heavier and thicker neocortexes, larger neurons with more dendrites, and
more importantly, more synaptic connections.

One of the most provocative finding from brain research has been the identification
of critical periods in brain development (Fischer & Rose, 1998). In a study with young
children having histories of seizures, Chugani (1 998) used modern neuroimaging to
provide the basis for identifying the periods of exuberate neural connectivity associated
with the windows of opportunity. The study indicated that children’s brain activity levels
stayed at a much higher level than adults’. Furthermore, the study showed that repeated
use of neuronal pathways would result in certain connections being strengthened as other
connections were lost. Thus, early life experiences serve not only to create new
connections, but also to make other ones impossible or less likely. However, the research
did not show what kinds of activities or experiences create stronger connection, and did

not explain why some connections are lost (Davis, 2001).
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The evidence from these scientific studies demonstrated that early life experiences
influence brain development and that this early development affects behavior, learning,
health and memory in later life. In other words, positive early life experiences forge the
foundations for lifelong learning and behavior, and a rich nurturing environment is
required and critical in optimizing the development of each child (Fischer & Rose, 1998).
However, it should be noted that how these new findings are translated into more
practical information about cognitive development and education is very challenging.
Therefore, other researchers (e.g., Bruer, 1998 Kagan, 1998) warn about the implications
and applications of brain research to educational practice, as human cognitive
development is complex and multifaceted. For example, Bruer (1998) suggests that the
most solid conclusion that can be drawn from the studies on brain development and
critical periods is that it is vital that sensory problems such as cataracts and chronic ear
infections be identified and treated as soon as possible in young children. In addition,
Gopnik, Meltzoff, and Kuhl (1999) caution that while we know that extreme deprivation
can do horrible harm to an infant, we do not know that extra stimulation beyond what
most infants would experience in any “normal” environment will have any permanent
benefits.

Studies on Effects of Early Academic Learning

Sin_ce 1960s, much has been researched and written concerning the effects of the
academic structure of preschoolers, including the different types of curriculum, on
children’s later performance. As mentioned earlier in the chapter, the debate over which
teaching methods are most appropriate for young children continues today in the United

States as the Bush administration promoted the new educational reforms that focused on
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cognitive development, literacy, and numeracy. The tension has been between advocates
of what is considered “developmentally appropriate practice” and proponents of an
“academic” curriculum approach (Goffin & Wilson, 2001). The term “academic,” which
is modeled after elementary school practices, has been used to describe early childhood
curriculum that is aimed to help children master the basic skills involving literacy and
numeracy (Jacobson, 1996). From the academic perspective, young children are seen as
dependent on adults’ instruction in the academic knowledge and skills that are critical for
later academic achievement. This perspective is in contrast to the “developmentally
appropriate practice” approach that sees young children as active constructors of
knowledge. Developmentally Appropriate Practice (DAP) is described as methods of
instruction that are designed to meet the developmental level of young children by
encouraging learning through hands-on, constructive activities, and creative play (Goffin
& Wilson, 2001). Through the National Association for the Education for Young
Children (NAEYC), guidelines for DAP instruction addressing children’s individual
needs and skills were established (Bredekamp & Copple, 1997).

The dispute over curriculum and teaching methods goes back a long way in the
early childhood education field. Over the past two decades, some comparative studies
have been conducted (e.g., Marcon, 2002; Rescorla, Hyson, & Hirsh-Pasek, 1991;
Schweinhart & Weikart, 1997; Stipek, Feiler, Daniels, & Milburn, 1995). The results of
these comparative studies have suggested that children, who attend preschool programs
that stress academics, demonstrate no long-term gains and have a less positive attitude
about school than children who attend nonacademic preschool programs. For example, in

the study conducted by Rescorla, Hyson, and Hirsh-Pasek (1991), they found that there
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were no lasting academic advantages for those who received early academic training and
that academic program orientations provided no advantage to children’s intellectual
development. Furthermore, in the correlational analyses, higher academic program
orientations were related to less creativity, higher levels of test anxiety, and less positive
attitudes toward school. They concluded that children who attended the so-called
developmentally appropriate schools were more likely to have a positive attitude toward
school than were their peers who attended the academic programs.

A longitudinal study on the consequences of three preschool curriculum models on
participants through age 40 conducted by Schweinhart and his colleagues (2005),
reported that the adult participants who had attended the direct-instruction (academic-
oriented) programs engaged in twice the number of delinquent acts, participated less in
sports, and had lower educational expectations than did those who had attended the
developmentally appropriate programs. However, this longitudinal study was based on a
well-planned, well-funded and high quality preschool intervention program for a
relatively few African American children from urban and low-income families. Hence,
caution with respect to its generalizability to local and non-experimental programs is the
most frequent warning associated with reports of this study (e.g., Haskins, 1989).

In studies conducted by “academic” or “didactic” approach supporters,
academically oriented programs have been found to improve the school achievement of
low-income and minority children (e.g., Becker & Gersten, 1982; Bereiter, 1986;
Gersten, Darch, & Gleason, 1988). These researchers argued that the basic skills learned
in the programs allow children to experience success in school and this, in return,

enhances their learning and self esteem. The effective schooling research that developed
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over the past two decades has found significant short-term effects on measures of
cognitive skills, noting dramatic increase in IQ and achievement scores with children’s
preschool attendance (Barnett, 1995; Karoly et al, 1998). Of the various curriculum
models used in preschool programs, the greatest short term benefits were obtained when
children participated in “didactic” programs that have a pre-academic focus (e.g.,
Marcon, 2002; Schweinhart et al., 2005).

However, as mentioned above, comparative research has also shown that
“academic” oriented practices may have some negative effects on children’s
development. For example, a study conducted by Stipek, Feiler, Daniels, and Milburn
(1995), compared child-centered and didactic curriculum approaches in lower-class and
middle-class preschool and kindergartens to examine the effects of different early
childhood curriculum approaches on children’s achievement and motivation. They found
that children in didactic programs had si gnificantly higher scores on measures of
academic skill than did children in child-centered programs. Being enrolled in didactic
programs, however, was associated with negative outcomes on most of the motivation
measures. For example, children in didactic programs rated their abilities significantly
lower and expressed lower expectations for school success. In contrast, children in child-
centered programs appeared to worry less about school and have higher expectations for
success. The results were consistent between economically disadvantaged and middle-
class children in both preschool and kindergarten. Rescorla, Hyson, and Hirsh-Pasek

(1991) reported similar findings.
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Studies on Chinese Emphasis of Academic Achievement

Cross-cultural research findings indicate that Chinese parents have distinctive
patterns of belief, attitude, and style in parenting compared with other ethnic groups
(Chao, 2001; Coll, et al., 2002; Lin & Fu, 1990; Tamis-LeMonda, et al., 2002). For
example, Chinese parents were often found to be more authoritarian and directive (Chen
etal., 2001; Leung, Lau, & Lam, 1998; Lin & Fu, 1990). In addition, Chinese parents
believed more in “training” of their children (Chao, 2001; Lin & Fu, 1990), held higher
expectations of their children in academics (Lin & Fu, 1990; Ran, 2001; Tamis-
LeMonda, et al., 2002), and were found to use more formal and adult-directed instruction
to teach their children (Chen & Stevenson, 1995; Huntsinger, Jose, & Larson, 1998).
Researchers attributed this pattern of parenting to the traditional Confucian principles.

For two thousand years, Confucian doctrine has had a pervasive influence in East
Asia. One of the most basic Confucian principles is the belief in human malleability and
potential for change. With respect to child development, Confucians emphasized the
undeveloped capacities of human life at birth and the perceived necessity of culture and
education to educate children to be fully human. A child’s intellectual, moral, and
biological development is the accumulation of a long, gradual process of educational
transformation (Kinney, 1995). In other words, the nature of the child was believed to be
malleable and in some sense incomplete at birth, and as Confucius once said, “By nature,
people are nearly alike; by practice, they get to be wide apart” (Legge, 1966, p. 318).

The malleable nature of the child is further emphasized by a Chinese philosopher,
Liu Xiang (79-8 BCE). Liu Xiang used the metaphor “dyeing” to depict the gradual

transformation and the importance of early environment in formatting the personality:



42

“Dyed in indigo, it becomes indigo; dyed in vermilion, it becomes vermilion . . . Dyeing
must therefore be done with extreme caution” (Sun, 1978, p. 11). In addition, Liu Xiang’s
book, Lei Nu Zhuan or Biographies of Virtuous Women (Chang, 1993), stated that a
child’s disposition begins to develop before birth and during gestation, a condition that
suggested the need for “womb education™ or “tai jiao” in Chinese. When a woman got
married and became pregnant, she was put into the school of “womb education” in order
to impart to the child a proper disposition before the child was born. According to Liu
Xiang, pregnant women were required to restrict their activities, such as avoiding spicy
food, and encouraged to listen refined music, to shape the character of the upcoming
child. After the child was born, parents were responsible for providing the correct
environment for the child. As a result, the process of learning to become human must
begin at very early ages in the family, and it is the responsibility of the elders to teach,
discipline, and govern their children (Liu Xiang). A common Chinese proverb
summarized this emphasis on early education: “To educate a daughter-in-law, one must
begin on the first day of marriage; to educate a child, one must begin with infancy”
(Xuan, 1999).

The Chinese concept of child development seems to share the same underlying
mechanism of the Western environmentalists of the 1960s who emphasized the
importance of the environment in shaping the expression of human potential. In addition,
the practice of “womb education” in ancient China can be easily equated with the western
practice of “fetal learning.” However, unlike the western concept of the “competent
child,” Chinese children traditionally were viewed as passive and dependent creatures.

Young children in traditional Chinese culture were thought to be incapable of
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understanding or making independent decisions, and therefore they should not be
responsible for their failing to meet expectations (Ho, 1994).

In the Chinese culture, it is a deeply rooted tradition to stress and demand academic
achievement. Education has always been an important means of personal advancement.
From the seventh century until 1905, examinations were used as the sole criterion for
selection of officials in the Chinese civil services (Smith, 1991). For scholars and their
families, the opportunity to take these examinations was probably the most critical event
in their lives. Scholars could achieve their prestigious position through fair competitive
examinations open to virtually all male members of the society. Social and economic
mobility has been part of Chinese society. The knowledge that any man, regardless of his
social and economic background, could achieve great success through fairly
administrated examinations has helped “to obfuscate rigid class lines” (Smith, 1991, p.
55). Today, examinations still remain the primary path of upward mobility in modern
Taiwan.

Furthermore, educational attainment is not only for social and economic mobility,
but also for self-improvement. Chinese philosophy has stated that societal improvement
must begin with self-improvement. The Confucian doctrine was to cultivate yourself,
regulate your family, govern your state well, and then order the kingdom well. Chinese
children are taught that high educational achievement is an important form of self-
improvement. As a result, Chinese parents place great importance on their children’s
academic achievement as a means to acquire personal improvement, higher social status,

wealth, and respect in Chinese society.
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The emphasis on academic achievement in traditional Chinese culture is visible in
the studies on Chinese parental views about young children. However, there is a little
research data available in Taiwan as most of the studies on the topic have been conducted |
in China, Hong Kong, or Singapore. A recent study by Beckert and his colleagues (2004)
is an exception. The study investigated how 423 Taiwanese parents with children in
preschool viewed their child-rearing strengths and weaknesses, and found that the amount
of time of spent with a child, household income, and parent education significantly
influenced the dependent variable creativity. The researchers concluded that the
Taiwanese parents tend to focus more on the outcome-based effects of academics in the
early years of schooling than the possible positive effects of creativity for their young
children. In a cross-cultural study on the comparison of child-rearing practices among
Chinese, immigrant Chinese, and Caucasian-American parents, Lin and Fu (1990)
reported that Chinese parents in general tended to rate hi gher on emphasis on
achievement than Caucasian-American parents. In particular, the 44 Chinese parents from
Taiwan, who had children from age 2 to 6, were found to rate academic achievement
more highly than did immigrant Chinese. The study concluded that the Chinese cultural
value on education still has an important influence on Chinese child-rearing practices.

An ethnographic comparative study, conducted by Tobin, Whu, and Davidson
(1989), studied preschools in three cultures: China, J apan, and the United States. In the
study of preschools in China, the researchers stated that Chinese respondents chose “to
give children a good start academically” (p. 193) as the top reason to have preschools.
The study indicated that part of the reason for the Chinese emphasis on academics is the

Confucian cultural tradition of highly valuing early and strenuous study. In addition,
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urban Chinese parents in China were also investing heavily in fine-art extracurricular
lessons for their children because this was seen as an indication of intelligence and
potential in cognitive development.

The comparative educational surveys on teacher and parent expectations of young

children in 15 countries including China and Hong Kong, conducted by the International

Association for the Evaluation of Education Achievement (IEA),is another notable study.

As an ongoing international study, the [EA Preprimary Project has been investigating the
nature, quality, and effects of experiences of children prior to formal primary education.
The research project has three interrelated phases examining the experiences and lives of
young children across the world. Phase 2 of the project, with data on teacher and parent
views about the importance of various areas of development for four-year-olds (Weikart,
1999), is relevant to this present discussion. Regarding parent expectations, the project
reported that at least 50% of parents across the 15 countries rated language skills, self-
sufficiency skills, and social skills with peers as the most important skill categories.
However, almost a third of countries reported that at least 50% of parents ranked
preacademic skills among the most important. In particular, 59% of parents in both China
and Hong Kong ranked preacademic skills (referring to children’s number, prewriting,
and prereading skills) as the most important, followed by language skills and self-
sufficiency skills. Also, like the majority of the parents in other countries, most parents in
China and Hong Kong ranked self-assessment skills and self-expression skills as the least
important.

The IEA Preprimary Project also found that there was low-congruence between the

rankings of parents and teachers in both China and Hong Kong. Teachers in both
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countries ranked language skill as the most important category, followed by self-
sufficiency skills. Teachers and parents agreed that both language skills and self-
sufficiency skills rank as the most important. However, they held opposite opinions about
preacademic skills, with parents ranking this category among the most important and
teachers ranking it as the least important. Furthermore, the preacademic skills category
was predicted by teachers in both China (77%) and Hong Kong (100%) to be the top
priority of parents. As for the parents’ predictions about teachers’ priorities, parents in
Hong Kong predicted preacademic skills and those in China predicted language skills.
The project concluded that teachers’ predictions of preacademic skills and language skills
could be the result of the public emphasis on the areas of development which was
brought to the attention of parents by the popular press. On the other hand, parents’
predictions of teachers’ priority on preacademic skills could be based on their own
priorities. In other words, parents may project their own priorities when making
predictions about teachers’ priorities.

Studies on parental views of young children in Singapore also reported similar
findings (Ebbeck & Gokhale, 2004; Hoon, 1995). For example, in a study conducted by
Ebbeck and Gokhale (2004) where 40 Singaporean Chinese parents were interviewed, the
results indicated that 85% of the parents rated academic skills as an important aspect of
an early childhood program. Interestingly, the study also reported that almost all the
children had received supplementary tutoring lessons in preparation for formal schooling
in their final year of the preschool program. Many parents commented that the informal
form of learning at the preschool centers had worried them about their children’s

readiness for the rigors of primary school in Singapore. The researchers concluded that
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the large number of parents who supplement the preschool program with private tutoring
revealed the parents’ concern about their children’s academic achievement at an early
age. This finding further confirmed Hoon’s (1995) study. Hoon found that parents in
Singapore, regardless of their social economic status, agreed unanimously that preparing
children for school in terms of acquiring the basic cognitive skills and language
competence was the most important reason for sending children to kindergarten. The
study also reported that approximately 60% of parents acknowledged the social pressure
of enrolling their children in kindergartens so that they could secure a head-start
advantage for their children. Thus, parents in Singapore generally had a defined idea of
the kind of kindergarten education they wanted for their children, which was an
academically focused curriculum program.
Studies on Supplementary Tutoring

The number of private supplementary tutoring services in many East Asia regions,
including Taiwan, has increased dramatically during the last few decades (Bray, 2001;
Kwok, 2001; Zeng, 1999). As a result, the cram industry has become a billion-dollar
business in Taiwan (Hsieh, 2003). Despite the fact that private supplementary tutoring is
a huge enterprise in many countries, it has received little attention in the research
literature. Based on my literature review, only a few cross-cultqral and intra-cultural
studies on supplementary tutoring have been identified (e. g., Bray & Kwok, 2003; Kwok,
2001; Rohlen, 1980; Zeng, 1999), and none of these studies examined private
supplementary tutoring at the pre-primary levels. In these studies, supplementary private
tutoring (or “cram”) is usually defined as extra and tuition-charged academic teaching for

full time students studying in regular school instructional or syllabus programs at primary
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and secondary school levels. It is academically-focused, with content and assistance that

aim to help students master skills that are related to daytime schooling and to pass the

entrance examination to university. Supplementary tutoring also exists at the pre-primary |
and post-secondary levels in East Asian countries, however, it is less vigorous at these

levels than at primary and secondary levels.

Two studies conducted by Rohlen (1980) and Bray and Kwok (2003) were
intracultural studies, with Rohlen in Japan and Bray and Kwok in Hong Kong. Two other
studies, Zeng (1999) and Kwok (2001), were comparative studies that were conducted
mainly in East Asian countries including Hong Kong, Japan, Korea, and Taiwan. These
studies highlighted the nature and determinants of demand for private supplementary
tutoring. They concluded that supplementary tutoring is more likely to be widespread in
Confucian heritage cultures where effort for self-improvement is stressed and valued
more than innate abilities. Due to the focus and context of this dissertation, the studies
conducted by Rohlen (1980) in Japan and Kwok (2003) in Hong Kong are not discussed.
Instead, the two comparative studies that had included Taiwan in their studies are
reviewed in the next section.

Zeng (1999) conducted an ethnographic and cross-cultural study of cram schools in
three East Asian cities (Seoul, Taipei, and Tokyo). The three countries were chosen for
their similarities in terms of social, cultural and economic characteristics, particularly
because Korea’s and Taiwan’s public education systems were established by the Japanese
during the colonial period when the merit-based entrance exams were introduced. As a
result, Zeng reported that there were more commonalities than differences among these

three countries’ growing demands for cram schools. For example, Zeng noted that the
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high demand for supplementary tutoring schools was related to some important socio-
cultural and socio-economic characteristics of the three countries’ formal school curricula
and features of entrance examinations. The merit-based university entrance examinations |
for upward social mobility, cultural and institutional structures of credentialism, and
economic affluence of families were the key factors leading to growing educational
expenditure on schooling children. Zeng also pointed out that Taiwan, as a Chinese
culture, accepted the exam-centered system more than did J apan and Korea. Based on a
telephone survey conducted in 1991, approximately 71% of Taiwanese people supported
the national entrance exam and only 15% wanted to abolish it. Another difference was
that Taiwan’s entrance exams were relatively more difficult as the Taiwanese grading
system was harsher and the exam content was more diverse than in Korea and J apan.

The study conducted by Kwok (2001) has brought the supplementary tutoring study
to another level. The study was based on ethnographic research, documentary analysis,
participatory observation, and semi-structured interviews during field trips to five East
Asian cities (Hong Kong, Macau, Seoul, Taipei, and Tokyo) from 1998 to 2000. Kwok
explored the dynamic interactions of key areas such as socio-cognitive modes of
examination-oriented learning, impacts of local popular culture, degree of impact of
transmitting heritage culture, and the value transformations induced by cram schools. The
socio-cultural and socio-economic factors such as the nuclear nature of tutees’ families,
accessibility and affordability of tutoring services, and insufficiency of low levels of free
academic guidance from daytime schooling have speeded up the growth and popularity of
tutorial schools in East Asia. Kwok also noted that the demand for tutoring was more

likely to be originated from the awareness of examinations, societal stresses being
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internalized by the individual, examination-driven school cultures, meritocratic societies,
credential inflation, and Confucian heritage cultural influence in these five East Asian
cities. In conclusion, Kwok called for more research on this topic as private
supplementary tutoring has major social and educational implications. For example,
supplementary tutoring may have impact on social inequality as it is more easily
available and accessible for the rich families than for the poor families. If this pattern
became extreme, it could threaten the stability of a society. Moreover, Kwok explained
that some daytime school teachers found difficulties in daytime teaching after doing
private tutorial schools after school, and their daytime students were cared for less well.
Students who attended private tutorial schools were also found to pay less attention to
daytime lessons. As a result, the continuing existence of tutorial schools may pose
challenges to educational systems as they may distort positive values of daytime teaching
and learning and change students’ daytime learning attitude.
Summary

In summary, the review of historical background, parenting advice literature, and
academic studies indicated that young children’s early schooling involvements has
become a widespread social phenomenon in many countries including Taiwan. The
literature review also suggested some key factors related to the phenomenon. Although
young children’s early schooling involvement has been a controversial issue for decades,
limited empirical information is available addressing the critical questions surrounding
the topic. In particular, advanced brain research has provided important new findings on
the topic but the practical implications and applications still remain uncertain; several

longitudinal studies of early schooling experiences on later developments have provided
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mixed results; and direct studies on parents’ perspectives on the research topic simply do
not exist in the literature. In conclusion, this literature review underscores a great need to

investigate the Taiwanese' perceptions and experiences on the topic.



Chapter Three ~ Methodology

The purpose of this study was to gain understanding of Taiwanese mothers’,
children’s, teachers’, and administrators’ perspectives and experiences regarding the
“more schooling” involvements of young children. When deciding which methodology to
adopt for this study, it became clear that the most appropriate methodology to explore
these perceptions and experiences was a qualitative one. In this chapter, an explanation of
the research approach used and processes for participant selection, data collection, and
data analysis are presented and discussed. In addition, a reflection on trustworthiness and
a consideration of bias as related to this study are also included.

Research Approach

In general, a qualitative approach was used in this study. Qualitative research is the
term used to describe a broad range of research methods, desi gned to study social
phenomena from the perspectives of those experiencing them (Cresswell, 1997;
McMillan & Schumacher, 2001). Qualitative design involves certain assumptions and
characteristics, which differentiate it from quantitative research. Typically, the research
focus in a qualitative design is on participants perceptions and experiences of the
particular phenomenon under study, with the goal of elucidating the subjective meaning
of the phenomenon and the context in which such meaning is shaped. Qualitative
methods are designed to allow participants to express fully their thoughts about the
research topic, thereby allowing for freedom of response and richness of data. The
underlying research questions tend to be general, exploratory and descriptive in nature,

and the research process is open-ended. In qualitative research, relatively unstructured
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data gathering techniques are employed to elicit individuals’ perspectives and explore the
social or cultural contexts.

In particular, this study took a phenomenological approach by focusing on the lived
experiences of the participants. According to Giorgi (1997), the fundamental
characteristic of phenomenology is that it “thematizes the phenomenon of consciousness,
and in its most comprehensive sense, it refers to the totality of the lived experiences that
belong to a single person” (p. 236). From the perspective of a qualitative paradigm, and
especially of phenomenology, reality is subjective and multiple (Denscombe, 2003:
Moustakas, 1994). In a phenomenological study, qualitative researchers aim to discover
subjects’ experiences and how subjects make sense of these. The challenge of qualitative
research is to develop an understanding of the topic under investigation based on the
multiple realities experienced by participants. In order to meet this challenge, a researcher
must fully explore the topic in the context of everyday experience by understanding and
presenting a detailed view of people’s experiences.

The present research was developed to examine the experiences and perceptions of
Taiwanese mothers, children, teachers, and administrators related to early schooling
involvements. Given the nature of the research described above, a qualitative design
(with a phenomenological orientation) was deemed appropriate for this study as it is one
of the approaches that strive to ensure participants feel free to express their understanding
in their own words.

According to Morse and Morse (2002), qualitative study is strengthened through
triangulation to verify, illuminate, or challenge alternative interpretations that are derived

from the study. The use of multiple methods (i.e., focus group, individual interview, and
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content review) and different data sources (i.e., mothers, children, teachers, and
administrators) within the current study were designed to enhance the trustworthiness of
the information. The following is a further description of each method used in the study.
Methods

There are several methods commonly used in qualitative research such as
participant observation and one-to-one interviews. In this study, two main methods of
data collection were focus groups and individual interviews which allow participants to
talk at length in their own words and at their own level of understanding (Denscombe,
2003; Morgan, 1988). The interview is a form of conversation, based on the art of asking
questions and listening. However, it is not normal conversation because the interviewer
creates the reality of the interview situation (Denzin & Lincoln, 2000; Kvale, 1996).
Interviews are a particularly useful method to ascertain participants’ thoughts,
perceptions, feelings, and retrospective accounts of the phenomenon of interest (Goodwin
& Goodwin, 1996). The researcher is more likely to gain important insights based on the
in-depth information gathered from the knowledge of “key informants” than from other
methods such as observation. In interviews, informants have the opportunity to expand
and explain their views, ideas, and opinions. In the process of data collection, interviews
are flexible in allowing interviewers to adjust to the lines of enquiry during the interview
itself. In addition, direct contact with subjects means that the accuracy and relevance of
data can be checked during the interview process. In the next sections, the definition,
features, and limitations of focus groups and individual interviews are further discussed.

Focus Groups. Focus groups are considered to be a combination of participant

observation and the one-to-one interview (Morgan, 1988). Fundamentally, focus groups
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are “a way of listening to people and learning from them” (p- 9). In general, focus groups
consist of a small group of people who are brought together by a researchér to explore
perceptions, feelings and ideas about a topic (Krueger & Casey, 2000). A description of
focus group process is given by Krueger (1994):

The focus group interview . . . taps into human tendencies. Attitudes and

perceptions relating to concepts, products, services or programs are developed in

part by interaction with other people. We are a product of our environment and are

influenced by people around us. (p. 10)

This description links to one of the key features of the focus group, which is group
interaction. In the group context of a focus group, group interaction is explicitly used to
generate data and insights (Morgan, 1988). Participants in focus groups present their
views and experiences, but also hear from other people in the group. They typically
listen, reflect on what is said, ask questions, seek clarification, comment on what they
have heard, and prompt others to reveal more. As a result, additional information is
triggered by this group process (Krueger, 1994).

In addition, the interaction among participants replaces some of the interaction that
would come from an interviewer in a one-to-one interview (Morgan, 1988). In other
words, the effect of the moderator in a focus group is more easily lessened than the effect
of an interviewer in a one-to-one interview. Krueger and Casey (2000) comment that this
lessened effect results because participants in a focus group partially assume the role of
the interviewer. Thus, the researcher potentially has less effect on the data. The relative

loss of control may result in data that places more emphasis on the ideas and perspectives
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of the group, and as a result, the data may more realistically represent the participants’
views than data from one-to-one interviews.

Another feature of focus groups is that groups are natural settings for human |
discussions (Krueger & Casey, 2000). According to Krueger (1998), focus groups are
“carefully planned discussions designed to obtain perceptions on defined areas of interest
in a permissive and non-threatening environment™ (p- 18). The idea of using groups is
that the natural environment of group process can help people to explore and clarify their
perceptions in ways that would not be easily accessible in a one-to-one interview; in a
focus group the participants are influencing and influenced by others in the group. Some
of the studies that have been conducted on focus groups show that group participants
report that the experience is more gratifying and stimulating than one-to-one interviews
(Krueger & Casey; Morgan, 1988).

In addition, a focus group is more efficient than individual interview because it
involves more participants at any one time. It can provide a good deal of general
information about participants’ perspectives. Thus, focus groups enable researchers to
gather large amounts of information in a limited period of time.

Although there are important features or advantages to using focus groups, there are
also several disadvantages. First, researchers have less control over the data generated by
the participants in focus group research than in the one-to-one interviews (Krueger &
Casey, 2000). In the one-to-one interview where the interaction occurs only between the
interviewee and the interviewer, the interviewer has more control over the discussion.

Second, focus groups may not produce constructive group interaction, thus richness

of data is not guaranteed (Krueger & Casey, 2000). For example, some people may be
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more inhibited in a focus group than in a one-to-one interview, while others may view
themselves as experts and dominate the conversation.

Third, a focus group is more difficult to moderate when compared to interviewing
an individual (Krueger & Casey, 2000). Moderators need to know when to pause, probe,
and move onto the next topic. For example, moderators must be able to detect when the
group has finished discussing an issue and ensure that everyone had a chance to make a
contribution. At the same time, moderators must also ensure that no individual dominates
the discussion.

Fourth, analyzing focus group data can be very difficult (Krueger & Casey, 2000).
The focus group transcription can be more complex than in one-to-one interviews
because two or more participants may talk at the same time and participants’ voices may
not be clear on the audio tape. Also, during the analysis, comparing focus group data with
data from other focus groups can be difficult. This is due to the moderator’s limited
control over the focus group discussion, thus the information gained from focus groups
may not be as easy to compare as that from one-to-one interviews (Morgan, 1988).

The fifth disadvantage of focus groups is that assembling groups of people can be
time consuming (Morgan, 1988). Although focus groups allow researchers to examine a
numbers of participants at one time, assembling participants can be difficult due to
participants’ busy lifestyles.

Finally, other disadvantages of group discussion include limited time and depth of
involvement, particularly with certain types of people and sensitive issues (Barbour &
Kitzinger, 1999). As described previously, a focus group may provide general

information about participants perspectives and behaviors which individual interviews
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cannot elicit. However, the topic may be sensitive to some participants and might limit
their willingness to contribute to the group discussion. One way to resolve this problem is
to use individual interviews as a follow-up method. Individual interviews may provide
much greater detail into particular perspectives and the explanations for these, especially
when the issues might be too sensitive for some participants to discuss in a group. In this
study, individual interviews were conducted to explore fully and effectively the meanings
and differences of participants’ views on the issues.

Individual Interviews. An individual interview involves a meeting between one
researcher and one informant. Usually, one-to-one interviews achieve a hi gh level of co-
operation (Denscombe, 2003; Morgan, 1988). The individual interviewers can probe in
much greater detail into particular perceptions and experiences as well as elicit additional
information that was missed or was not available during the focus group.

Compared to focus groups, the advantages of using individual interviews are that
they are relatively easy to arrange as only two people are involved, and they are easy to
control as the researcher only has one person’s ideas to grasp and guide. In addition, the
views and perspectives expressed throughout the interview come from one source, and
this makes it easier for researchers to link specific ideas with a specific participant.

A major difference between individual interviews and focus groups is that the latter
place more control in the hands of the participants rather than the researcher (Denscombe,
2003; Morgan, 1988). Thus, the effect of the interviewer in a one-to-one interview is
more likely to increase compared to the effects of the moderator in a focus group. Other
disadvantages of individual interviews include the time and cost involved in conducting

them and in analyzing the transcripts. Although assembling groups of people for focus
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groups can be time consuming, the costs of interviewer’s time, of travel and of
transcription can be relatively high with individual interviews as more informants are
typically involved at different times. |

The two methods of interviewing were combined in this study to cross validate the
data that derived from both focus groups and individual interviews. As the main focus of
this study was understanding the subjective experience of the phenomenon, focus groups
and individual interviews were appropriate choices.

Content Review. In addition to the focus groups and individual interviews with the
participants, a content review of the parental advice literature in Taiwan was conducted.
The main focus of this content review was on the attitudes toward children’s early
learning development in the Taiwanese context. The content review on the parenting
magazines, books, and flyers of promoting early learning programs (such as English and
music lessons for young children) assisted in understanding Taiwanese perceptions on the
topic. However, the content review served only as complementary data to the study as
critics of parental advice literature have pointed out that parents do not necessary follow
the advice in the literature (e.g., Wrigley, 1989). There were two criteria employed in this
study for selection of the content materials. First, the materials would reflect the main
sources of information on the topic. In Taiwan, parenting magazines, relevant books, and
program flyers are the most common printed information for parents and educators.
Second, the available materials would reveal the most recent views on early learning.
Thus, relevant advertisement flyers that were collected over a one-year period, four
popular parenting magazines from 2000 to 2004, and parenting books that were available

to parents at major bookstores in this particular city were reviewed by the researcher.
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Site Selection

The main focus of the study was to explore Taiwanese perspectives and experiences
of young children’s early schooling involvements using a qualitative research approach.
An important element in a qualitative research undertaking is determining and describing
which persons and sites are to be studied (Denscombe, 2003). The site selection and
sampling in this study was designed to obtain small samples of information-rich cases of
individuals (i.e., mothers, young children, preschool teachers, and administrators).

The study was conducted in two preschools in Changhua City, Taiwan. The city is
an industrial city located in the west-central part of Taiwan. There were three reasons for
selecting Changhua as the research setting. First, according to Lee (1999), Changhua’s
enrollment of children in preschools and cram schools was among the highest for cities in
Taiwan. As a result, the city was an appropriate site that was more likely to yield relevant
and rich data. Second, because the researcher’s access and relationship to the setting were
evaluated as important criteria in selecting the setting (Goodwin & Goodwin, 1996), the
researcher’s previous work experiences in the city and personal relationship (i.e., home
town) to the city helped facilitate the study. The third reason for selecting this particular
city was to conduct the research outside of Taipei. As most general research on early
childhood education has been conducted in Taipei, there is a greater need to conduct
research elsewhere in order to have a better understanding of the broader Taiwanese
context.

Two preschools, one public and one private, were selected for this study. The
rationale for this selection was to allow for variation in terms of the participants’ family

income levels, educational backgrounds and employment status. Both preschools were
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popular in this city, and had high student enrollment numbers. The selected public
preschool was one of the few public preschools in the city. This public preschool, like
most public preschools in Taiwan, was known for its high teacher qualifications and low
tuition. During the time of data collection, the public preschool had approximately 240
students. Five and six years old children attended either morning or afternoon classes.
The parents paid approximately $2,500 per month (equivalent to $108 Canadian dollars).
The private preschool was considered by the City Bureau of Education to be one of the
best private preschools (it has won the “Kindergarten Excellence Award” for four years)
and, with approximately 400 children, had the largest number of students in the city. This
preschool was licensed for children from ages four to six years and it charged much
higher tuition (approximately $8,300 per month; equivalent to $360 Canadian dollars)
than the public preschool.

Prior to the actual data collection, a number of preliminary tasks were completed in
order to legitimatize the research. First, initial cover letters asking for permission to
conduct the study were mailed to the two preschools (see Appendix C) and the City
Bureau of Education (see Appendix D). In Taiwan, every city has a City Bureau of
Education that is in charge of the city’s education system including early childhood
education. The cover letter was sent to the director in the City Bureau of Education that
was charged with the early childhood education division at the time of the study. Second,
a research request with the written approval from the two participating preschools and the
City Bureau of Education was submitted to the Human Research Ethics Committee at the
University of Victoria. All research included in this dissertation was granted approval by

the Human Research Ethics Committee at the University of Victoria (see Appendix O).
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All potential ethical issues, including voluntary participation, confidentiality, and
anonymity were addressed in the ethical review.
Participants

In general, phenomenology is an approach that investigates how social life or an
event is constructed by those who participate in it (Denscombe, 2003; Denzin & Lincoln,
2000). In other words, the focus is on the way people interpret events and make sense of
their personal experiences. The main purpose of this study was to understand how the
phenomenon of involving young children’s early schooling activities was experienced
and interpreted by those involved. Taiwanese mothers, as the primary decision makers
with respect to their young children’s early childhood care and education (Ho, 1994),
were recruited for the study and considered the key informants in providing information
about their own ways of making sense of the phenomenon. Children, teachers, and
administrators, who also lived through the experience, were interviewed and served as the
secondary set of data sources in an effort to gain a more comprehensive understanding of
the phenomenon under study.

Thirty-two mothers were involved in the four focus groups and 3 preschool teachers
were involved in the individual interviews. Of the 32 mothers who participated in the
focus groups, 4 mothers were later invited to participate in individual interviews, and 10
mothers gave permission to have their young children involved in child-pair interviews.
In addition, two preschool directors and one director at the City Bureau of Education
were invited to participate in the individual interviews. Detailed background information

about the participants is provided in the following sections.
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Mothers

Focus Groups. Focus groups were the primary data source for this study because
the researcher wanted to encourage participants to share their experiences with one
another and thus generate a broad range of perceptions related to early learning (Krueger
& Casey, 2000). The present study employed a “criterion” sampling approach which
identified individuals who met some specific criterion (Cresswell, 1997). Two criteria for
selecting the participants from the above preschools were that they be: (a) mothers of
young students aged five and six as the public preschool only recruited children from
ages five to six; and (b) mothers whose children attended both cram school and
preschool, or mothers whose children attended only preschool.

The initial sampling plan was to include mothers of children who attended both
cram school and preschool and mothers whose children attended preschool only. The
underlying assumption for selecting these two categories of mothers was that they might
reflect two different orientations to and experiences of early childhood education. In this
study, 32 mothers were grouped into two categories based on their preschoolers’ early
schooling involvements: (a) mothers who had children in preschool (preschool-only) or
in preschool and also in one “non-school” related (one-talent) lesson; and (b) mothers
who had children in preschool and also in more than one lesson (non-school-related or
school-related lessons). The “one-talent” group referred to children who were taking only
one non-school related lesson at the time of the interview. In the second category of
participants, mothers were further divided into “talent-only” and “talent-and-cram”
groups. “Talent-only” referred to mothers whose children attended multiple non-school

related (talent) lessons such as art, music, and dance. Consequently, the “talent-and-
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cram” group included mothers who had their children in both non-school related or talent
(e.g., art) and school-related or cram (e.g., mathematics) lessons.

The above categorization was due to the small number of “preschool-only” mothers
who volunteered in both preschools (only 3 from public and 2 from private). As both
directors at the preschools commented, a large number of children in their schools were
involved in some type of talent or cram school activities outside the regular school hours.
This is indicative of the widespread social trend of involving young children in more
formal schooling activities at early ages in Taiwan.

In total, 5 mothers were identified as “preschool-only,” 7 as “one-talent,” 9 as
“talent-only” and 11 as “talent-and-cram” group. A total of four focus group discussions
were conducted for this study. The number and category of the participants in the two
preschools and the date of the focus group interviews are shown in Table 1 below (see
Appendix A for demographic information).

Table 1: Category of Focus Groups for Mothers

Children in “talent-only” and | Children in preschool-only | Total
f
TapeiefSchnol “talent-and-cram™ schools and “one-talent” schools | (N =32)
Focus Group #1 Focus Group #2
Public _ B
Preschool =7 (n=8) n=15
March 4, 2004 March 12, 2004
Focus Group #3 Focus Group #4
Private _ _
Preschool (2 =35 (=9 n=17
March 18, 2004 March 25, 2004

This categorization was not only for research convenience, but also based on

homogeneity consideration. The homogeneity of the group was taken into consideration
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when grouping the participants. Krueger and Casey (2000) stated that focus group
participants should have several important characteristics in common. The problem with
a heterogeneous focus group is that some participants may become intimidated by others |
who appear to be more experienced, knowledgeable, or more highly educated (Krueger &
Casey, 2000). In this study, some attempts were made to ensure that focus group
participants shared some characteristics in order to create a sense of homogeneity within
the group: (a) mothers of five-year-old or six-year-old young children; (b) mothers of
children from the same preschool; and (c) mothers of children with similar schooling
experiences. The separation of two categories was to ensure that the participants within
each group had similar backgrounds and experience in their children’s early schooling
involvements. That is, relatively, mothers who had their children only in preschool may
have had more in common with mothers who had children in preschool and only one
“talent” lesson than with mothers in the other category. In addition, as Morgan (1988)
and Krueger and Casey (2000) comment, a focus group should have no fewer than 4
participants and no more than 12 participants; each focus group in this study contained at
least 7 participants. As a result, the number of people in the group and the homogeneity
of the group were taken into consideration when categorizing the mother participants.

An Information Sheet (see Appendix J) was given to all the focus group participants
at the end of each focus group session. The Information Sheet was designed to provide
background information for data analysis. It contained questions on the participants’
backgrounds and an invitation to individual interviews for mothers and pair interviews
for their children. The background questions were developed to gain information on the

participants’ educational level, personal experience with talent/cram school, employment
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status, and their children’s age and gender. More importantly, the sheet provided
information on the types, numbers, and lengths of children’s involvements in talent/cram
school programs.

Based on the information provided by the Information Sheet, 8 of the 32 mothers
had taken some types of lessons in their own childhoods. However, the number might
actually be lower than eight. Due to the lack of age indication on the question of “Did
you attend a talent/cram school as a child” some mothers checked the box “yes” while
actually taking lessons during the elementary school years. In fact, some mothers
mentioned during the focus group discussions that they took lessons when they were in
elementary school rather than in preschool. The completed education level of the mothers
was mostly postsecondary education. Twenty-two mothers earned junior college degrees,
seven earned college degrees, two had high school diplomas, and one had a junior high
school diploma. In terms of working status, 11 mothers had full-time jobs, 5 had part-
time jobs, 5 owned their own business, and 11 were full-time mothers.

Individual Interviews. From the respondents’ Information Sheet, 6 of 32 mothers
volunteered to participate in the individual interviews. However, only four mothers were
invited to the individual interviews for several reasons. First, as the follow-up method
was intended to verify and extend information obtained from the focus groups, mothers
who were believed by the researcher to be able to provide additional information were
selected. Based on the review of focus group transcripts and notes, mothers whose
perspectives seemed to be lacking, unclear, and insufficient were invited to the in-depth
interview. Second, mothers who were believed by the researcher to have provided

sufficient information during the focus group were not selected, as the individual in-depth



67

interview was to ensure that all the participants had ways of communicating their points
of view. In other words, mothers whose participation was limited during the focus groups
were invited, to seek further understanding of their perceptions. Third, in order to have an
equal number of representatives from each focus group, one mother from each of the four
groups was recruited. Last, due to the limitations of time and financial resources for this
study, only a small number of participants were included. As a result of the above
considerations, the two mothers who seemed to have struggled with some issues that
were raised in the focus group, and the two mothers who had little opportunity to express
their thoughts were invited to participate in individual in-depth interviews. All four
mothers agreed to participate.

In brief, of the 32 mothers that participated in the focus groups, 4 mothers (one
from each focus group) were invited to an in-depth individual interview with the
researcher. Two of these mothers had their children in both non-school-related and
school-related lessons, one in a non-school-related lesson, and one had not been involved
in any types of lessons. The interview content was directly related to the topics that were
discussed during the focus groups. (Interview procedures and questions are discussed
later in this chapter.)

Children

Children, as important informants who had lived the experiences on a daily basis,
were included in this study. The recruitment of children whose mothers had participated
in the individual interviews was done in order to gain insi ghts into children’s
perspectives, to verify the data gained from their mothers, and to enable the researcher to

understand more fully the topic under study. The participants in the focus groups were
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given the Information Sheet (see Appendix J) to request permission for pair interviews
for their children.

With the mothers’ and children’s permissions, ten children (three female and seven
male) were involved in the pair interviews (see Appendix.B). Seven of the ten children in
the interviews were six-years-old, and three were five-years-old. In addition, three of the
ten children in the interviews were not involved in any lessons. In total, two pair
interviews were conducted in the public preschool and three in the private preschool.
Children were paired with other children who had similar early learning experiences. For
example, children with “cram” school experiences were grouped as a pair.

As indicated by the Information Sheets, the 32 mothers who participated in the
focus group discussions, had 37 children reported to be in the preschools (see Appendix
A). All the mothers in the public preschool had only one child enrolled and five mothers
in the private preschool reported that they had two children in the same preschool. In
total, 15 children were male and 22 children were female, and all were between the ages
of five and six.

The data derived from the Information Sheet (see Appendix J) across the four focus
groups revealed that the most frequent activity in which the 37 children were involved
was arts (n = 23) such as drawing lessons. The second most frequently engaged in
activity was music (n = 17) particularly playing musical instruments such as piano and
drum. It should be noted that some children might take two “arts” or/and “music” at the
same time. For example, one participant’s child was taking drawing, “paper clay” and
piano concurrently. Because all the children in the private preschool had English as a

part of the curriculum, English was perhaps the most frequently engaged in activity.
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Among the 22 children in the study, 8 were in the “bilingual class” where children had an
English lesson everyday taught by a native-speaking teacher. As for the other 14 children,
they were in the class that had an English lesson two times a week taught by a native
Chinese-speaking English teacher. The next most frequent activity was “abacus-mental
math” (8 of the 37 children). This mathematics-based program is about teaching children
to use the Chinese abacus to calculate rapidly and accurately and then eventually to
calculate mentally. Only 6 children of the 37 children were not involved in either “talent”
or “cram” school programs.

Professionals

For the secondary set of data sources, three teachers and two directors from the two
preschools and one director from the City Bureau of Education were selected and
recruited for 30-minute individual interviews. As the purpose of this study was to
understand Taiwanese perceptions of young children’s early schooling experiences, it
was important to include the individuals who could provide meaningful information, such
as early childhood education teachers and administrators. However, due to the nature of
the study (qualitative study), the complementary feature of the second data source, the
time and financial resource limitations of the study, only a relatively small number of
these individuals was interviewed.

The invitation letters were distributed to all the preschool teachers. Three teachers
volunteered to participate in an individual interview. The directors from the two
preschools (there was only one director in each preschool) were also interviewed for their
knowledge of the field and front-line experiences in supervising the preschools. In

addition, the director from the City Bureau of Education, who was in charge of the city’s
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early childhood education division (there is only one director in this division) at the time
of the study, was invited to be interviewed. All the preschool teachers and directors in
this study were female and had at least eight years of teaching experience. The director at
the City Bureau of Education was the only man interviewed in the study and he had been
in the position for three years.

In summary, the following participants were included in the study: thirty-two
mothers in four focus groups; four mothers from each of the focus groups; ten young
children whose mothers had participated in the study; three teachers; two directors from
the preschools and a director from the City Bureau of Education.

Protocols and Questions

In qualitative research, multiple skills and strategies rather than standardized
instrumentation are usually employed in exploring the participants’ experiences and the
related social contexts (McMillan & Schumacher, 2001). Typically, a broad topic guide is
used to conduct the study and a more detailed agenda emerges throughout the process of
the study (Cresswell, 1997). In this study, the two main methods of qualitative data
collection were focus group discussions and individual interviews. A set of protocol
questions initially guided the focus group and individual interview process, but
participants were encouraged to talk about those issues that affected their lives most
directly (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Although the questions used in both formats were
established prior (except for the individual interviews of the four mothers, where the
questions were based on the focus group discussions) they were open-ended and allowed
participants to supply the depth and breadth of information they wanted to share (Krueger

& Casey, 2000).
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Focus Group Questions

The focus groups were conducted with the mother participants. The goal was to
understand the participants’ views of young children’s early schooling involvements. The
protocol (see Appendix I) guided a conversation seeking the participants’ general
opinions and experiences about young children’s “more schooling” involvement
(Creswell, 1998; Krueger & Casey, 2000). In the focus groups, the framework for
questioning followed general guidelines for facilitating focus group discussions. This
framework was further modified after the pilot study.

After gaining permission from the university ethics committee, a small pilot study
was conducted in mid-February in Taiwan. Four mothers who had similar backgrounds
(i.e., mothers of children aged four to six years who had children either in preschool-only
or non-school and school-related activities) as the targeted participants for the main study
were involved to clarify the language and meaning of the focus group interview protocol.
Participants from the pilot study were asked to comment on the appropriateness and
clarity of the wording and the content of focus group questions. The protocols proved to
be appropriate as the mothers were able to understand and participate in the discussion.
However, some changes were made to the wording and order of the questions based on
the responses from the pilot study participants. For example, as suggested by the mothers,
the question on participants’ personal experiences with young children’s early schooling
involvements was asked first rather than the question on the descriptive definition of the
term “the earlier the better.” In addition, the word “talent” was added next to the word
“cram” in both protocol and Information Sheet, as the mothers pointed out that the two

words were used reciprocally in Taiwan.
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In this study, the discussion began with introductory information about topics and
purposes of the focus group, explanatory information about the confidentiality of the
study, ground rules for participating in the discussion, proceeded to key questions, and |
concluded with a debriefing of the summary of the discussion. The debriefing at the end
of the focus group was to clarify the participants’ input and solicit any additional
thoughts (Krueger, 1998).

The focus group protocol is not intended to dictate the order or the specific content
of the discussions, but rather to help the researcher focus on the discussions. The eight
open-ended questions related to the research questions were developed to encourage the
participants to provide the researcher with rich information (Krueger & Casey, 2000).

The participants were first asked to share their personal experiences of their young
children’s early schooling activities. This opening question was designed to help the
participants connect with each other by sharing experiences. The questions on the
reasons, meanings, and concerns for enrolling or not enrolling children in early schooling
activities were developed to identify the benefits and problems that the participants
perceived with enrollment. In the focus group, each participant was asked to define or
describe what the term “the earlier the better”” meant to her. The descriptive definitions of
the term would provide information on how the participants were different and similar in
their understandings and perceptions of the phenomenon of involving young children in
more early schooling activities. Then the participants were asked to describe children’s
most and least favorite activities; this question was aimed at exploring the participants’
understanding of their children’s early schooling activities, and to check if the answers

were consistent with the children’s responses in the children’s pair interviews. The
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participants were also asked if there were changes in the perceptions of their young
children’s early schooling involvements. In addition, the participants were also asked to
provide information about their family’s expenses for children’s early childhood
education programs. This question was mainly developed from a review of literature
regarding the high amount Taiwanese families spend on children’s educational programs
and activities.

Mothers' Individual Interview Questions

The individual interviews with an “interview guide approach” (McMillan &
Schumacher, 2001) took place after the focus group discussions were transcribed in order
to use the focus group information to construct interview questions and cross-validate the
focus group information. The main purpose of the individual interviews with four
mothers who participated in the focus groups was to further understand the mothers’
perceptions of early learning which may have been either limited or hidden during the
focus group discussion.

Like the focus group protocol, the purpose and voluntary nature of the interview
were outlined and explained to the participants at the beginning of the interviews (see
Appendix K). The opening question was designed to give the mothers the opportunity to
expand, clarify, or comment on the focus group discussion. The specific questions asked
in these interviews were based on each mother’s responses to the focus group discussion.
The questions varied from seeking additional information on an issue, to clarification of a
term, to verification of a perception. The mothers who did not say much in the focus
group were asked to talk more about their personal understanding and perception of the

issues that were discussed in the focus groups. For instance, one mother was asked to
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respond to the term “the earlier the better” and elaborate on her own understanding of the
term. Some mothers were asked to clarify terms that were mentioned in the focus groups.
For example, one mother was asked to clarify and explain the term “readiness” that was
mentioned by a mother during the group discussion.

At the conclusion of each individual interview, the researcher reviewed and
summarized the interview in order to clarify the participants’ input. All individual
interviews were audiotaped, and notes were taken during interviews to ensure accurate
data collection.

Children’s Interview Questions

In addition to the mother focus group and in-depth interviews, children whose
mothers had participated in the focus groups were asked to participate in pair interviews.
With young children, informal interviewing in pairs is considered to be more effective
than conducting individual interviews (Goodwin & Goodwin, 1996). Children are more
relaxed when in the company of other children and they also tend to keep each other on
track and truthful (Walsh, Tobin & Graue, 1993). Therefore, children were interviewed in
pairs in this study.

The main purpose of the children’s interviews was to gain insights into children’s
perceptions and understanding of the topic of early schooling involvements as they were
the key informants who lived the experiences on a daily basis. Moreover, the information
gathered in the children’s interviews was used to cross-validate the data gained from the
mothers in the focus groups and individual interviews.

An interview protocol with specific questions regarding children’s experiences and

feelings about early schooling involvements was developed to guide the interview
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direction (see Appendix L). Prior to the data collection, two five-year-old children (one

was involved in two non-school related activities and another was not involved in any

activities) with backgrounds similar to the targeted participants were interviewed to |
clarify the language of the interview protocol. The interview protocol was modified by

adding the word “talent™ to “cram” school activities as the two terms were used

reciprocally by the children.

The children-pair interviews began with the introduction of the researcher, an
explanation of the purpose of the interview, and a confirmation of the voluntary nature of
the interview. The opening questions about the preschool activities were asked first as
they were easily understood and responded to by the children. The question on the most
and the least favorite talent or cram school activities and the question on having the
choice to go or not go to the activities were developed to explore children’s “true”
feelings toward the lessons and also to verify the data gained from the mothers. At the
end of the interview, the children were asked why some children go or do not go to talent
or cram school. This question was designed to discover the children’s understanding of
involvement in more early schooling activities.

The interviews with children were not audio recorded as a tape recorder may have
been a distraction to the children (Walsh, Tobin & Graue, 1993). Instead interview notes
were taken by the researcher to record the interview conversations.

Professionals’ Interview Questions

Three preschool teachers, two preschool directors and a director of the City Bureau

of Education participated in individual interviews. The researcher conducted these

interviews seeking an understanding of what professionals in early childhood education
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thought about involving young children in more early schooling activities. The
information collected from the professionals was used for comparison with the data from
the mothers.

The interview protocol for the professionals consisted mainly of a brief introduction
to the purpose and confidentiality of the study, followed by semi-structured questions
regarding the issues of young children’s early learning experiences (see Appendices M
and N). The question on children’s required skills for primary school was developed to
examine the similarities and differences among the professionals and between the
mothers group and the professionals. The role of cram school and the differences in the
agendas of preschool, ministry and cram schools were also asked in order to explore the
professionals’ insights about and attitudes toward the phenomenon. The last question on
the influences or impacts of the Ministry of Education on preschools and cram schools
was designed to gain a general picture of the relationship between the three educational
institutions (the Ministry of Education, preschool, and cram school). The questions were
slightly different for the preschool educators and the director of City Bureau of
Education. This difference was due to their different roles in the earl y childhood
education field as the preschool educators were the practitioners and the director was the
educational policy administrator. For example, the director at City Bureau of Education
was asked to explain how the ministry implemented the guidelines.

The researcher used a probing and conversational style similar to that used in the
focus groups. Like all the adult interviews, the professional interviews were audiotaped

and notes were taken by the researcher during the interviews.



77

Procedure

The following section describes the data collection procedures for the focus groups
and interviews (i.e., with mothers, children, teachers, and administrators). In addition, the
procedure for the content review of parental advice literature in Taiwan is also presented.
Focus Groups

The two participating preschools were contacted in person to arrange the
recruitment procedures. First, an invitation letter explaining the purpose and method of
the study and requests for background information on children’s early schooling
involvement were distributed to all the classes of children five to six-years-old in both the
public preschool and the private preschool (see Appendix E). After a week, the mothers
who had returned the invitation letters (26 returned volur.lteer responses from the public
preschool and 30 from the private school) were contacted by phone to schedule focus
group interviews. Due to time conflicts and other reasons such as family issues, 17
mothers (8 from the public preschool and 9 from the private preschool) had chosen not to
participate in the study. Based on the number of participants (39 mothers) who agreed to
participate, four focus groups were arranged. Participants were told that the group would
be informal and about eight people like themselves would discuss the topic. Three days
before each focus group, a card giving the time and place of the discussion, instructions
on how to get there, and the researcher’s name and telephone number were given to the
participants. Before the day of the focus groups, four mothers (two from each preschool)
had called the researcher to withdraw from the study due to some personal or family
reasons. In addition, three mothers did not attend the focus group meeting and a

grandmother attended to represent the mother. As a result, a total of 31 mothers (14 from



78

the public preschool and 17 from the private preschool) and 1 grandmother were involved
in four focus group discussions.

As explained earlier, mothers were divided into two categories: mothers of children
in preschool-only and mothers of children in preschool and “one-talent” schools; and
mothers of children in “talent-only” and “talent-and-cram” school.

Focus groups lasted from 90 to 120 minutes and were always held in the
community centre where there was a quiet and comfortable meeting room to minimize
disruptions. The community center was selected after consideration of the need for a
“neutral site” where the participants would not feel influenced by the surroundings
(Barbour & Kitzinger, 1999). The community center’s availability, accessibility, and
neutrality for the participants and the researcher made it an ideal place for focus group
discussions. In addition, refreshments were served for group meetings as this is expected
in Taiwan. Child care service was also provided as some mothers required child minding
during the focus group discussions.

The four focus groups were conducted by a moderator (the researcher) and an
assistant. Each focus group discussion was guided by a protocol as described earlier. The
researcher gave an overview of the study, distributed and explained the consent forms,
and discussed the importance of maintaining the privacy of comments made within the
group. In order to ensure that participants understood the voluntary basis of their
participation in the study, they were told at this time that they could choose to withdraw
from the study, if they wished, with no negative consequences to themselves or their
children. The participants were asked to value all comments, to respect a variety of

perspectives, and to keep confidentiality within the group. In addition, all participants
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were asked to choose a pseudonym at the beginning of the focus group discussions to
keep their identities confidential.

As the purpose of the study was to learn from the participants, the researcher’s
(moderator) involvement was kept at a level to allow the participants to carry on the
conversation and at the same time to guide the direction of the discussion. The researcher
adapted questions as needed to enable the direction of discourse to be shaped by the
participants (Krueger & Casey, 2000). For example, probes could be utilized to expand or
clarify participants’ meanings on an issue, and further discussion might be based on the
modified questions that reflected participants’ perspectives. To ensure consistency across
focus groups and to make comparisons among focus groups, the same questions were
asked at each focus group meeting. At the end of each focus group discussion, the
researcher summarized the discussion to check participants’ perceptions and to allow the
group to add or delete from that summary.

A multidirectional audiotape recorder was used to record the focus group
discussions. In addition to audiotaping, an assistant moderator was recruited. The
assistant moderator was a female college student with a major in early childhood
education. She attended all the focus groups to take notes in Chinese that identified each
speaker (this information is often not obvious from just listening to the audiotape) and to
record each speaker’s main points during the discussions. These notes were useful for the
transcribing of the focus group recorded audiotapes and also served as backup data in
case of audiotape technical problems.

Finally, a children’s story book was given to each of the participants in the focus

groups. In addition, an Information Sheet (see Appendix J) that contained questions on
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the participants’ backgrounds and an invitation to individual interviews with mothers and
pair interviews with their children was given to each participant to complete at the end of
the focus group. The Information Sheets were collected by the researcher in order to
recruit some mothers for individual interviews and children for pair interviews.

At the end of each focus group discussion, the notes recorded by the researcher and
assistant were reviewed and verified. In addition, the research assistant transcribed the
focus group discussion immediately afterwards. After the completion of verbatim
transcription of each focus group, all the participants were informed about the availability
and accessibility of the transcription. In total, five mothers (including two who were
involved in individual interviews) requested to read the focus group transcription, and
they made no requests for changes to the original focus group transcripts.

Individual Interviews with Mothers

In this study, four mothers were recruited from the participants of the focus groups
to participate in individual interviews. The four mothers were contacted by phone to
schedule individual interviews. The individual interviews were held in the locations
identified by the mothers as most comfortable for them. Two interviews were held in
participants’ homes and the other two in the preschool’s conference room. The four
interviews each lasted approximately 30 minutes. A verbatim transcription of the focus
group discussion was offered to the mothers who wished to read it before the individual
interviews. This was to invite further exploration and discussion of the issues that were
not explored in the focus group discussion. Two mothers had read the verbatim transcript

before the interview.
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Similar to the focus groups, the individual interviews started with the distribution of
the consent form where the confidentiality and right to withdraw from the study at any
time were explained to the mothers by the researcher. A set of protocol questions, based
on each individual mother’s responses and reactions during the focus group discussion,
guided the interview process. The participants were encouraged to talk about the issues
that they would like to clarify or discuss further. Each interview was audiotaped with the
mother’s permission and then transcribed verbatim by the researcher. Once the interviews
were transcribed, copies were given to the participants who were asked to clarify any of
the content that seemed unclear to them. No changes to the content in the transcripts were
requested by the mothers.

Children’s Pair Interviews

Children whose mothers had participated in the focus groups and had checked
“yes” on the Information Sheet for agreeing to have their children participate in a paired
interview were included in the study. With the mothers’ permissions to conduct pair
interviews with their children, two copies of the child consent form were given to the
mothers to sign (one for the mother to keep and another to return to the interviewer) prior
to the interview. After receiving the consent forms, pair interviews with children were
arranged based on the children’s schedules. This was to avoid withdrawing children from
major activities or lessons. The interviews were approximately 15-minutes in length. All
the children’s pair interviews took place in the preschool’s conference room as this is part
of the children’s familiar school setting.

The children’s pair interviews were guided by a protocol (see Appendix L) with a

brief introduction of the researcher and an explanation of the purpose of the study.
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Children’s participation in the study was completely voluntary. They were told that they
could withdraw from the study at any time without explanation and consequences. As
described previously, the seven questions were developed to gain information about
children’s feelings and understanding of their early schooling involvements. During the
interview, the conversation was not tape-recorded and only field notes were taken by the
researcher. However, at the end of each session, the researcher read the notes back to the
children and asked the children if the notes were accurate in reflecting their thoughts. No
child asked to make any additions or changes to the notes. After the interview, the
children were given a sheet of stickers as the reward for their participation in the study.
Moreover, reflective notes based on impressions and observations of the interviews were
recorded in writing by the researcher immediately after each pair interview.
Professionals Interviews

An invitation letter with a description of the study was distributed to all teachers of
five-year-olds and six-year-olds in both preschools. Four teachers (two teachers from
each preschool) voluntarily accepted the invitation to participate in the study. However,
one public school teacher canceled the meeting later due to an unexpected family event.
Three preschool teachers, two preschool directors, and one director at the City Bureau of
Education were recruited for individual interviews in this study. The professionals were
contacted by the researcher to schedule the interviews. The interviews were scheduled to
suit the professionals’ accessibility in terms of time and place. All the individual
interviews took place in the participant’s office or classroom as they requested. The

interviews varied in length from approximately 30 to 60 minutes.
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In general, the interviews were guided by the protocols (see Appendices M and N)
where the purpose and confidentially of the study were first explained to the
professionals. The key questions in the protocol were developed to gain the
professionals’ insights into the phenomenon under study as discussed in the previous
section. All the interviews were audiotaped, and notes were taken by the researcher
during interviews to ensure accurate data collection. After the completion of data
transcription, a verbatim transcription was given to each professional to clarify the
contents. No one asked for any changes in the verbatim transcription. A “thank you” card
was mailed to the professionals for their participation in the study.

Content Review

In this study, relevant advertisement flyers, four popular magazines, and parenting
books were examined. The advertisement flyers were collected over a one year time
period by the researcher’s sister. As a mother of a 7-year-old boy and a 6-year-old girl
who lives in the city where the study was conducted, the researcher’s sister has received
many commercial/advertisement flyers related to early childhood education through mail
or street distribution around the school areas. As a result, an accumulation of
approximately 50 related flyers was collected. The majority of the flyers promoted early
learning programs such as English and brain development programs. In Taiwan, flyers
are often used as a tool for advertising products, from selling a house to promoting a
musician. They are usually distributed through the mail and on the busy streets or in the
areas where the targeted population is more likely to be present.

In addition to the flyers, four popular parenting magazines, and approximately 40

books identified by the researcher on visits to three major bookstores in Changhua City
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were reviewed. The contents of four popular magazines (i.e., Baby Life, Mom & Baby,
My Baby, and Preschool Education) from 2000 to 2004 were reviewed to examine how
early learning was reported and portrayed. Among the large number of parenting books
that were published in Taiwan, only the parenting books that were available in the three
visited bookstores that focused on young children were reviewed in this study.

In this study, the data were collected in Chinese and only representative quotations
and statements used and reported in the study were translated in English. All the letters
(contacting and recruiting letters), consent forms and interview protocols were translated
from English to Chinese. Moreover, back translations (from Chinese to English and from
English to Chinese) were conducted by the researcher and a Chinese psychology Ph.D.
student, who is fluent in both English and Chinese, to clarify the language and verify
meanings.

Data Analysis

The data elicited through qualitative research methods are generally the
participants’ accounts of their experiences, reactions, understandings, and perceptions of
particular phenomena (Creswell, 1997). Qualitative data analysis is an inductive process,
in which the transcribed data are analyzed to discover recurring patterns, issues, and
essential themes which characterize the participants’ perspectives and experiences
(Morse & Morse, 2000). A deep analysis and synthesis of all data are involved in the
process.

In this study, the analyses involved drawing together and comparing discussions to
reveal similar patterns (e.g., general themes), and also examining how the findings were

related to the variation among individuals and among groups. The procedures of data
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analyses in the study were conceptually adopted from Giorgi’s (1997) description of “five
basic steps: (1) collection of verbal data, (2) reading of the data, (3) breaking of the data
into some kind of parts, (4) organization and expression of the data from a disciplinary
perspective, and (5) synthesis or summary of the data for purposes of communication to
the scholarly community” (p. 237).

First, the verbal data were collected by a combination of the focus groups and
individual interviews. As described earlier, the questions were generally open-ended so
as to provide a sufficient opportunity for the participants to express their experiences and
perspectives (Giorgi, 1997). In this study, the focus group sessions and interviews were
transcribed at the end of each session into verbatim transcripts by the research assistant
using a Chinese word processing program. For the focus groups, after the verbatim
transcripts were available, the mothers were informed and those who wished to read the
transcript could contact the researcher. For the individual interviews, the verbatim
transcripts were given to all the participants to clarify the contents.

Second, it is important that the researcher read through all the data before beginning
any analysis as the phenomenological approach is holistic (Giorgi, 1997). In this study,
the researcher read each transcript three times in order to gain a “global sense” of the
data. According to Giorgi (1997), the global sense is important in determining how the
parts are constituted.

Third, the data were divided into parts based on the global reading where the parts
relevant to the research topic were highlighted for analysis. In this study, the first step for
dividing the data was to abridge the transcripts. The transcripts were abridged by the

researcher where only comments that directly related to the topic were retained in the
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transcripts. The abridged transcripts were read several times by the researcher to further
gain a sense of how the participants experienced the phenomenon. Notes were written to
record the impressions, ideas, and thoughts of the researcher that may be relevant to the
study.

After reading the transcripts several times, data reduction and content analysis were
conducted on each individual session (4 focus groups and 10 individual interviews),
using each question as a separate entity. The “meaning condensation” (Kvale, 1996) was
implemented to reduce large interview texts into briefer formulations. In other words,
long statements were compressed into shorter phrases or “meaning units” (Giorgi, 1997)
that captured a certain meaning which was relevant for the study and needed to be
clarified further. In this study, the long statements of the participant’s responses were
placed in the right-hand column and their “meaning unit” was presented in the left-hand
column (Kvale, 1996). For example, a statement from a mother in a focus group,

The lesson that my daughter is taking now is full of fun. They sing songs, listen to

stories, and play games. There is no homework and no test. Most importantly, she

could still recognize and read each English alphabet letter. I think that’s great.
was placed in the right-hand column, and the short phrase “value learning through play”
derived from the original statement was presented in the left-hand column. As a result,
each question contained a list of “meaning units” that directly related to the question. The
“meaning units” that were not related to the questions were placed under “emerged
topics™ for further analysis.

In addition, the data were compared within a group and among groups. The

computer files of the transcripts were merged by moving all the answers (to a particular

question) from all the groups to the same spot. The same process was conducted for all
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the interview questions. This process resulted in a master transcript where one document
contained all the relevant responses. At the same time, the number of times that a topic or
concept had occurred, and the number and type of participants who had talked about the
topic within a group and across groups were noted.

Fourth, the raw data needed to be organized and expressed in disciplinary language.
According to Giorgi (1997), all the established meaning units needed “to be examined,
probed, and re-described so that the disciplinary value of each unit can be made more
explicit” (p. 258). In this study, all the responses to a particular question were first
examined by looking for patterns or trends across responses. In this stage, categories
were formed, the boundaries of the categories were established, data segments to
categories were assigned, and the content of each category was summarized (Krueger,
1998). For example, the “meaning units” were categorized according to their underlying
focus and associated meanings. The phrases “value learning through play,” “the
importance of learning, not just playing,” and “the need to play without a learning
purpose” therefore were all placed into the category of “play and learning.” Then a brief
description of each category was provided and followed by verbatim quotes that
illustrated a particular pattern.

Fifth, the final stage of data reduction and analysis, called “integrating categories
and their properties,” (Krueger, 1998) or “synthesis™ (Giorgi, 1997) led the researcher to
identify themes by combining categories with similar properties. In other words, it
involved clustering or combining categories into larger patterns (i.e., themes). The
interpretive stage of the study was built upon the foundation of the descriptive statements

and then suggested what the findings meant. During this process, the researcher looked



88

for themes or interconnections that recur between the units and categories that emerged.
In this study, a final analysis of the interpretation of the results was conducted to refine
further the categorized data into more cohesive and defined themes (general themes) that
reflected how the Taiwanese participants view young children’s early schooling
experiences in general.
Content Review Analysis

In this study, the content review was designed to capture an overall sense of how
young children’s early schooling involvement was reflected in the advertisement flyers,
parenting magazines, and books. After an initial review of all the documents (i.e., flyers,
magazine articles and book descriptions) that were relevant to the study, the documents
were first grouped into types. For example, the relevant articles from the four parenting
magazines were divided into the topics that were covered from 2000 to 2004, including
brain development, intrauterine education, and multiple intelligences. The flyers were
also grouped into the types of early programs, and books were grouped by the topics. The
next phase was to examine how each type of document portrayed early learning
experiences by writing down the key words/phrases that summarized each document’s
messages. The key words were further reviewed for identifying categories and patterns
relevant to the research. Representative quotations and commercial slogans were also
noted during the review process.

Establishing Trustworthiness

To really understand the Taiwanese participants’ perceptions of young children’s

early schooling experiences, it is important to minimize the chance that the researcher’s

interpretations might be wrong. In qualitative study, the word “trustworthiness” is a
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commonly used term in describing whether the researcher’s interpretations of the data are
appropriate. Regarding the enhancement of trustworthiness, Denzin and Lincoln (2000)
explained the concept of “triangulation™ as collecting data from a diverse range of |
sources using a variety of methods. In this study, the trustworthiness of the findings was
strengthened by using several data sources (i.e., mothers, young children, teachers, and
administrators), multiple methods (i.e., focus groups, interviews and documents), and
member checking (Morse & Morse, 2002; Patton, 2002). In addition, the procedures of
data collection and analysis were spelled out in detail in this chapter to maximize the
transparency of the study.

In order to verify the collected data, member checking was employed in this study.
The adult participants were provided with a copy of their interview transcriptions. The
interview notes were read back to the children as the children could not read. For the
focus group transcriptions, mothers were informed about the availability of the focus
group transcript and one or two mothers from each focus group had read the transcripts.
During the member checking process, the participants were asked to read through the
interview transcripts and to inform the researcher if there was anything they wanted to
add, change, or delete. In addition, each participant was sent a tentative summary of the
interpretations and conclusions drawn from the focus groups and individual interviews
along with a cover letter, a one-page response form, and a self-addressed and stamped
envelope. Participants were asked if the summary was a reasonable interpretation of their
perspectives, and whether important points were left out. Two participants replied, and
their responses did not suggest any revisions to the results as the comments were mainly

on their positive experiences with the focus group discussions. For example, both
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participants stated that the experience had provided them some guidelines in making the
appropriate decision for their children’s early schooling involvements.

The term “transferability” is used in qualitative study to discuss the external
validity on the possibility of generalizing the research findings to other populations. Due
to the nature of the research and small sample sizes, qualitative research is rarely
statistically representative. In other words, the goal of qualitative research is not to
produce laws of human behavior that could be generalized universally but to capture the
complex assumptions, meanings, and contradictions of the process of experiencing the
phenomenon of interest (Denzin & Lincoln, 2000). In qualitative research, the inquirer
can offer readers thick descriptions that represent the multiple layers of realities where
readers can make inferences to other contexts of the same phenomenon (Denzin, 1994).
In this study, therefore, the reporting of the results included extensive quotations gathered
from thick descriptions.

Bias Statement

In a qualitative study, the researcher is the primary instrument where his or her own
experiences and insights constitute important data sources (Goodwin & Goodwin, 1996).
Understandably, an awareness of the researcher’s potential biases and life experiences
regarding the phenomenon is an important part of the research process. The following are
some reflections in this regard.

Like many children in this study, I also took numbers of “talent” and “cram” school
lessons while growing up in Taiwan. However, the ages of taking the lessons were much
older than for many of today’s children in Taiwan. During the elementary school years, I

took two years of piano lessons and one year of abacus-mental math. The piano lessons
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were taken mostly due to the availability of a piano at home. I stopped taking the lessons

when I was going to junior high school as there would be relatively less time for “talent”

related lessons. As for the abacus-mental math, my parents enrolled my brother, my sister |
and [ in these lessons as a result of their friend’s recommendation. After a year, the

abacus-mental math lessons were stopped because my brother refused to go to the

lessons. Due to the inconvenience of transportation and schedule conflict, both my sister

and I also quit the abacus-mental math lessons. I remembered being sad about not going

to the abacus-mental math lessons, not because of the lesson, but for not being able to

shop in the department store that was right below the abacus-mental math center.

Once [ was in junior high school, I joined a majority of students in the world of
“cram” schools. On the odd days I would have math lessons and even days English
lessons. These lessons were taken after school, from 6:30 to 8:00 in the evening from
Monday to Saturday. After taking the “cram™ lessons for two years, my parents forced me
to quit the lessons mainly due to my physical condition, at the time as I was having a
chronic stomach ailment. Being a minority in the class for not taking any “cram” school
lessons, I was afraid of not being able to keep up with other classmates. In the end, my
parents hired a private tutor for me at home.

While working in a preschool in Taiwan, I was also teaching “creativity” lessons to
five- and six-year-old children in a “cram” school that was affiliated with the preschool.
The cram school had sent me along with other two teachers to a one week workshop on
how to teach “creativity” to young children. The lesson focused on developing young

children’s “creativity intelligence™ (CQ) through games and activities. After teaching for
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over a year, I resigned mainly because of lack of time for preparation and questions about
the effectiveness of the program.

The above experiences of being a “talent” and “cram” school student and a “cram”
teacher have shaped my perceptions of involving young children in early schooling, and
consequently generated a personal interest in exploring and understanding the topic.
Reflecting back to the early experiences, I was never really motivated or passionate about
the piano lessons and I never applied the mental calculation in any mathematics related
situations. As for the “cram” school lessons during the junior high school years, my
feelings were mixed. As I was enjoying being with a group of friends, I was also
suffering from the stomach pains and lacked time for studying and doing homework.

The experience of being a cram school teacher teaching creativity to a group of
young children was another mixed one. While enjoying the process of designing
activities and admiring children’s creativity, I often struggled with the effectiveness and
nature of the program. In addition, I was uncomfortable with the high tuition for the
creativity lessons.

Throughout the research process, I have made intentional efforts to clarify my own
perceptions which might creep into the collection and interpretation of the research data.
For example, I have tried to reflect and write down personal bias, and to avoid expressing
personal views in order to maintain a neutral position during the study. Another way to
ensure that the data are reflective of participants’ experiences and perceptions is through
member checking. In this study, the focus group and individual interview transcripts were

given to the participants to clarify the contents. In addition, a tentative summary of the
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interpretation and conclusions of the study was also mailed to the participants for further
verification.
Summary

To explore the Taiwanese participants” perspectives of young children’s early
schooling experiences, a comprehensive research strategy that included the use of both
multiple data sources (i.e., mothers, children, teachers, and administrators) and multiple
methods (i.e., focus groups, interviews, and content review) was employed in this study.
Thirty-two mothers, ten young children, and six professionals from two preschools in an
industrial city in Taiwan were recruited and interviewed for data coll.ection. A broad topic
guide (protocol) was developed based on the research questions and used in focus group
discussions among mothers, and the modified protocols were used in individual
interviews with mothers, professionals, and pair interviews with young children. The
researcher served as the moderator and interviewer in the study, while reflective notes
and audiotaping were made by the researcher herself and an assistant. A five-step
analysis procedure was employed for interview data reduction and synthesis. A
complementary content review with Taiwanese advertisement flyers, popular parenting
magazines, and books was conducted. In addition to several data sources and multiple
methods, member checking was also employed to establish the trustworthiness of the
study. The researcher’s personal experiences and perceptions regarding the topic were
explored in order to deal with the potential bias. The results of the data analysis are

reported in Chapter 4.
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Chapter Four ~ Findings

The main purpose of this study was to explore Taiwanese mothers’, children’s,
teachers’, and administrators’ perceptions and experiences regarding young children’s |
early schooling involvements. In the study, focus groups served as the primary data
collection method to obtain a descriptive understanding of the perceptions of young
children’s more early schooling experiences. In addition, in-depth individual interviews
with mothers, preschool teachers and directors and the City Bureau of Education director
also were conducted. Moreover, preschool children also were interviewed in pairs to gain
insights of children’s perception of their early learning experiences.

In this chapter, the results of content review of parenting and program information
findings are presented first. Next, the different types of early childhood programs
(preschool and cram school) are reported to provide a basis for understanding the main
findings. Then, the qualitative data derived from the focus groups and individual
interviews are presented to answer the four research questions of the study: (a) definitions
of “the earlier the better”, (b) perceived benefits and problems, (c) source of information,
and (d) changes in mothers’ perceptions. Last, the new emerged topics and patterns are
depicted. The topic organization of this chapter is for efficiency; the patterns and
questions are not separate entities, but rather interrelated and reciprocally interacting.

Results of Content Review

The content review of available parenting information sources provided an
additional perspective on how early learning experience was viewed in the social context
experienced by the participants in this study. The main criterion for selection of this

information content collection was the accessibility and availability of the parenting
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information to the participants, particularly mothers, in this specific city. Three sources
(advertisement flyers, magazines, and parenting books) that were reviewed and examined
in this study were derived mainly from a one-year collection of advertisement flyers, a
content review of four major parenting magazines, and a review of parenting books based
on visits to three major bookstores in the city where the study was conducted. The
findings of the content review reveal that there are numerous reports and discussions
about the relationship between “brain development™ and young children’s early learning
experiences. In the following section, the nature and extent of this “brain phenomenon”
will first be summarized by each resource type and then discussed when it reflected
participants’ perceptions of early learning.
Advertisement Flyers

The collected advertisement flyers were mainly from English language, math-
related and fine-arts programs, with an increasing number for the newly established
“brain development” centers. The flyers that promoted English programs comprised a
large portion of the collected flyers. However, regardless of the type of flyers, brain
development is frequently used as a way of promoting the programs or products. In
examining the contents of the flyers, the word of “brain development™ could be found in
almost all flyers from early learning programs to milk formula advertisements. For
example, the abacus mental-math centers often stated in their flyers that the abacus
method of mental calculation is “effective in the development of the right brain™ for its
verbal thinking and image processing. For music-related programs, music was reported to
be processed in the same side of the brain as math and language. As a result, the early

exposure to music plays a critical role in children’s math and language skill development
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according to these flyers. In addition, young children’s “phenomenal rate” of brain
growth was frequently referred to as the “critical period” or “window of opportunity” for
early learning. The flyers targeted young children from newborns to 6-year-olds, with
more programs designed for children from three to six years of age.

A growing number of brain development based centers was also discovered through
the examination of the flyers. The centers, such as Infant/Child Developing Potential
Centre, Harvard Brain Development Centre, and Whole Brain Development Training
Centre have made their way to the city and joined the early learning program market.
These centers claimed to be able to “accelerate children’s brain development™ and
“enhance children’s unlimited learning potential” through the programs’ whole-brain
curriculum design and multiple intelligence teaching approach.

In addition to brain development, words such as “holistic” and “pluralistic” were
frequently used to describe programs’ teaching approaches and curriculum design that
aimed to enhance whole child development and multiple intelligences. For example, a
“whole-English” (i.e., English speaking only preschool) program depicted the school’s
heuristic instruction, holistic curriculum, multi-cultural experience and integrated English
environment as the foundations for creating a happy English learning environment for
young children. Thus, Howard Gardner’s (1993) multiple intelligences theory was often
related to the topics of brain development, whole child development and curriculum
development. Many programs stated that they offered innovative and fun programs
through the integration of games, physical movement, drama, music, and language to

“promote the development of multiple intelligence” and interests.
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The message of the advertisement flyers clearly states that parents can increase
their children’s innate intelligence or skill development with enriched and accelerated
learning programs that utilize brain development and multiple intelli gences. The
advertisement phrases that were frequently used in the collected flyers (such as the
following) further indicate “the earlier the better” phenomenon in Taiwan’s early
childhood education:
Let your baby win at the beginning of the race
The program that will change your child’s life direction

* Enhance your child’s brain capacity to create a blueprint for success in your child’s
future

* By the age of three, the circuitry of the child’s brain is almost finished
Three-years-old: lay the groundwork of your child’s future

e Start Early, Finish Strong: the program that will make your smart child a genius and
your average child a smarter child

® Get a head start in life and master the skills necessary to compete in the globalized
world

Magazines

An examination of four popular parenting advice magazines from 2000 to 2004 was
conducted to provide a better understanding of how early learning was viewed by the
experts from different disciplines. The magazines, Baby Life and Mom & Baby (from the
same publisher), were mainly targeting parents of children from zero to three years of age
with information on topics related to childcare including breastfeeding, childbirth,
pregnancy, nutrition, and baby care. The newly established magazine, My Baby, also
provided childcare based information to mothers of children age zero to six. The last
magazine that was examined, Preschool Education, was the only magazine that targeted

the development, education and learning aspects of young children zero to six years of

age. The magazine has a reputation for its “professional” view of child-rearing practice
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and education as it has won six outstanding awards presented by National Press Council
of Taiwan. For being the oldest early childhood magazine (established in 1978) and
actively involved in the promotion of healthy childhood, the magazine is acknowledged
as the pioneer in Taiwan’s early childhood education field.

From the magazine cover to the “experts” in the reviewed magazines, the first three
magazines (Baby Life, Mom & Baby, and My Baby) were identical in many ways. The
covers of the magazines were usually photos of some famous public figures such as
actors and their young children. The “experts™ or authors of the articles were often from
medical fields, such as pediatricians, or program developers from private educational
institutes. In contrast, Preschool Education often used “average” children on their
magazine covers and the “experts” were mainly university professors from academic
fields. The contrast between these two types of magazines was further evident in their
publication of parenting books. The publishers of Baby Life and Mom & Baby have
published many books such as How To Multiply Your Baby'’s Intelligence and How to
Teach Your Baby To Read that were related to Glenn Doman’s theory of “the earlier the
better.” The publisher of Preschool Education, Hsinyi Publication, is the publisher of
parenting books (e.g., David Elkind’s Miseducation and The Hurried Child; Alvin
Rosenfeld’s Hyper-Parenting and Overscheduled Child) that warn of the dangers of
involving young children in formal schooling by “too much too soon.”

The topic of brain development and its relationship to early learning was the most
reported and discussed issue in all the four reviewed magazines. For example, all four
magazines established a new column that addressed the issues of brain development and

multiple intelligences. Mom & Baby magazine had established a new column, titled
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“Stimulating the Young Brain™ that provides information regarding children’s brain
development. Preschool Education also established a new column in 2002, “Brain
Development Myths,” to address the public misconceptions about brain development and
research. A comparison of the contents of articles on brain development in the two types
of magazine further indicated the different messages that the magazines intended to
| deliver to the public.
The brain-related articles published by the first type of magazine (Baby Life, Mom

& Baby, and My Baby) were focused mainly on the development of the “whole brain,”
particularly the right brain development. In these articles the brain research was often
cited as evidence of the importance of early learning experience to a child’s
developmental outcome. The Japanese expert, Dr. Makoto Shichida’s theory of
“lightening-rapid” learning abilities through “high-speed automatic process functions™
which are performed in the right brain, was reported by the magazines to provide a “key”
to unlock the potential of the child. The articles stressed that the whole-brain learning
with balance between the two hemispheres of the brain is critical during the first years of
a child’s life. Thus, in the review of parenting books, Dr. Shichida’s books (Babies are
Geniuses, Super Brain Revolution and O-Year-Old Education) were found in the three
bookstores and listed as bestsellers. In addition, the Infant Stimulation Program and
Glenn Doman'’s Institutes for the Achievement of Human Potential were also reported to
“maximize and accelerate brain synapses.” As one of the articles summarized, “newborn
children have a genius potential that, if developed, can exceed Leonardo da Vinci and

Albert Einstein” (Ching, 2002, p. 15).
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On the contrary, the articles published by Preschool Education often carried the
message of “too much too soon” and warned the public of the misinterpretation of brain
research reporting some educational products and programs. For example, in an article by
Hong (2004), she reported breakthrough research in revealing the development of human
brains and stressed the lack of direct application of brain research to educational practice.
She argued that early childhood education should be based on play and on creating a
- developmentally appropriate learning environment. The magazine often depicted the
current practice of involving young children in more formal schooling as taking away
children’s rights to play and grow naturally. The phrases such as “artificial growth
conditions are inimical for humans,” “winning at the beginning, exhausting at the mid-
way, and dying at the end,” “start early and fall first,” and “genius is a minority” carried a
very different message from “the earlier the better” view.

Despite the different views of early learning, all experts agreed that parents play a
critical role in their children’s development. From sending the child to a brain
development centre to playing games with the child, parents were depicted as the cause
of their children’s developmental outcomes. For example, one article reported that the
recent brain research indicated that “parents are truly their children’s first teachers and
what parents do or don’t do has a lasting impact on their children’s learning skills” (Ko,
2004, p. 6). The message was clear that parents need to provide or create an enriching
early environment where all the child’s senses can be stimulated. As for the experts
featured in Preschool Education, parents were often advised to “be natural” and “spend

time” with the child in order to have a healthy and whole child.
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Parenting Books

A visit to three major bookstores in the city was conducted by the researcher to gain
a sense of the types of parenting books that were available to the public. Besides the
general parenting books on child development (e.g., What to Expect in the Second Y. ear)
and health issues (e.g., Nutrition and Healthy Start for Your Child), there was a large
number of books on “brain development” and “multiple intelligence.” Books with titles
like Brain Power: Brain-building Games for 0-3, Aiming at Harvard: Brain Stimulation
DIY, Raising High EQ Children and A Genius is at Your Home, that claimed to “enhance
the child’s brain capacity” and “cultivate otherwise untapped potential” could easily be
found in the bookstores. By contrast, the number of books that raised the concern of
involving young children in more formal schooling “too much too soon” was relatively
small. Books including Kid Stress, Toilet Trained for Yale, Who Says You Have To Go To
Harvard, and Wise Parents Raise Their Children at a Slow Pace were among this
minority group. Like the flyers and magazines, the parenting books also described “play”
as the best method for encouraging learning during the first critical year of life. For
example, one book explained that “the value of play with purpose can help your children
get off to a good start.”

Different Types of Early Childhood Education Programs

Before reporting the overall patterns for each research question, it is important to
note that the majority of comments made by the mothers in this study were linked to their
definitions of different early childhood education programs. As the coding structure
evolved, it became apparent that in all the focus groups, mothers had largely categorized

and defined their young children’s early schooling experiences into three types:
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preschool, “talent” school, and “cram” school. Generally, “talent” was positively viewed
while “cram” was viewed negatively and as inappropriate for young children by a
majority of the participants. In other words, young children’s early schooling
involvements are likely influenced directly and indirectly by their mothers’ positive
and/or negative views of the different types of program. For example, mothers who gave
more positive views on the “cram” school programs would be more likely to enroll their
children in these programs.

This does not mean that the mothers’ definitions and perceptions were always
clearly indicated by their children’s involvements in early childhood education programs.
There were some interrelated patterns between the groups and individual differences
within a group. The salient point of this finding is that the mothers in all the focus groups
had relatively common understandings and definitions of the different early childhood
education programs. Therefore, reporting the results by the school type is the framework
used in this study that aims to explore and understand the participants’ subjective
perceptions of the phenomenon. In the following section, each early childhood education
program is discussed and explored separately.

In the following sections, direct quotations from the participants in the focus groups
and interviews are used to clarify, understand, and explore the participants’ subjective
perceptions of the phenomenon. For referencing the quotation, a participant’s focus group
number, ID number and the line number of the transcript are in parentheses before or
after a quotation. For example, (M24, 17) refers to a mother participant in Focus Group
Two with ID number 24 (the first digit represents the focus group number) and 17 is the

line number of the quotation excerpted from the interview transcript. Participant numbers
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coincide with the numbers in Appendix A. In the study, M is used for mother
participants, C for children, T for teachers, D for preschool directors, and E for City
Bureau of Education director. In addition, responses from the participants are reported
proportionately and representatively in this study. In other words, the participant who
gave more responses during the focus group interviews would be quoted and reported
more often, and the participant whose comments signify a theme or a pattern would also
be included.

Preschool

As the study was conducted in two preschools (one public and one private), all
children who participated in this study were in preschool. The public preschool is a half-
day program that enrolled children from ages four to six. The private preschool is a full-
day program and licensed to enroll children from age three to six. When talking about the
reasons for choosing the preschool, “open education™ was mentioned frequently by
mothers in both public and private preschools. As one mother stated, “I chose the
preschool for its active, open, and theme-oriented teaching approach” (M28, 11).

Many mothers (10 of the 15) listed the pressure-free learning environment, self-
disciplined training, and lack of writing and phonetics teaching practices as their major
reasons for choosing the public preschool. In contrast, several mothers (5 of the 15
mothers) worried about the preschool’s lack of phonetics and English teaching. One
mother described her worry, “I asked around and found out that many preschools are
teaching English and phonetics, so I am afraid that my child has been already falling

behind” (M14, 19). Some mothers responded that they used the preschool’s half-day
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program to enroll their children in other “talent™ and “cram™ school programs such as
English. For example, one person’s comments illuminated the idea:

That’s why I sent [my child] to the half-day program preschool. In that I could still

see my daughter, and send her to lessons in the afternoons. If I sent her to the

whole-day program, she would be taking the lessons at the evenings and then there

won’t be much time for us to be together. (M16, 7)

However, the preschool director had pointed out in the interview that the half-day
program was first initiated to provide more time for parents and children to interact rather
than to facilitate sending children to talent and cram school lessons.

The private preschool, like most of the private preschools in Taiwan, offers a
comprehensive program that provides a wide range of activities such as language
(English and phonetics), fine arts, mathematics, and sport. As the directors of City
Bureau of Education and the private preschool stated, the extracurricular activities are
implemented in the preschool setting due to the results of parental and market demands.
When asked about the conflicts between the Ministry of Education and preschools, the
director commented on the need for private preschools to meet parents’ demands in order
“to survive and compete” in the early childhood education market. Thus, some mothers
described the comprehensive program of the preschool as meeting their needs for having
their children in the full-day program and having more options with their children’s early
learning. For instance, one working mother spoke about the convenience and benefits of
the private preschool service: “Having my child taking rollerblading and abacus-mental
math lessons in the preschool saves me a lot of time and money” (M37, 6). In
counterpoint, a few mothers complained about the preschool’s use of classroom time in

implementing the “talent” lessons. One mother remarked, “I stopped [my son’s] art

lesson because his talent lessons were taking too much of his classroom time” (M31, 10).
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Talent School

During the focus groups and interviews, the “talent” lesson was positively defined
by a majority of participants as a program that puts an emphasis on interest-based and
play-oriented learning experience. As one mother stated, “the Chinese Classics Recital
lesson is very playful and does not force children to memorize poems” (M24, 12). The
Chinese Classics Recital is the program that teaches children to “recite” many classics
such as Confucius and Three Characters. Another mother reasoned that, “through the
talent lessons the child will develop interests which in return will help the child to cope
with future life stress” (M31, 20). Most mothers described the “talent” lessons as
nonschéol-related learning such as sport, music, art, and dance. During the individual
interview, M38’s definition of “talent” lesson as “entertaining” further elaborated the
defined “pressure-free” nature of “talent” lessons.

In this study, the two most frequent “talent™ lessons taken by the children were arts
and music. Arts included drawing and “paper clay” lessons, and music was primarily
piano learning (11 of the 37 children were taking piano lessons). However, the
inconsistent definition of “talent™ held by the mothers displays the lack of clearly defined
boundaries within the group. In particular, the distinction was not always clear when the
mothers talked about English learning in the early years. Across all focus groups, several
mothers repeatedly stated that their children were not involved in any academic-oriented
activities even though their children were enrolled in English schools. A typical comment
made by one mother was, “we haven’t been involved in the academic-oriented lessons,
like math and Chinese. We don’t have those yet” (M12, 3); however, her child was in the

English-only language school for five afternoons a week. Like these mothers, the director
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at the private preschool also held the same view by describing “we [the preschool] treat
English lessons as “talent’ because the lessons are “playful” and there is hardly any
writing required” (D2, 13). The data made evident that the definition of “talent” lesson is
more complicated than it may appear.
Cram School

A majority of participants defined “cram” or “private supplementary tutoring”
school as an academic-oriented and cognitive-focused program that includes
mathematics, science, Chinese, and other school-related subjects. The two most frequent
“cram” lessons were English and abacus-mental math. English was the most popular
lesson in this study. In Taiwan, English programs ranges from one-to-one tutoring-based
to English-only franchise language schools, and the teaching approaches vary from
school to school. The collection of advertisement flyers also revealed that English
programs were the most advertised, and they targeted a wide range of students from
young children to adults. In the school district, where this study took place, most of the
elementary schools start teaching English at Grade-One while only a few schools start at
Grade-Three. Abacus-mental math was the other frequently engaged in lesson among the
preschoolers. Both English and abacus-mental math have periodically been evaluated by
standardized examinations for testing students’ language and abacus acquisition. Students
as young as four-years-old were reported to take these tests. Moreover, some English and
abacus-mental math programs would use the number of children that passed the
proficiency tests in their flyers as their commercial strategy in attracting parents to enroll

their young children in the programs.
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In general, “cram” school was viewed negatively by the mothers as “inappropriate”
for the preschoolers. As one of the mothers stated, “cram school is a money-making
business and children are under a lot of pressure when taking these lessons” (M28, 8). On
the other hand, a small number of mothers reported some positive aspects related to
“cram” school. One mother explained, “through abacus-mental math lessons, my son is
more able to concentrate and put more effort into learning” (M37, 14). In addition, a few
mothers viewed some of the “cram™ lessons as “talent” lessons. For instance, three
mothers described abacus-mental math as “talent” lesson because it is not a school
subject taught in the elementary school.

Like most of the mothers, all the teachers and directors interviewed in both
preschools also highlighted the “open-education” teaching approach and
“developmentally appropriate practice” of their preschools. When discussing the
differences between preschool and “talent” and “cram” schools, they further emphasized
the importance of “whole-child development™ and “healthy learning environment™ that
the preschools aimed to provide and implement. It is suggested that the Taiwanese
professionals’ perceptions on the “talent” and “cram” school lessons were largely based
on their understanding of the function and goals of preschool.

The professionals in this study were well aware of the trend of involving young
children in “talent” or “cram™ school activities; as one teacher stated, “many children in
my class are running between lessons, like in show business™ (T3, 19). In general, the
preschool teachers and directors gave more positive comments on the interest-based
“talent” lessons and more negative ones on the academic-oriented nature of the “cram”

school lessons. As a teacher in the private preschool defined, “To me, ‘cram’ is about the
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supplementation of the schoolwork deficit and ‘talent’ is about the cultivation of an
interest which is more appropriate for preschoolers” (T2, 17). When discussing “talent”
lessons, none of the professionals objected to children being involved in “talent” lessons
as long as the lesson is taken based on the child’s interest and will and the family’s
financial and time availability. The “cram” school was rejected by all of the professionals
for its lack of age and developmentally appropriate practices and learning environment
for young children. The public preschool teacher’s response described this perception, I
totally object to cram schools because they are inhuman because they only care about
children’s grades and performance in order to satisfy the parents” (T1, 19). Furthermore,
a cram school’s teaching approach is often depicted by the professionals in this study as
“forced.” |
However, the teachers and directors also emphasized the potential harm and danger
of taking numerous “talent” lessons and the “product-oriented” nature of some “talent”
lessons. For instance, the private preschool director pointed out the similarities between
“talent” and “cram” school programs. She explained,
In order to survive in the market, many “talent” schools would turn themselves into
another type of “cram” schools that focused mainly on the “products” rather than
the learning process. For example, many “talent” schools would have the end-of-
the-year performance, such as dance performance, in order to show the parents how
much their children have progressed and learned in these lessons. As the result,
children are under a lot of pressure. (D2, 20)
This view was further echoed in the City Bureau of Education director’s definition of
“talent” program. The director stated that “talent” school is a kind of cram school because

it is registered and licensed under “private supplementary tutoring” and the name “talent”

is just a business means for promoting the school.
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Participants’ subjective definitions and perceptions of the early childhood education
programs provide a diverse and dynamic picture. It is also important to note that the
participants” responses to the research topic could be classified into positive and negative
views. For example, in discussion about the definition of “the earlier the better,” mothers
gave both positive and negative views about the phrase. As a result, the school-types and
positive/negative views will serve as the basic framework for organizing and reporting
participants’ subjective perceptions. In the next section of this chapter, patterns that
emerged from the qualitative data are presented and discussed to address the four overall
research questions.

Definitions of “the earlier the better”

The responses to the question about the definitions of “the earlier the better” are
organized into three sections. The first section illustrates the common views that were
shared by all mothers across groups. In section two, the positive views of the term,
derived from mothers with children in different school types, are presented. The third
section reports the different groups’ negative views of the term. F inally, the responses
from preschool teachers and directors and the City Bureau of Education director are
reported.

Common Views

When asked to comment on the term “the earlier the better,” many mothers across
focus groups and interviews mentioned individual differences and confusion as their
common responses. Individual differences were frequently discussed by the mothers (27
of the 32) across schools and groups. Many participants often indicated each individual

child’s differences in inborn ability, potential, developmental maturation, personality,
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character, family background, and learning experience as the “conditions” for deciding
their children’s early schooling involvements. As one mother summed up at the
individual interview, “T think that learning really depends on the child’s ability,
personality, interest, and absorption™ (M35, 26). The following two examples explain the
point further:
[Learning] should depend on the child’s conditions, such as the child’s natural gifts
and personality. Like my older child, he is shy and not interested in taking lessons,
so [ didn’t let him take lessons when he was in preschool. My second child is quite
different; she is more curious and interested in everything. So I let her take and try
different kinds of lessons since she was three-years-old. And I found that the
second child is much more active than her older brother. (M12, 35)
My son is the quiet type and he would cry if I asked him to take lessons. Like last
time when the classroom teacher asked him if he wanted to join the English lesson,
he rejected her right away. When I tried to talk him about it, he CRIED. So I don’t
want to force him at this young age. (M42, 29)
In addition, several mothers (7 of the 32) also mentioned their children’s ability in
absorbing the learning materials and lessons. For example, a mother’s metaphor of
“sponge” indicated the concept of “the earlier the better,”
My daughter’s memory is very good. Well, it’s like SPONGE. She is able to
absorb whatever I give her. For this type of child, I will take her to different
lessons because she is able to absorb all of them. (M16, 1)
Through the data analysis it was revealed that children whose mothers had commented on
their “sponge-like™ abilities in learning were taking more lessons than other children in
the study.
Most of the preschool teachers and directors and the City Bureau of Education
director also pointed to individual differences when discussing “the earlier the better”

phrase. They agreed with the mothers that each child’s individuality is the main criterion

in deciding on early learning involvements. As the public preschool director commented:
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There is a huge individual difference; some children are born with good motor
skills and the ability to concentrate. If you don’t give lessons to these children
earlier, it would be such a waste of time. Therefore individual difference is very
important. (D1, 20)

Mothers frequently expressed their struggles and confusion in deciding on their
children’s early schooling experiences. Over half of the participants across the focus
groups talked about their struggles between a child’s overall well-being or development
and educational attainment. As one mother remarked about her struggle between the two
forces, “it’s just like playing the tug-of-war, you know, pulling between [the child’s]
psychological well-being and early learning” (M12, 3). Some mothers also mentioned
their struggles with the media’s portrayal of early learning and how they were affected by
spending a great amount of money on buying “educational materials” and sending their
young children to lessons or activities for early brain stimulation. Four mothers reflected
their struggles in the following quotations:

With those media slogans, such as “brain development™ and “not losing at the

beginning of the race,” I really struggled and often wondered if my child would

lose the race. I struggled, so I thought that I should have him start taking lessons

earlier. Well, you know, [ am AFRAID. (M13, 14)

Everyone is telling you different stories about when, what, and where of taking the

lessons. I don’t know how to grasp all of these messages. Well, I am still exploring

it and it is not easy at all. (M27, 16)

Everyone is saying that “0-year-old education” is the most critical period. As the

result [I] found myself spending a lot of money on buying those teaching materials

such as the Mozart CDs and sending him to “music and body movement” class at
the age of three. But I am still very CONFUSED, and I really don’t know if earlier

is better. (M31, 29)

The commercial slogans such as “golden opportunity” and “start from zero™ are

very alluring. I would ask myself if I should provide [my children] with more

lessons. Is it appropriate for them? You know, I am still thinking and questioning
them. (M48, 11)
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Thus, the phrases that the mothers mentioned in the above comments could easily
be spotted in the advertisement flyers, magazines and parenting books. From promoting
an educational program to a milk formula, the phrases often implied “the earlier the |
better” practice and indicated that the early learning experience will set the stage for
children’s success in school and life. With the dominating message of “the earlier the
better,” making appropriate judgments and balancing the child’s learning and
developmental well-being were the challenges that were repeatedly mentioned by the
mothers. As one mother summed up at the end of the last focus group, “the whole thing is
really about testing parents’ wisdom™ (M49, 31).

Positive Views

In this section, the participants’ positive views of the term “the earlier the better”
will be reported mainly from the two school-types (mothers who had children in talent
schools and mothers who had children in talent-and-cram schools). The results revealed
that mothers of children in talent-and-cram schools were more likely to give positive
definitions of the term. In contrast, based on the data analysis, the mothers who had their
children in preschool-only gave only negative views to “the earlier the better.”

Four patterns of positive perceptions of “the earlier the better” emerged from the
mothers in one-talent (children who were involved in one talent-related activity), talent-
only (children in multiple talent-related activities) and talent-and-cram school (children in
both talent and cram activities) groups. The first pattern was the importance of interest
cultivation in the early years. Many mothers (11 of the 16) across the focus groups talked
about using early childhood, which was perceived as having comparatively more free

time and less school-related pressure than later years, as the period to cultivate the
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children’s interests. One mother in the fourth focus group explained why she wanted her
child to take “talent” lessons during the early childhood period:

I know that I hold a different view than most of the people, but . . . I totally agree

with start early . . . [ want [my daughter] to have the opportunity to cultivate an

interest. If she starts taking talent lessons during her primary school years, the
pressure from the school would be too great for her to focus on cultivating an

interest. (M45, 8)

In the fourth focus group, where a majority of the mothers were either in “preschool-
only” and “one-talent” groups, the group discussion was often surrounded the possible
negative effects of early schooling involvements. However, M45 was outspoken in
sharing her different view of supporting children’s early multiple learning experiences
during the early childhood period.

Several mothers (6 of the 27) in “talent-only” and “talent-and-cram” groups viewed
interest as a channel for coping with emotions and other unpleasant life events. The topic
was especially discussed in the third focus group where the participants’ children were
involved in multiple lessons. The following dialogue between two mothers illustrates
their perspective:

M31: I am focusing more on children’s EQ. I mean, that the major reason I sent my

children to those “talent™ lessons is hoping that in the future they will be able to

cope with their emotions and feelings in a more positive way. (24)

M33: Yes, it is about having more opportunities to experience different things. Like

what the mother just said, at least when facing with frustrations and challenges they

would be able to find a way to cope with these emotions. (26)

The second pattern was regarding the need to stimulate a child’s brain development

at an early age. Almost half of the mothers (12 of the 27) commented on the importance

of their young children’s brain development in the early years. It was frequently
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mentioned that creating and providing a stimulating environment would maximize a
child’s brain development. The following are the two examples of this view:

I know some experts said that early brain stimulation would be better for later brain |

development. You know, children’s potentials are endless . . . if you start early the

potential is even greater. (M24, 8)

The educational view these days is to give more stimulation to the brain and then it

will develop. This is the message that we are receiving and we are just following it.

(M37,3)

The concept of brain stimulation in the early years as the most critical time for shaping
future development was mentioned and discussed among the mothers of different groups.
Phrases like “brain power,” “potential stimulation,” and “brain stimulation” recurred with
different topics and across all focus groups. The mothers’ discussions on brain
development were reflected in the content review of parenting advice resources where
brain development was the most reported topic for the last five years in Taiwan. Brain
stimulation was often reported as the “key” to “unlock childhood genius” which led to “a
smarter, happier and healthier kid” as one advertisement flyer stated. The new “brainy”
phenomenon is clearly a dominant force in Taiwan’s early childhood education.

Third, when talking about their views of the term “the earlier the better,” some
mothers (11 of the 27) from both “talent-only” and “talent-and-cram” groups emphasized
that some specific areas should be learned at the earlier ages. English and music were the
two major areas that mothers listed as “necessary” to learn during the early childhood
period. Particularly with English learning, more mothers agreed that English learning in
the early years is a “necessary evil.” Several mothers mentioned the current trend of

English learning among young children. For instance, one mother shared the following

information with the group: “I heard from some experts that second language learning
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should start before the age of six” (M12, 30). Another mother reflected on her experience
with her first child,
English learning is a necessity. I mean, you have no choice. My first child started
taking English lesson at Grade-Two, and she was among the last few in her class to
take the lessons. More than half of her classmates started the English lessons when
they were in preschool. We could not afford to have this discrepancy. (M34, 37)
Seven mothers further elaborated the need to develop children’s confidence in
learning English by strengthening the child’s basic listening and speaking skills at the
young ages. The abilities to be able to communicate in English with foreigners, to speak
without fear, and to speak with “native-like” intonation were listed by the mothers as
their reasons for enrolling their young children in English lessons. As one mother
commented, “my daughter is very shy so I thought that I should let her take English
lessons at the earlier age otherwise she would be too afraid to open her mouth later”
(M17, 15). Another mother shared, “I felt my son’s English intonation is more accurate
and smoother after being in the English class for six months” (M43, 18). The private
preschool director also held the same perception on the topic of English learning at a
young age, as she stated:
Is it really bad to let children learn English at younger age? Actually not necessary
bad .. . Like my son, his pronunciation is very good because of his early exposure
to English native speaking teacher. So with English, if it is based on “play-
oriented” teaching approach, then earlier could be better. (D2, 43)
Thus, through the content review of parenting resources, the window for learning a
second language was often stated to be between the ages of three-to-six by some
advertisement flyers and magazines. This statement was based on the development of

language in a child’s brain which was reported to be critical between the ages of one-to-

four. If the child learned a second language before the age of four, the child would speak
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like a native and the second language would become a second “mother-tongue” language
as one article reported. This indication of a “learning window” for English seemed to
have an impact on some mothers and educators in this study.

Music is another area that some mothers believed should be learned earlier,
particularly if they wanted the child to pursue music as a future career and profession. In
this regard, one mother expressed her struggle with her daughter’s piano lessons:

[My daughter] doesn’t like to practice piano at all. But, you know, you have to

force her if she wants to be in the “music-talented” class. Well, it seems this is the

only way, and everyone else is doing it. I mean, you have to start early in order to

have a better chance because the competition is very high. (M16, 9)

This view was also echoed by the public preschool teacher who said, “I would tell parents
if they are going to treat the “talent™ as a profession or future career, then they should
start early” (T1, 25). Furthermore, the teacher also stated that she would encourage
parents to push their children to the “gifted” or “talent” class “because of these classes’
accessibility to a diverse learning environment and educational resource” (T1, 40). In the
school district where this study took place only one elementary school offers “music-
talented” class (starts at Grade-Three) that requires students to take tests to demonstrate
their skills and talents in music. The competition is open to the public and each year
many parents sign up hoping for a seat for their child in the “music-talented class.”

In Taiwan, generally speaking, “giftedness” refers to inborn abilities while “talent”
refers to exceptional performance or high potential in particular areas such as music and
dance. However, the two terms are usually used together to describe children who have
high ability, good achievement and excellent performance (Sin, 2003). For example, one

participant (a junior high school teacher) in the fourth focus group explained, that based

on her teaching experience, many parents told her that the music class was equivalent to a
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“gifted” program where an enriched learning and stimulating environment was provided.
She concluded that many parents see the young child’s ability to play a musical
instrument or sing a song as an “indication of intelligence and potentials in other
cognitive areas” (M42, 10).

In this study, piano was the most frequently engaged lesson among the group. Ten
children (all girls) in the study were taking piano lessons and a few were also involved in
other music-related programs such as drums and music-and-body activities. Compared
with the girls, only two boys in the study had taken “music-and-body” lessons (the
program that teaches children to integrate music and body movement). In fact, three
mothers mentioned that the gender of their children was one of the reasons that they
enrolled the children in piano lessons. Furthermore, two mothers stated that “children
who learn piano would not turn out bad” when speaking about their children’s early
experiences with musical instruments. The phrase was also used in the flyers of some
music-related programs.

The last pattern was the view on “give but not oppress.” When responding to the
question on “the earlier the better,” five mothers stated that they would give the lessons to
children at earlier ages but they would not put pressure on these early learning
experiences. As one mother put it, “Actually I think it is OK to give [lessons] earlier, but
not to oppress them™ (M32, 27). M13’s statement was a typical example, “I want to give
[my son] as many as possible and as early as possible, but I will not force him if he
doesn’t like them™ (19). As previously discussed, mothers’ perceptions of their children’s
personalities, abilities, and developmental maturation served as the basis of decision

making about their young children’s early schooling involvements. As the result, mothers
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who mentioned their children’s individual differences in personality and ability were also
more likely to talk about the “give but not oppress” view.
Negative Views
In contrast to the previous section, there were more responses from the preschool-
only and one-talent groups than from the talent-and-cram group on the negative views of
“the earlier the better.” Developmental maturation and having a happy childhood were
the two major concerns that were frequently mentioned at the group discussions and
interviews. Across groups and schools, 12 of the 32 mothers talked about the child’s level
of maturity as their major criterion for deciding on their young children’s early schooling
involvements. One mother explained her definition of maturation in the individual
interview:
To me, the “maturity readiness” means that a child is able to control the emotions. I
mean, if the child is constantly unreasonable, then [he/she] couldn’t learn anything.
The child needs to be able to “sit still” for a period of time, well, maybe for about
30 minutes. (M23, 8)
These 12 mothers reported that if the child is not developmentally ready for learning,
early schooling involvement might be harmful. Some mothers spoke about the negative
effects of learning at such young age, such as on physical development, concentration
level, and learning attitude or effectiveness:
[ disagree with the view of sending children to English cram school at such a young
age. Because I believe that if [the child] learns later, [he/she] will be better and
faster in memorizing the 26 alphabet letters. (M23, 19)
[ feel that it is not good to let a child start taking drawing and using their hands at
such a young age. The child’s fine-motor skill is not fully developed yet, and taking

the lesson might hurt or delay the motor skill development. (M44, 1 1)

Children who have learned phonetics in preschool would be more likely to be
“careless,” not concentrating, and not putting effort into learning while in Grade-
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One. Well, you know, they thought that they had already known the phonetics.
(M27, 9)

When asked to comment on the term “the earlier the better”, one mother in the
talent-and-cram group used “balloon” as the metaphor to illustrate her perception. As she
remarked, “[the term] sounded like oppression to me. Don’t treat children like a balloon,
blown up until it explodes™ (M33, 38). Throughout the group discussion, she repeatedly
talked about her view of the phenomenon and sometimes questioned other mothers’
practices with their young children’s early involvements. For example, when M34 was
talking about her Grade-Two daughter’s experience with piano and English learning, she
(M33) asked the mother (M34) if the child was able to “absorb so much and she could
handle them well” (M33, 11). However, M33 was the only one in the group who
mentioned her daughter’s change of sleeping pattern due to the number of lessons taken.
This statement was further confirmed by the child’s response to her least favorite activity
during the children-pair interview. As the child responded, “I want to quit abacus-mental
math class because it takes too much time to count and too much homework to do. But
Mom said I have to continue and [ have to go” (C33). In fact, M33’s daughter was taking
more lessons (rollerblading, abacus-mental math, English, and drumming lessons) than
M34’s daughter and was physically tired from taking the lessons, as pointed out by the
mother.

Across preschools and groups, over half of the mothers expressed sympathy for
today’s children. The term “poor kids” was used in all the focus groups and recurred in
different topics. Many mothers explained their opinion that today’s children are under a

lot of pressure from schools and society at large. As one mother said,
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I feel that kids nowadays are very “poor.” If schools [education after preschool] and
the big environment are going to force us to send our children to talent or cram
school lessons later on . . . if this is the case, then I would rather give my children a
happy childhood now. (M24, 16)
With this point of view, many mothers (including several mothers in the talent-and-cram
group) emphasized the importance of “having a happy childhood”, because they believed
that early childhood might be the only period that their children would be able “to play”
and be “free” from the school-related pressure that they would have to face later on. In
other words, they were afraid that taking too many talent and cram classes would “take
away children’s time to play” (M27, 35) and diminish normal childhood.

In addition, three of the five mothers from the preschool-only group shared the
view of “parental projection” on “the earlier the better” term. These mothers expressed
the view that the term was the projection of adults’ needs and fears. To illustrate her point
about parental projection, one participant said:

[ think it is the adults who give kids these views. Because we are facing pressure at

work and finding it difficult to get a decent job, so we thought that it is important to

cultivate the abilities earlier on. Then because of the work pressure, we thought that
we don’t have an interest to enjoy, in that we should cultivate an interest earlier on.

All because of our thinking and views, we told our kids that they should learn

English earlier in order to find a job in the future and should take piano lesson

earlier in order to be able to play piano while facing the work pressure. (M42, 3)

Like some mothers, the professionals also talked about the developmental issues
with taking too many lessons at a very young age. The phrase “pulling up the seedling
hoping to make it grow better” (the Chinese term for the “hurried” child phenomenon)
was often used by the professionals in this study to describe their perception of the
negative impacts of involving young children in too many lessons at young ages. For

example, the private preschool teacher explained, “basically children have their own

developmental stages to go through. If the learning is beyond the developmental stage of
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the child, then the effect of that learning is rather poor and could be harmful to the child’s

well-being” (T2, 9). In addition, the director at the City Bureau of Education also

mentioned the lack of evidence in proving the advantages claimed for children who have |
started early with school-related learning. As he reflected,

Through my encounters with the elementary school teachers, I was told that there

was no distinct gap between those who have learned earlier and those who have

not. In other words, those who started learning in the preschool period do not seem
to be “faster” or “better” than those who didn’t in preschool. I mean, we didn’t see
any big effect of early learning on the later elementary school performance. (E1,

25)

The professionals’ perception of the phenomenon was reflected in the Preschool
Education magazine that advocated for developmentally appropriate practice and was
concerned about the negative impacts of involving young children in more formal
schooling. The similarities between the professionals in this study and those published in
Preschool Education are evident. As mentioned earlier, Preschool Education’s
pioneering and active role in the promotion of healthy childhood seemed to have a strong
impact on the professionals’ perception and understanding of early learning.

Teachers and directors in both preschools also mentioned that the term “the earlier
the better” was created by parents themselves due to their lack of time, fear of putting
their children at disadvantage, and peer pressure. For example, the public preschool
director commented, “some parents would think that learning English at younger ages
seemed to put their children ahead of others™ (D1, 33). The private preschool teacher
further elaborated on the view, “Parents are the ones who created the phenomenon.
Because they don’t have the time, are afraid of lagging behind, like to make comparison

with others, and hear about it all the time” (T3, 27). This view was supported by the three

mothers” comment on the “parental projection” of the term “the earlier the better”
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described above. However, two professionals (T1 and D2) also agreed with some
mothers’ view on the early childhood period as the critical time for learning music and
English. |
Benefits and Problems of Early Schooling Involvements

In the following sections, mothers’ perceptions of the benefits and problems of their
young children’s early schooling involvements are presented. Due to the similar
responses of mothers of children in talent or/and cram schools, the two school-types’
similarities and differences in perceiving the benefits are discussed first. Preschool-only
group’s perceived benefits are not reported separately but are integrated with the talent
and cram groups as the preschool-only group was relatively small. In the second section,
the same format was used for reporting the perceived problems of children’s early
schooling involvements. Finally, other sources’ (children, teachers, directors, and
administrator and content review) responses related to the topics are also integrated and
discussed.
Perceived Benefits of Early Schooling Involvements

The patterns that emerged from mothers’ perceived benefits of their young
children’s additional schooling involvements are organized into the categories of pre-
academic skills, interest cultivation, and competition. These patterns are discussed in the
order of frequency. For example, pre-academic skill is presented first because more
mothers across the different focus groups and interviews mentioned it.

Pre-Academic Skills. Pre-academic skills that included motor, social, emotional,
language, and self-independent skills were the most frequently mentioned benefits by

most mothers (20 of the 27) across all the focus groups and interviews. For example,
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children were taking chess class to improve their “logical thinking” (M13, 5) and “to use
their brain™ (M37, 17). English was taken to give the children the opportunity to learn a
second language while abacus-mental math was taken to improve children’s
mathematical skills. Moreover, a few mothers stated that through piano lessons,
children’s listening skills would be enhanced and in return this would help children with
later school learning. As one mother explained,

[ let my first child start piano lessons at age of 4, you know, to develop his listening

skill and music rhythm. I found these piano lessons were good because his

phonetics were very accurate. From this experience I would make sure that all my

children take piano lessons at age of 4. (M15, 21)

Drawing, as the most frequently engaged in “talent” lesson among the preschoolers,
was the most talked about activity among mothers of different school-types and focus
. groups. Almost all the mothers, regardless if their children were taking these lessons or
not, spoke about the importance of drawing in young children’s lives. Some mothers
mentioned that drawing lessons were taken to develop children’s fine-motor skill,
creativity, and also to prepare for elementary schoolwork. Four mothers from different
focus groups mentioned the heavy reliance on drawing in elementary schoolwork. One
mother elaborated this view by sharing her sister’s experience with the group:

My sister’s daughter is in the elementary school now. She told me that drawing

skill is very important because most of the schoolwork in the elementary school

required students to draw. That’s why I want my daughter to be ready and

prepared.” (M36, 29)

However, over half of the mothers emphasized the importance of drawing as the
way that young children express their feelings and imagination. Several mothers (8 of the

32) described how their children used drawing to express their emotions. For example,

one mother said, “drawing is [children’s] emotional outlet, and I could tell my children’s
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feelings by looking at their drawings™ (M15, 12). Furthermore, six mothers from the
preschool-only group and talent-only groups, talked about how they tried to provide the
environment that would encourage their children to freely explore their creativity and
imagination through drawing. As one preschool-only mother commented:

Well, I don’t think it is necessary to take drawing lessons. You know, sometimes

you just need to give [children] the opportunity to experience different

environments and to see different things. And they will be able to express what they

have seen in drawings. I think this is the best way.” (M23, 26)

During the group discussions, more than half of the mothers (none from the
preschool-only group) described their children as being “too active” and hoped that
taking lessons would help their children to “sit still” and “calm down” in order to adjust
to later school learning environments. For example, one mother explained why she
enrolled her child in abacus-mental math class: “my daughter is too active, so my
husband and I thought that by taking the abacus-mental math lesson she would learn how
to sit still and concentrate in class” (M34, 16). The grandmother agreed and commented
that “the child is too active so I thought that taking piano lessons would give her the time
to calm down” (M11, 19). Other words, such as endurance and perseverance, were also
referred to by some mothers when discussing the prerequisite skills for later school
learning. For instance, one mother talked positively about chess lessons. She said, “chess
is a great activity in cultivating children’s perseverance which I think is a very important
skill to have in later school learning” (M17, 4).

When asked “What does the experience of more early schooling involvement mean
to you and your children?”” many mothers, including some mothers in the preschool-only

group, expressed the importance of providing an environment that would help the child to

function effectively in school and later in society. Habit-training for self sufficiency, self
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discipline, emotional maturity, and habits of wholesome social adjustment was viewed as
the essential component of early learning and development. More than half of the
mothers (19 of the 32) mentioned the abilities to follow rules, to be disciplined, to be
independent, to learn about self and others, to make and maintain friendships, and to be
able to regulate emotions as reasons for enrolling their young children in early childhood
education programs. This is evident in the following comments:

[ told some preschool teachers that my child is here to learn how to follow rules and

be disciplined. To me, being good at study is worthless when a child’s manner is

bad. (M11, 9)

Before my daughter started preschool, I sent her to different “talent” lessons such

as paper clay, drawing, and piano lessons when she was about four-years-old. At

that time my intention was not for her to learn anything, but very much for her

group-life social skills. (M16, 27)

My child is very aggressive when playing with other kids and he doesn’t know how

to control himself. That’s why I want him to learn how to control his emotions and

be more independent. Because he is the only child on my side and my husband’s

side of the family, he is very spoiled and dependent. (M24, 35)
Comparatively speaking, mothers from the public preschool were more likely to talk
about the habit-training than were mothers in the private preschool. For example, they
were more likely to report that one of the reasons to engage children in talent and cram
activities was to develop children’s socioemotional skills. In the third focus group
discussion and also in the individual interview with M45 (from the private preschool), the
topic was more focused on cultivating and having interests as emotional outlets rather
than on taking interest-based lessons to help children regulate their emotions.

In addition, three of the five mothers in the preschool-only group expressed their

emphasis on their children’s interpersonal relationship skills. They viewed a child’s

social skill in making and maintaining friends as “the key to success” (M25, 4) and the
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preschool period as the time that a child starts to learn and build his/her interpersonal
skills. One mother’s comment on her goal for her preschooler further elaborated this
view: “I am not expecting my child to learn those cognitive things in the preschool, but
more on learning how to be in a group environment and how to be friends with others”
(M43, 23).

Teachers and directors also highlighted the same “pre-academic skills” in their
discussions on the skills that children need to develop before entering elementary school.
Like most of the mothers, the professionals strongly emphasized the development of
appropriate attitudes and personal habits rather than on learning specific information and
knowledge during the preschool period. For example, the private preschool director
explained that it is the preschool’s job “to maintain the physical and mental health of
children, to develop good personal habits, to enrich children’s daily experience, to
promote children’s ethical concepts, and to develop their prosocial and group behavior”
(D2, 16). In addition, the City Bureau of Education director focused further on “life
skills” development in the early childhood education as:

The basic “life skills” such as self-sufficiency and basic social skills needs to be

developed in the preschool period in order to prepare children for the “cognitive

learning” in elementary school. . . . I mean, I believe the “life skills™ are the most
important and critical skills for elementary school readiness. (El,27)

More often, however, the professionals stated that the basic “life skills” could not
be learned in the “talent” or “cram” schools as the majority of these schools were not
designed to meet the needs of young children. Teachers and directors across the

preschools questioned the appropriateness of the “talent” and “cram” school practices.

For example, to illustrate the view, the private preschool director explained:
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I don’t think those “talent” and “cram” schools really design their programs to meet
the developmental needs of preschool children. They might make some minor
changes such as simplifying the curriculum for their young students. . . . I mean,
after all, they are more “business-oriented,” and the teachers don’t have the training

and qualifications in teaching young children. (D2, 19)

Despite this view of the developmentally inappropriate practice of the “talent” and
“cram” schools, the professionals did describe the positive aspects of involving young
children in “interest-based” lessons. The perception of interest development during the
preschool period leads to the next emerging pattern of “interest cultivation.”

Interest Cultivation. The importance of cultivating children’s interests during the
early childhood period was mentioned by 12 mothers (n = 27) from the talent and cram
school groups. During all the focus group discussions, the pressures that exist in today’s
education system, work environment, and the pressures that children may face in future
were mentioned by mothers of different groups. Five mothers stated they had placed their
children in “talent” classes in order to use the children’s interests as channels for coping
with future school-related pressure and other life stressors. For example, M31 said, “To
me having my children taking these lessons is not about jumping ahead,” but about
knowing how to cope with their emotions” (28). The view was further echoed in M45’s
individual interview:

I feel that we are under a lot of pressure these days and the pressure will be greater.

- .- You know, children are so “poor” nowadays because of their school-related

work. I think that having an interest is very important because the interest will help

the child to cope with the pressures. Yes, it’s more about having a channel to

release the pressures. (M45, 26)

Mothers who shared the same view on interest cultivation argued that early

childhood education is the best period to discover and cultivate children’s interests. They

elaborated that they would give their preschool children the opportunities to explore and
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experience different things as a way of finding their children’s areas of interest. As one
mother put it, “I think that children should have multiple learning experiences so that
they will learn and know a little bit of everything, which I found very important in my
working environment” (M33, 30). As mentioned earlier, four mothers in the public
preschool listed the half-day program as the main reason that they chose the preschool in
order to have more time to enroll their children in “talent” and other lessons. The
following focus group dialogue depicted this view:

M12: I think that the early childhood period should be more diverse. When [my

daughter] goes to elementary school I will let her continue the lessons that she was

most interested in. That’s why [ am enrolling her to these lessons now because I

want to find out her area of interest. (22)

M13: Yes, I thought that I haven’t found my son’s area of interest yet, so I will let

him try all different kinds of lessons. I thought of music lessons, not about

expecting him to be a musician, but more as an interest or skill. (24)

Relatively speaking, children in the preschools have more free time and less
pressure from schoolwork than children in elementary schools in Taiwan. One mother
talked about the experience of her elementary school-aged niece. She said, “My niece
really rejects all the lessons that she has to take after school. She often complains that she
doesn’t have enough time to do her schoolwork and enough time to play” (M45, 16). This
experience had further confirmed the mother’s decision on cultivating the interests of her
child during the early childhood period. During the individual interview, the mother
shared the same view with some mothers in the public preschool as she planned to
transfer her child from the full-day program to a half-day program where she will enroll
her daughter in different lessons including both “talent” and “cram” lessons. M45’s

daughter is the youngest child of those in the children pair interviews and also the

youngest in her class as the mother wanted the child to finish the preschool a year earlier



129

in order to attend some talent and cram schools before entering primary school. During
the pair interview, the child first seemed to be confused with the questions as she was
often shaking her head and smiling in response to the questions. With the older child’s
presence and comments on the questions, the child started to talk more about her favorite
dance lessons and her feeling about taking drawing lessons. However, with the questions
on reasons for taking lessons, the head shaking was the reply. As the result, how the child
felt about the lessons is not clearly stated.

As some mothers (mostly from the talent-and-cram group) were treating the
preschool period as the period of interest discovery and exploration, other mothers from
the talent group, particularly those who have children in only one “talent” lesson, were
providing a different perspective. These mothers repeatedly emphasized the importance
of focusing on “one interest™ or “one specialty” at a time. Two mothers’ dialogue in the
first focus group best reflected this “one at a time” view:

M21: I feel today’s children are under a lot of pressure. As the result, I want to give

my children a “happy childhood.” To me, you just need to learn one thing at a time

and be good at that one instead of taking so many and not be good at any one of

them. (20)

M28: Yes, I agree with you. Many mothers in my daughter’s piano class asked me

why my daughter is learning so well in piano class. Then I told them that piano is

the only lesson that we have now, and we just need to concentrate on this one. And
they told me that they should probably need to cut down their children’s lessons
from four to one or two. Well, if learning one lesson is not enough, then how many

will be enough? (23)

Relatively, mothers in the preschool-only group treated the existing pressures in school
and the work environment as their main reason for not having their children in any extra

“talent” or “cram™ school lessons. To these mothers, the preschool period is the only

period that the children could really be free from school-related pressure and have time to
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really “play.” For example, one mother explained how she related to this as “I don’t
know about the future, and I don’t know if my child will succeed or not in this
competitive society. But at least when looking back on their early years, my children can
say that they had a happy childhood” (M48, 32).

Furthermore, some mothers spoke about the need for “multiple intelligences” in
today’s education system. One mother described her view on the education system like
this:

With the current educational reform movements, we are constantly hearing about

the need to have “multiple intelligences” from the news and other media. mean, at

the end you really think and worry about it. Does this mean that I have to start

sending my children to “talent” lessons? (M34, 36)

As the content review of parenting resources indicated, “multiple intelligences” was
repeatedly used with the topic of brain development. The development of the “whole
brain” which stressed a balance between the two hemispheres of the brain was reported
frequently to “cultivate otherwise untapped multiple intelligences™ that endows each
child. Furthermore, some programs stated that their “holistic curriculum” desi en was
built based on the theory of Howard Gardner’s (1993) “multiple intelligences” in order to
meet the new education policy of “multiple-entrance” in Taiwan. The new educational
reform of “multiple-entrance™ to high school and college is to ensure that students will be
evaluated not solely on their “academic™ grades, but also on other intelligences such as
languages, arts and music. This topic was discussed especially among the mothers in the
second and third focus groups. Toward the end of second focus group discussion, the
mothers were visibly excited about sharing their similar views and stories about the

current “multiple-entrance™ educational reform. One mother shared a story about a girl

who was rejected by the “Taipei First Girl High School” (the most prestigious high
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depicted these mothers’ feelings toward the educational reform:
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M22: In the old days, if you had what it took to succeed in school, you went to
college by passing the entrance examination regardless if you were poor or rich. (8)

M24: Now it is different. You have to be rich to go to school. 9

M23: The higher the SES is, the better chance of getting into good schools. (10)
M26: You know, the school teachers even told me that those rich people’s children,
who were taking those talent lessons since the very young ages, would have better

references and resumes to go to a good school. (1 1)

M27: Now, you feel that you have to send the children to the “talent” lessons in

order to get into the good schools. (13)

Interestingly, the public preschool teacher also mentioned the need to have

“multiple intelligences” due to the current education system. When asked about the role

that “talent” and *“cram™ schools play in young children’s early learning experiences, the

teacher replied, “I don’t object on sending young children to talent schools. Actually the

enhancement is pretty good for the children especially under the current educational

implementation where ‘multiple talents’ are valued” (T1,9).

At the end of the third focus group discussion, two mothers’ comments summed up

their feelings toward the “multiple-entrance.”

M31: Yes, with this “multiple-entrance” children are forced to take “talent” lessons
besides the school-related lessons. You have to £o in order to add more points to
your child’s resume for later high school and college entrance. (23)

M32: Now the “talent” lessons have turned into another type of schoolwork. This is
sad. (25)

However, as the private preschool director and the City Bureau of Education director

mentioned in their interviews, many parents had misunderstood the “true essence” of the
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“multiple-entrance.” In fact, M23 shared a similar view with the directors on the
educational policy of “multiple-entrance” at the end of the group discussion:

Actually I see this “multiple-entrance” policy differently. The new reform is

different from our present one, the latter was more passive and narrowly focused on

academic learning. I mean, my interpretation is that knowled ge and intelligence
should come from all different places not just from school. You might have to go to
the library, on-line, or to the field to observe all the living things around us. Yes,
my children might not turn out to be good at school learning, but I will still try to
let them be exposed to many different environments. So, you know, I am not that

anxious about this multiple-entrance. (15)

Teachers and directors also agreed with the mothers that early childhood was the
period for developing and cultivating young children’s interests. In addition to
personality and character development, the professionals talked about “interest
development” and “aptitude exploration” during the preschool period. However, the
professionals were more likely to talk about interest as a motivation for learning rather
than as an emotional channel or a way of cultivating “multiple intelligences.” For
instance, one teacher described her view of interest development in the early years as
follows:

I think interest is very important because it is the motivation for learning. I would

tell parents to use their children’s interests as the criteria for deciding the early

schooling involvements. As long as the child wants to learn, T don’t object to

sending the child to “talent” lessons. (T2, 13)

In addition, like some mothers, the professionals also emphasized the importance of
involving young children in one or only a few activities at a time. As the public preschool
director put it, “less is more” (D1, 17).

Competition. Young children’s early schooling involvement was perceived by all

the mothers in this study as a widespread social phenomenon. Thirty-one of the 37

children in the study were engaged in some forms of adult-structured activities outside of



133

regular preschool programs. Mothers across school-types and focus groups were aware of

the mainstreaming practice of sending young children to “talent” and/or “cram” school

programs. As one mother commented to M23, whose child was not in any lessons, “To |
my knowledge and the people around me, almost every child is taking some types of

talent lessons, and it is hard to find child like C23” (M24, 28). A second mother’s phrase

of “generation of cram school” (M15, 33) portrayed this widespread social trend. In

addition, another mother’s reflection of her early educational experiences further revealed

the trend and fear of putting the child at disadvantage:

My husband and I never went to “talent” and “cram” schools when we were young.

And he has a master’s degree and I have a post-secondary degree. But, you know, it

is not the case with today’s children. Every child that I know is in some kinds of

lesson. If you are not, it seems that you are falling behind. (M37, 45)

The mainstream practice in Taiwan of sending children to lessons during the
preschool period was in part a reaction to the competitive learning environment of the
elementary school. As reported earlier, some mothers mentioned that the competition in
elementary schools was one of the main reasons that they wanted their children to start
taking the lessons during the preschool years. The following two quotations further
illuminate the competitive learning environment in elementary schools in Taiwan:

[ am glad that [my oldest daughter] took piano lessons when she was four-years-

old. To my knowledge, almost everyone in her Grade-Two class plays at least one

musical instrument. Those children without any talent would envy those who have.

And you know, these children may develop a lower self-esteem down the road.

(M34, 16)

I think you should let the children take “talent” classes in the preschool period

because the competition is very high among the children in elementary schools.

Sometimes when the child got 99 instead of 100, she would be automatically placed
in the C-Group instead of A-Group. Yes, the competition is very HIGH. (M35, 30)
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As the result, some mothers (6 of 27) from the talent-only and talent-and-cram
school groups felt the need to provide their children with a skill that would help them to
succeed not only in schools but also in the competitive society. When talking about the
growing number of early childhood education programs that existed in the market, one
mother responded “it’s about competition, I'm afraid that the child doesn’t have what it
takes to succeed” (M135, 29). Another mother concurred with this view,

Now that the “big” environment is bad, children cannot survive without skills. So if

children have extra skills they might be able to survive and compete with others.

Well, for instance, the child might compete with other candidates by having one

more skill, let’s say computer skill, during a job interview. We hope [our children]

will be a little bit better than others and have more things to put on their resume.

So, I thought that I should let my children learn something and not lose out. I mean,

more or less, you do feel this way. (M17, 22)

Hence, several mothers in the focus groups talked about “creating the path” for their
children in music, dance, or other art related areas. Music, in particular piano, was the
most popular “path” for the mothers who planned to have their children in “music-gifted
class™ in the elementary school. In addition, one mother shared her friend’s experience
with the group, “my friend is enrolling her son into many art-related lessons, because she
thought that if the child is not good at school later on at least he will have a skill to
survive” (M43, 4).

The described mainstreaming practice of involving young children in structured
activities, the learning environment in elementary schools, the educational reform of
“multiple-entrance™ and stressful work environments have made mothers across groups

anxious about their children’s future. As one mother best summed up in the group

discussion, “being Taiwanese mothers and children is just too damned hard™ (M28, 9).
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Perceived Problems of More Early Schooling Involvements

In addition to possible negative impacts reported in the previous sections, four
general patterns that emerged from the focus groups and individual interviews outline the
problems that the participants experienced with young children’s more early schooling
involvements. The mothers listed (a) peer pressure, (b) demands on the parents, (c)
parental dilemma, and (d) intergeneration gap as the main problems that they had
encountered. Interestingly, most of the perceived problems were derived mainly from the
mother’s “conditions™ rather than the child’s “conditions.” In the following section, each
topic is presented and discussed separately. The similarities and differences among
groups and individuals are reported and integrated into each related topic discussion.

Peer Pressure. As mentioned earlier, all the mothers were aware of the
mainstreaming practice of engaging young children in adult-structured “talent” and
“cram” school activities. Almost all mothers from different school-types and focus
groups expressed their concerns about the impact of this peer pressure of involving their
young children in more structured “talent” and “cram” school activities. Some mothers in
the talent-only and talent-and-cram groups mentioned that the existing social trend had
forced them to send their children to lessons, as they were afraid of putting their children
in a disadvantaged position. The comparisons between parents and the messages passed
around parents had created problems for many mothers. The problem was particularly
evident for those mothers who did not enroll their children in “talent” or “cram” schools.
All the mothers in the preschool-only group had expressed their frustrations with the peer
pressure and the judgments that others had placed on them. For instance, one mother

explained how she related to these:
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People around you are telling you all kinds of scary things. Such as that the Grade-
One class is not teaching phonetics anymore so you better send your kids to
phonetics lessons ahead of time. And they said that the basic math skill is not
taught effectively in elementary schools, so you should hurry to enroll your kids in
abacus-mental math lessons. I mean, you feel scared just to hear about all of these
things and eventually you start to wonder if you should send your kids to those
lessons or not. (M48, 22) '

Another mother elaborated her frustration of being a “minority,”

People are always very surprised to find out that my children are not taking any

lessons. They would say things like “you are fooling around with your children’s

education” or “your children will fall behind”. But, you know, I am confident with
my children, and plus we are not really “fooling” around. (M23,9)

The professionals were also aware of the current mainstreaming practice and its
pressure on parents to involve young children in the “talent” and “cram” school
programs. Both public and private preschool teachers and directors emphasized the large
number of children involved in “talent” and/or “cram” lessons in their classes and
schools. As the public preschool director pointed out, “today it is hard to find children
without any lessons. Almost every child in the school is involved in some form of
lessons™ (D1, 16). In addition, the public preschool teacher’s and director’s comments on
mainstream practice further indicated the influence of peer pressure on parents’ decision
about their children’s early learning experiences:

Parents make comparisons between their children and others’ children because they

are afraid that their children might be falling behind. When they send their children

to the lessons, they don’t think about if the lessons are good for the children or not.

- . . I mean, they only think about not being able to catch up with the others. (D1,

16)

Parents are hearing about children’s involvements in talent and cram school lessons

all the time . . . and they started to question if they are doing the best for their

children’s education. So those who used to object to the idea of sending young
children to talent or cram lessons are giving these lessons a try. (T1, 9)
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With the understanding of parental peer pressure, the professionals reported that they
would advise parents to enroll children in lessons based on the criteria of the child’s
interest and family resource availability.

Demands on the Parents. When asked to comment on the problems regarding more
early schooling involvements, many mothers described the availability of time,
transportation, supervision, knowledge, money, and a support network as the critical
elements in their decision-making. A lack of these resources may affect mothers’
decisions on their children’s more early schooling involvements. As previously
discussed, the private preschool’s comprehensive program provided the service that
would relieve the busy parents from running between work and their children’s early
education classes. However, a small number of mothers still enrolled their children in the
programs outside of the preschool as mentioned in the previous section.

In terms of time management and commitment, some mothers (11 of the 27)
mentioned the need to balance each child’s schedule with their own work. For example,
one single mother talked about her struggles in balancing the two children’s lessons
because of the lack of a support network:

My daughter is taking English, ballet, and piano lessons now. However, since [ am

a single mother, sometimes I find it very difficult to match two children’s schedules

on top of my own schedule. That’s why I have to stop my daughter’s art lesson

because of schedule conflicts. Now, she is talking about taking chess lessons, but I

don’t know if I can manage that. (M12, 14)

Several mothers also expressed the need to treat all their children equally in terms of the
number of lessons taken per child. They described that children would compare among

themselves and sometimes they would ask to take the lessons that the other siblings were

taking. As one individual put, “I think it needs to be fair between the kids. You cannot
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spend all the money on the brother and nothing on the sister” (M31, 7). However, three
mothers spoke of the fairness from a different perspective. They believed that the
decision should be made based on each individual child’s needs and personality rather
than on fairness. M32 gave a typical response. She said,

I think each individual child has different needs and personalities. Like my second

child, she is the type that you cannot force to do anything she doesn’t want to. So |

am not forcing her to take any lessons. I mean, it’s not about fairness but about

individual differences. (26)

Transportation was the other problem that some mothers faced in having their
children in lessons. Mothers need to have the time and a vehicle to transport children to
lessons. Sometimes they travel a great distance or make numerous trips between children
and lessons. One working mother’s description of her evening illustrated this problem:

Right now, I have to take my son to his lessons four evenings a week and I am not

sure if I could manage to have his sister taking dance lessons in the evening.

Because, I feel I am riding the scooter from one place to another and all day long.

Well, it’s pretty tiring after a day of work. (M31, 20)

Several mothers also mentioned that the location of the lessons was one of their reasons
in selecting a particular center or school. They were more likely to send their children to
lessons in the neighborhood. For example, one mother admitted that the child was in
math lessons because it was located “in the same building as his English lessons™ (M13,
17).

Many mothers across groups (including mothers in the preschool-only group)
discussed the need for parental supervision and interaction with the child in order to make
learning more effective. The following dialogue from the fourth focus group reflected

this view:

M42: With all lessons, if the parents don’t guide or supervise their children’s
learning, then the results are not going to be that good. (7)
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M47: Yes, you still need to interact with the child when [he/she] comes home. Like
English, you have to be able to say something in English to them. (8)

M438: It seems that you have to learn with the child. It’s not just the teacher’s
responsibility because you paid for it. No, it’s not like that at all. 9

M42: This means that parents HAVE TO supervise and interact with children for

effective learning. So, if you cannot do that, then what’s the point of sending the

children to those lessons? (10)
The professionals agreed with these mothers on the importance of parent-child interaction
and the active role that mothers need to play in the child’s early education. The private
preschool teacher used English as her example in illustrating the view on parental
interaction. She stated,

Some parents would complain to me that their children don’t speak English at

home. I would ask the parents if they have interacted and communicated in English

with their children at home. This is very important, you know, you cannot rely

totally on teachers for all the learning. Parents are an important part of young

children’s early learning. (T3, 18)
Throughout the individual interviews with the professionals, the importance of parent-
child interaction was often emphasized and valued. The professionals were afraid that
children’s talent and cram school activities would occupy the already limited time with
their parents. As the director at the private preschool commented, “the time to interact
with the child is very critical as parents are the most important teachers of the child’s
life” (D2, 31). Again, the professionals’ perception on the importance of family time was
reflected in the Preschool Education magazine’s frequent advice to parents to spend time
with their children rather than sending them to “talent” or “cram” schools.

Some mothers expressed their frustration in supervising their children’s learning

due to their lack of knowledge, time, and skills. Six mothers from different focus groups

reported their inability in supervising and interacting with their children due to their lack



140

of English skill. For instance, one mother said “my daughter asked me to speak English
with her at home, but I told her I don’t know how. My English is not good at all” (M12,
16). A second mother replied, “My child too, he would sing and talk in English at home.
But that means I have to learn as well in order to sing or read with him. So I feel that it is
more demanding on my part because I don’t have the teacher to teach me” (M13,9).
Educational expense was another issue that mothers discussed in the focus groups.
Almost all the mothers agreed that a child’s early childhood educational expense is
relatively and comparatively high. They used “mini-college™ and “need for dual-income”
to indicate the high cost of their children’s early educational expenses. Mothers from the
private preschool were more likely to complain of the expense due to the higher tuition of
the private preschool compared to the public preschool (the difference between the two
preschool’s tuition is about three to four times). However, several mothers (5 of the 15)
in the public preschool mentioned that their children’s educational expense was the same
or even higher than the average private preschool’s tuition. The following dialogue
between the grandmother (M11) and M13 in the first focus group gave a brief impression
of the group dynamics in the discussion of educational expense:
M13: Well, because [my son] was not in the preschool until five-years-old, I sent
him to lessons. I am giving him more lessons now, so the monthly expense is about
the tuition of a private preschool. (15)
M11: You (M13) thought that you are already saving the preschool money, so
could afford to send the child to different lessons. You know, you are going to save
more money once your son enters elementary school and then you can send him to

more lessons. (17)

M13: No, that’s not what I think. I mean, I still take the money issue into
consideration. If the fee is out of my estimation I will not send my son there. (19)
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When asked about the percentage of the family income spent on children’s early
schooling activities, a majority of mothers did not directly answer the question as this
could be a sensitive topic to reveal to a group of strangers. Those mothers who had their
children in both “talent™ and “cram” lessons would describe the expense as high but
manageable and affordable. A few mothers expressed the opinion that the money is
secondary and more important is that the child is learning something. M35°s comment on
the issue of expense during the individual interview illuminated the importance of
learning over the money factor:

As parents, we would try our best to educate our children, as long as the children

are willing to learn. Like [my daughter’s] drawing lessons, the fee is pretty high

and some mothers asked me if I thought that was too much. Actually to me, well,
the more important thing is that they are learning or not. [ mean, money is

secondary. Like this time, the drawing teacher selected my daughter’s drawing to
be in some art exhibition. I think it is pretty good as long as the teacher is able to

fully bring out my child’s talents. (M35, 1)

In contrast, a few mothers from the preschool-only and talent-only groups had also
suggested “money as secondary” but from a slightly different perspective. They agreed
with M35 on the importance of learning over money, but they often questioned the
effectiveness of taking the lessons at such a young age. For instance, one mother from the
preschool-only group stated, “money is secondary, but I really wonder how much the
children are getting from taking these lessons” (M42, 8).

Most mothers across school-types mentioned that they would take the cost-and-
benefits into consideration when deciding their children’s early schooling activities. They
would assess the types, cost, and effectiveness of the program before signing up the

children. For example, money is an issue for M41 in deciding her child’s early learning

activities, particularly with the activities that the mother believed could be learned by the
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assistance of a family member, such as rollerblading. The mother’s perception of money
was also reflected in the interview with the child. When asked about the most favorite
lesson, M41’s son replied that he took art and swimming lessons last year but stopped
because “Mom said that we have no money” (C41 )- The view was described differently
by another mother,

I will assess first, if the financial burden is too heavy I won’t do it. If you give

yourself the pressure unconsciously you will give it to your children as well. Then

the starting point of taking these lessons is wrong. (M32, 29)

M45’s comments on the expense during the individual interview gave another
perspective on the issue of cost-and-benefits. She realized that she placed a very different
value on money than a majority of parents by stating “T don’t care about the money issue
at all, because I am willing to pay a big price for my child’s early educational
experiences” (M45, 28). She shared the view with M32 on not putting the money
pressure on the child, but she also expressed the view that she would “give whatever the
child asks regardless of the effectiveness” (M45, 33) or beneficial outcome of taking the
lessons. As the mother pointed out, it is very important for the child to have multiple
learning experiences in the early years and preschool period is a period of searching for
an area of interest.

Parents’ devotion and sacrifice for their children’s education had also brought out
guilt for those who were unable to provide the same educational opportunity for their
children. Two mothers in the public preschool expressed their guilt in not having the
extra money to send their children to lessons like most of the children. One mother

reflected on her experience with her only son, “When my son got into Grade-One, the

teacher asked students what lessons they were taking outside of the school. Many of his
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classmates had taken numerous lessons, but he had nothing. I felt so guilty for that™
(M26, 23). She added, “He was getting many zeros for his tests and I started to WOITY.
Regardless of our financial status, we have to educate him because he is the only son.”
This mother has five children and only one son. During the focus group she repeatedly
talked about her lack of resources (particularly the family financial status and the
mother’s junior high school educational level) in providing her children the
“mainstreaming education” and the fear of putting her children at a disadvantage.

Parental Dilemma. Parental dilemma was another pattern derived from many
mothers’ responses across the focus groups and interviews. The topics that emerged from
this pattern are continuity vs. discontinuity, parenting styles, and child’s developmental
readiness.

Almost half of the mothers (particularly those who were taking both “talent” and
“cram” lessons) who had their children in some form of lessons mentioned the problem
of continuing or quitting the lessons. The problem was more evident when the child
started to show resistance and frustration with the lessons. These mothers described the
time committed, the money spent and the effort made as the reasons for having their
children continue to take lessons. One mother described her struggle with the child’s
frustration with piano practice:

Well, it is just like washing your hair halfway through, you cannot stop but keep

continuing. You know that each lesson is about $1,000 (CN$40) and if you don’t

practice at home, the next time it is another $1,000 and the same song will be

repeated. You know, your heart would be bleeding over the money. So you have to
force the child. (M16, 6)
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The private preschool teacher’s story of one of her student’s learning the piano provided
another picture of this parental dilemma. She described how parental persistence in
continuing taking lessons could create pressure for young children:

Like this girl in my class, you can see bruises on her hands. The girl told me that

her mother would hit her if she doesn’t practice her piano lessons. Some mothers

would think that they are already spending a fortune on buying the piano and
sending the children to lessons . . . but their children are not showing progress. So,
you know, eventually these mothers would pressure their children and force their

children to continue the lessons. (T1, 32)

In fact, not “seeing the product” was another problem that a small number of
mothers expressed about their children’s performance in the lessons. During the
individual interview with M13, the mother repeatedly spoke about her frustration with
her child’s performance. She mentioned that after taking music and English lessons for a
period of time, the child’s father complained of not seeing the child sing or speak English
at home. The mother’s reaction was that “we Just have one more level to complete and I
thought that it would be a waste if we don’t finish to the end” (M13, 18). As a result,
most mothers would have their children continue to take lessons due to the above
concerns and also the “breaking through the difficulties” perspective as mentioned
previously. However, the professionals expressed that the sole focus on “product” and
insistence on “continuing” the lesson might create pressure for young children. The
consequence could be damaging as the private preschool teacher explained,

When you are giving too much pressure, the children don’t want to learn anymore .

. . they are miserable. Sometimes children would intentionally misbehave, such as

stealing, to tell their parents their struggles and needs. They would feel that the

parents only care about their grades and performance, never really understand and

care about their needs. (T2, 1)

Moreover, the professionals stated that parents should “listen” to their children in order to

understand their children’s struggles and needs. The need to listen to children is
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particularly important nowadays as “everyone is too busy these days including children . .
- no time to listen and communicate with one another” (T3, 28).

As for the children, the reasons for continuing or quitting the lessons were evident
in their answers to the reasons for liking and disliking the activities. Lessons that were
reported as “fun” and “playful,” such as the opportunity to play with musical instruments
or to learn how to swim and rollerblade, were children’s favorite lessons. In addition,
lessons that have some sort of extrinsic rewards, such as tokens and food, were also
popular among the children in this study. Children’s reasons for disliking the lessons
were based on the amount of time and work that they have to put into the lessons. For
example, two children (C13 and C33) complained about the amount of homework that
they have to do for abacus-mental math and Kumon Chinese lessons. Sometimes the
reason for disliking the lesson was the time of the lesson. For example, a boy complained
about eating dinner at the abacus-mental math center. Expectedly, children who “like” the
activities would be more likely to continue the lessons and those who “dislike” the
lessons would probably want to quit the lessons.

In addition, some mothers from the preschool-only group also made comments on
their dilemmas over the continuity and discontinuity from a different point of view. One
mother pointed out at the individual interview that parents who had expected their
children to pursue music-related areas should be aware of the amount of resources they
need to have. She explained, “this is a very long journey, and do the parents really have
the resources and ability to continue providing education this way?” (M23, 7). The same
view was shared by another mother who reviewed her sister’s struggles, due to the

sudden change in the family’s financial status, with the child’s continuity in piano
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learning in order to be in the “music-talented” class. Furthermore, during the fourth focus
group, the discussion explored the benefits of “continuous learning at the later stage”
rather than “discontinuous learning at the earlier stage.” M42’s comment on the
successful cases of those who learned English at the later stage and had continuous
learning made other mothers nod their heads. As M44 reflected when commenting on the
term “the earlier the better” by paraphrasing M42’s statement, “nonstop learning at the
later stage rather than how early you started” (M44, 13).

When discussing early schooling experiences, many parents had raised the issue of
educational approaches. The basic premise underlying this topic is the mothers’ parenting
style, and how they view their roles, values, and concerns, which all have an impact upon
the environments they create for their children. This in turn has an effect upon young
children’s early schooling experiences. For example, mothers in this study who believed
in giving the child a push would be more likely to send their children to lessons. An
individual explained her educational approach as “I think children are passive, and they
don’t voluntarily practice the piano. So, you need to force them sometimes, maybe half of
the time™ (M38, 29). On the contrary, mothers who frequently talked about “happy
childhood™ would be less likely to send their children to lessons. Of course, there were
always some mothers who were constantly torn between the two approaches. One mother
spoke about her struggles between the child’s learning and childhood naivety:

[ talked to some professors in this area for I was very confused. Do I want to give

my children a happy growing time or . . . but there is always some pressure in

learning, and then what should I do? With the abacus-mental math, I think I will
insist that my son continue until he reaches the upper level. Actually right now he

doesn’t want to go. But . . . so many people are telling you different things and I
really don’t know what to do. (M32, 16)
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Another mother’s comment at the individual interview provided a very different
perspective on the issue of parenting style. She stated that today’s parents are
overprotecting their children by providing a pressure-free childhood environment. This in
turn has a negative impact on children’s ability to cope with stress and pressure that are
constantly present and even increasing as the children enter the social world. The
following quotation further illuminated this mother’s perspective,

There is much promotion of the so-called “love-education” and many early

childhood education experts are telling us how tiresome our children are these days.

And the result of that is the lack of resistance to pressure . . . The living pressure

will be greater, and children wouldn’t have the ability to deal with future pressure

for they are overprotected by their parents. (M45, 26)

This mother concluded that having interest(s) would help the child to cope with future
life stress; and hence, it was important to cultivate the child’s interest(s) during the early
childhood period.

The last topic on parental dilemmas was the concern over the child’s developmental
maturation and readiness in “digesting” the lessons. A small number of mothers from the
talent-only and talent-and cram groups questioned their children’s intellectual
development in comprehending the lessons that the children were taking. They were
aware that if the child’s developmental foundation is not solid or “fully developed,” the
advanced learning would be “useless™ and might even be “harmful” to later learning,.
However, the major problem with this issue is knowing when the child is
developmentally ready for the learning. For instance, a mother described her struggle
with her child’s learning and development,

['am really WORRYING, because I don’t really have that much experience and

knowledge in the education field. So I don’t know under what conditions my child
is ready to learn or to advance? You know, you cannot just rely on the experts and
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the preschools because each of them has their own agenda. So, I am really
struggling with this. (M37, 22)

Another mother further indicated, “I want to give my son so much that I am afraid that he
is not absorbing them well, because he is not performing as I anticipated” (M13, 7).

Intergeneration Gap. The different views on child-rearing and childhood education
between the two generations were another pattern reported by many mothers (14 of the
32) when discussing the difficulties or concerns that they faced when deciding children’s
early schooling involvement. Most of these mothers described their parents or parents-in-
law as “traditional” who believed in “natural development” and focused more on
“cognitive development” or “academic-based” learning. When discussing the elders’
views on sending young children to “talent” and “cram” lessons, some mothers
mentioned the elders” questions about the purpose of sending children to lessons. The
mothers reported that the elders believed that childhood should be the period to “be
happy” and the “time to play” instead of taking lessons and doing homework. As the
result, they would question the usefulness and practical value of taking lessons,
particularly the “talent” lessons. One mother shared her father-in-law’s questions on the
child’s drawing lesson, “What is the purpose of taking the drawing lessons? Can’t the
child just draw at home? Are these lessons practical? Does the child need to learn these
later in school?” (M27, 19). Some other mothers also spoke about their elders’ similar
questions and comments regarding children’s “talent” lessons. In addition, a few mothers
reported their elders’ complaints about the amount of work that a child has to do after the
lessons. As one mother stated at the individual interview,

My in-laws feel that by having children taking these many classes we are taking

away their time to play, but at least I still leave Sunday free for them to play. My
mother-in-law is upset with me for arranging so many lessons because the children



149

are always writing their homework at home. She feels very sorry for the today’s
“poor kids.” (M35, 8)

Comparatively as reported by the mothers, the older generation seems to view the
“talent” lesson negatively rather than positively. One mother’s description of her mother-
in-law’s definition of “talent” best illustrated the older generation’s perspective: “my
mother-in-law and most people in the countryside called all the lessons cram” (M13, 16).
However, the grandmother in the first focus group held a different opinion about “talent”
school lessons. Throughout the focus group discussion, the grandmother condemned the
practice of enrolling young children to “cram” school lessons by telling the group the
successful stories of children who went to prestige universities without ever being
involved in “cram” lessons. Like many mothers, the grandmother held a more positive
view for “talent” lessons. The grandmother asserted that the “talent” lessons were taken
“based on the child’s interest and the pressure-free learning environment™ (M11, 24). She
further expressed that, based on her personal experiences, children who were involved in
“talent” lessons are “more likely to succeed in school learning than children who were
forced in “cram” schools at early ages” (M11, 14).

The older generation was also described as more likely to view child development
from a more “naturalistic” perspective. Some mothers reported that their parents or in-
laws would share their experiences as a child who grew up without taking lessons or as a
parent who did not send their children to lessons. For example, one mother described,
“my parents and parents-in-law always said that they didn’t take any lessons as a child
and they didn’t turn out to be dumb or stupid. They would say these lessons are just a
waste of money” (M28, 3). A second mother further elaborated this view, “Our parents’

generation raised us without lessons, so they don’t see the problem with their way” (M23,
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24). In addition, several mothers also spoke about the elders’ view on the child’s inborn
ability as the major determination of the child’s outcome. An individual summed up her
father-in-law’s view,

[My father-in-law] always said that it is useless with these lessons and useless in

sending children to such an expensive preschool. He would say if the child has the

ability [he/she] will do well in school, and if the child doesn’t have the ability,
regardless of how much money you invested, [he/she] is not going to do well in
school. If the granddaughter is meant to be a doctor then she will be regardless of
what you do. But to me, it’s more about brain development and potential

stimulation in the early years. (M36, 14)

However, one mother provided a different story of her in-laws’ view of children’s
learning ability. She explained, “my in-laws are teachers and they feel that my first son
has the ability to be in the “gifted” class, so we should let him develop his talents. But my
husband and I do not want to ‘hurry’ the child at such a young age” (M28, 20).

Five mothers further pointed out the older generation’s focus on children’s
cognitive learning and academic performance. They explained that the elders held
different expectations for preschoolers and school-aged children. Before entering formal
education (elementary school education), children are not expected to learn and study.
However, the situation changes once the child enters the elementary school. Throughout
the focus groups, some mothers reported that the elders usually were not involved in
young children’s early schooling, but they would question and pay attention to the
grandchildren’s school grades and performance once the children entered Grade-One.
M37 talked intensively about her struggles and fears of living with the in-laws primarily
due to the father-in-law’s focus on the children’s school grades and his over-

protectiveness of the grandchildren. She was visibly emotional when she said,

My father-in-law cares a lot about the children’s grades in school and he always
asks me about their grades. If my school-aged daughter did not get good grades, my
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father-in-law’s face would turn green and he would vell at the child to let me know

his disappointment . . . he is a very rigid person and overprotective of the children,

living with him is very stressful for me. (M37, 11)

Like M37, é few mothers also pointed out the over-protectiveness of the
grandparents for the grandchildren. They reported that their parents or parents-in-law
would scold them when they were “punishing” the children. For example, a mother
shared her elders’ comments on her child-rearing practice with the group, “When I scold
my daughter, my father would say that children are supposed to be like that, and my
father-in-law would say you have to talk to the child and he will understand. So, my
daughter is very spoiled” (M27, 1). However, the grandmother in the first focus group
repeatedly mentioned that “physical health is more important” (M11, 5) than cognitive
and academic learning. The grandmother described that having a skill is more crucial
than a university degree. As a result, her grand-daughter had been taking piano lessons
since she was three-years-old as the grandmother wanted the child to be like her mother
(a music teacher) in pursuing music as a career.

In short, almost all the mothers talked about the intergenerational gap regarding
young children’s early schooling involvement. Expectedly, mothers (about one-third of
the participants) who lived with the parents-in-law were more likely to express
intergenerational differences in child-rearing beliefs and practices than mothers who did
not live with their parents or parents-in-law. However, mothers mentioned that they are
able to decide and arrange their children’s activities as they are the primary decision
maker in children’s early childhood education and care. Furthermore, some mothers also

pointed out that they would try to communicate and involve the elders to witness the

children’s performances and achievements in taking the lessons. For example, a
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participant talked about her strategy for involving the grandparents. She explained, “I
would record the child’s performance on the stage and show it to the grandparents. You
know, to let them know that actually it is pretty good that the children are taking these
lessons™ (M38, 13).

In summary, all the study participants were aware of, with different degrees and
perspectives, the positive (benefits) and negative (problems) aspects of involving young
children in early learning. Whether involved in the “talent” or “cram” school activity or
not, mothers across schools and groups repeatedly expressed their conflicts and struggles
when facing their children’s early schooling involvements. This implies that mothers
need considerable resources to support and help them in deciding the “best educational
practice” for their young children. Hence, how mothers get their information regarding
children’s early learning is crucial in understanding their perceptions of the phenomenon.

Information Sources

When mothers were asked where they got their information about early childhood
education, most of them listed personal experiences, family members and friends,
relevant books, media and lectures organized by a variety of organizations including
government agencies. The major information channel described by more than two-thirds
of mothers was through their family members, friends, and other parents in the class.
During the focus groups, many mothers shared stories of people around them to make
their points and statements on young children’s early schooling experiences. Those
mothers who had elder sisters were more likely to report their sisters, who had already
gone through the process, as their major source of information. Some mothers also briefly

named some of the related books (e.g., Your F our-Year-Old, Two-Year-Old Can Read,
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and Your Child’s Brain) that they had read. However, several mothers pointed out that
they were overwhelmed by the wide spectrum of the books available on the market.

Two patterns are intricately developed from the discussions on the information
source. The first pattern is that mothers often found it difficult to evaluate the
overwhelming amount of information that they had received from other people, media,
and books. A second pattern is how mothers were influenced by the media’s portrayal of
young children and early learning. The following sections provide detailed descriptions
of these two patterns.

Information Overload Struggle

Almost half of the mothers (14 of the 32) mentioned information overload struggles
when they discussed their sources of information in deciding on their children’s early
schooling involvements. They noted that many books that they had read about child
development and other related topics were “too idealistic” or “theory-based” for them to
implement or practice. M22’s statement is an example that demonstrated the struggle:

['used to feel very frustrated and stressful after reading some of those books. I

thought that [ wasn’t a good mother because I wasn’t able to do what the book said.

Then I realized that I don’t have to give myself this pressure. Now, I would read

books that are written by those who had experienced what I am experiencing now. I

mean, | feel more connected and less frustrated with these books. (13)

This view was shared by one-third of the mpthers who also expressed their
frustration in implementing the strategies or methods that some of the books advocated.
A mother used the “tug-of-war” metaphor to further elaborate on mothers’ struggles in
trying to be the “good mother™ as that the book described. She gave an example of how

she would lose her emotional control in “punishing” the child and how she could not stop

herself from teaching the child phonetics. As she summed up her statement, “You know,
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it’s like playing tug-of-war, fighting between the child’s psychological well-being and
intellectual development™ (M12, 7). In fact, several mothers spoke about their loss of
emotional control, and how they found strategies to manage their emotions. Interestingly,
these mothers concurred on using the books to “comfort” and “calm” themselves. For
instance, one mother stated, “I looked for books to comfort myself and to calm my
emotions. Not looking for books on child-rearing but on educating myself” (M44, 21).

The review of the parenting books from the three major bookstores showed that the
common theme among the books was their emphasis on the critical role of parents in
their children’s developmental outcomes and well-being. The broad range of books, from
raising a higher EQ child to understanding child’s brain development, provides parents
with a variety of information and “method” in child-rearing practice.. Parents were often
described as the most important and first teachers of their children’s life. How parents
interact with their children would have a lasting impact on their children’s development
and life direction. As a result, it is parents’ responsibility to create an enriched learning
environment for the child’s well-being. This message certainly creates pressure for all
parents that search for the best educational opportunity and living environment for their
children. However, what is the best practice is hard to define particularly in the era of
information overload.

Another struggle that some mothers (10 of the 32) mentioned across the groups was
evaluating the multiple voices and variety of sources, such as experts in the field and
other parents. The different perspectives among the professionals, preschools, and other

people regarding the “appropriateness”™ or “best practice” of young children’s early
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educational approaches had created confusion and fear for some mothers. One individual
strongly expressed her struggle in the following comment:

When [ enrolled my son to Kumon-Chinese lesson, the teacher there told me that

most children started at age of three and we were the latest one. She said that we

were too late. At first, [ thought that . . . well, I heard that everyone (like my sister
and some experts in the field) was saying that there is no need to take lessons at
such young age. But then I realized that most kids in the class were already
recognizing the Chinese characters. I am AFRAID, really afraid that he is already

behind. (M13, 10)

This confusion and fear were shared by several mothers across the groups. They
described how they were caught in-between the different perspectives given by different
agencies. One mother summed it up this way, “there are so many voices, and we don’t
really know how to grasp all of these messages™ (M32, 22).

A frequently recurring topic of Chinese phonetics learning in the early years
provides the best example in illuminating the issue. According to the Taiwanese Ministry
of Education’s curriculum guidelines, the first ten weeks of the Grade-One class are
devoted to learning Chinese phonetics. However, as mentioned briefly earlier, almost all
the preschools except the public preschool in this study are teaching phonetics to their
preschoolers. This downward push of curriculum to earlier grades has worried many
mothers in both the public and private preschools. Some mothers mentioned some
experts’ warnings on the negative impact of “hurrying” the young child in academic
learning. Some described other experts’ comments that “every child is able to advance,”
(M49, 21). Others would review the “rumors” they heard about the lack of phonetics
teaching in the Grade-One class. As the result, some mothers reported that they were

forced to follow the mainstreaming practice, and would rather “be safe than sorry” with

their children’s educational involvements.
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The results of the content review of the parenting resources indicated that there
were multiple voices and views on the topic of early learning among the so-called experts
in the field. Some experts would address the issue from Glenn Doman’s early learning
movement view that all children possess an innate genius that can be brought out if
parents actively participate in their children’s learning development. Other experts agreed
with David Elkind’s “maturationist” viewpoint on the possible psychological hérm of
early learning programs, and advised parents to “slow down” with their children’s early
learning. Thus, there is much contradictory information regarding young children and
early learning. It can be difficult to evaluate which information is accurate and which
practice is appropriate as the topic of early learning is a complex one.

Media Effect

Throughout the focus groups, terms such as “windows of opportunity,” “critical
period” and “brain power” were mentioned frequently by mothers across groups. Related
to the previous pattern of “Information Overload Struggle,” many mothers reported the
overwhelming messages that they had received from the media. Commercials and
advertisements, from promoting baby food to language schools, were often found to use
these terms to “sell” their products. Some mothers expressed their suspicions and
questions about these commercial slogans. For example, one mother stated, “the
commercial slogans are very alluring and I do take them into consideration, but I also
have my suspicions about them” (M15, 30). However, several mothers from the talent-
and-cram group reported how they were attracted to these advertisements and in turn
spent a great amount of money on purchasing the products such as Mozart CDs, Disney

English teaching kits, children’s encyclopedia and other educational materials.



157

Furthermore, a few mothers also noted that the flyers that were distributed to their house
were the reason they enrolled their young children in the programs. As one mother
explained to the researcher at the individual interview,

[ sent my child to this music-and-body movement class because of the content of

their flyer. I was very attracted to terms such as “brain development™ and “potential

stimulation™ that they said about the effects of music and body movement lessons. 1

really like that. (M13, 15)
Another mother’s comment further echoed this view, “To me I don’t reject the terms that
the schools used to promote the effectiveness of their programs. Like what I said earlier,
as long as the time allows I would like to send my daughter to these lessons™ (M45, 29).

In fact, the messages that the advertisement flyers tried to deliver could be very
powerful through their condensed explanations of children’s needs and the promised
results of the program in meeting these needs. The accessibility and availability of the
advertisement flyers are other factors in making the flyer a powerful information
dissemination channel. In addition to the television and radio broadcasting, the
advertisement flyers for early learning programs were also often delivered to parents’
front doors through the mail or put into their hands through on-the-street distribution
particularly near the area of educational institutes. As a result, the advertisement flyers
play a role in portraying young children and may affect how parents view early learning
in Taiwan.

Four mothers “blamed” media for sending their young children to lessons. A
mother excitedly described her view when the group was discussing the term “the earlier
the better.” She said, “I really don’t know if earlier is better. But I feel that many of our

views and beliefs were given by the media. This is all the media’s fault” (M32, 18).

Comparatively, mothers in the talent-and-cram group were more likely than those in the
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other two groups to talk about how they were influenced by the media’s portrayal of
young children and their early learning experiences. Some professionals also mentioned
the role that media play in shaping parents’ perception of early learning. The business-
oriented market of early childhood education programs and products has sent out the
message of “don’t let your child lose at the beginning of the race” (T1, 23). As aresult,
“more and more parents are enrolling their young children to the programs and lessons
that claimed to put the children ahead of the race” (D2, 29). Thus, the content review of
parenting information sources showed that the current focus on whole brain development
which implied the “the earlier the better” message has dominated the early childhood
education field.
Major Changes

When asked if there were any major changes with their experiences or perceptions
regarding young children’s early schooling involvements, over half of the participants
responded with “no.” About one quarter of the mothers reported the changes that they
and/or their children had experienced. These findings are categorized and reported into
three topics: (a) changes in the children; (b) changes in the parents; and (c) changes in
parent-child interactions.
Changes in the Children

In the terms of the changes in the children, eight mothers reported positive changes
that they had witnessed as a result of their children’s “talent” and “cram” lessons. These
mothers, in the different focus groups, said that their children had became “more active”
as a consequence of taking lessons. The play-oriented type of program was reported to be

the most influential one in changing children’s behavior. For example, one mother
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observed, “I think my daughter is more active since she started the English class. Her
English class is the playful type, and the foreign teacher there is very active and often
plays games with the kids™ (M14, 18). In addition, a few mothers also reported their
children’s improved ability to “sit still” and “concentrate” after taking the abacus-mental
math and chess lessons.

Several mothers expressed their concerns over their children’s lack of interest and
ability in learning Chinese due to their “early exposure” to English lessons. For instance,
the following dialogue between the two mothers illustrates this view.

M12: I think there are some side effects of taking English lessons. My daughter

learned English prior to Chinese, so she is telling me that she wants to go to the

American school instead of a Chinese school. (15)

MI3: My son too. Because he has been taking English lessons for the past two

years, he doesn’t know his Chinese phonetics. That’s why I have to send him to the

Kumon Chinese lessons to improve his Chinese skills. (7)

In addition, another mother in the fourth focus group also expressed her concern over the
side effects of learning English at such a young age. She gave an example of her
nephew’s lack of Chinese skill after being in the English preschool for four years. As she
explained,

[My nephew’s] Chinese is not that good at all. He would say things in the reverse

order, more like saying Chinese with English sentence structure. But his English is

very good. So, I am not sure if I want my son to learn English at such a young age.

(M41, 21)

Another type of lesson that a few mothers mentioned was the effect of abacus-
mental math on young children’s handwriting skills. This topic was discussed particularly
in the fourth focus group where one of the participants had been an assistant in the

abacus-mental math center for a period of time. The mother had shared with the group

her experiences with the lesson and her belief in not involving young children in the
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lesson due to the child’s lack of fine-motor skill development in writing and the “passive”
teaching style of the program. As she reflected, “The lesson is OK if it’s a short period
where parents want the kids to count mentally. But not OK in the long term because it is
based on memorizing some ‘dead’ equations” (M44, 2). This statement was agreed to by
a mother in the group who had had a negative experience with her son’s abacus-mental
math where the child had developed incorrect pen holding position and messy writing. In
contrast to this view, a few mothers reported their children’s ability to concentrate, their
fast speed in counting, and their advanced level of progress as the result of taking the
abacus-mental math lesson.

Four mothers from the talent-and-cram group also expressed their concerns over
their children’s physical well-being resulting from taking the lessons. A change in their
children’s sleeping patterns and lack of energy had worried these mothers. Three mothers
talked about their plans to change, cut down or stop the lessons. However, none of these
mothers had finally stopped their children’s lessons. One mother’s statement on her
child’s experience gave the best illustration of these mothers’ perspective. She said,

There was a period of time that [my daughter] was wondering why she was

learning so many things. But she was the one who wanted to learn, however, I think

physically she wasn’t able to take it. But, you know, we haven’t been involved in

the academic-related lessons yet. (M12, 27)

In fact, these mothers all mentioned at some points during the focus group discussions the
“non-academic” involvements and the child’s initiation of and insistence on continuing
the lessons.

Changes in the Parents

Six mothers (N = 32) reported their changes of perceptions from disagreeing to

agreeing or to being forced to send the young children to “talent” and “cram” schools.
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The reasons for the changes varied from being lazy or disorganized in providing a more
stimulating learning environment at home, being forced by competition and
mainstreaming practice, to the child’s ability in “absorbing™ the learned materials. For
example, M35 described during the individual interview her change of perception due to
her child’s ability in learning:
I'used to think that I would never enroll my children in any of those cram lessons.
But my child, actually the preschool teacher also knows about this, is the type that
would tell me that she wants to learn such and such lessons. When she was in the
four-year-old class, the teacher told me that she was able to recognize and imitate
the Chinese characters. Some teachers also told me that she has a high IQ and great
potential. So I think learning really depends on the child’s ability and personality.
(26)
In complete contrast to the above change in perception, five mothers reported the reverse.
They stated their personal experience with their children or with others’ children was the
major reason for their perception changes and also had made them question the
effectiveness of early learning in formal settings. One mother reflected on her experience
as follows,
Actually I think I have changed my view a little. Maybe because I have three
children now, so I am more careless. Like my youngest son, I don’t intentionally
teach him anything but I found that his development is as good as the older brother
who I tried very hard to teach and enrolled him into lessons since he was very little.
(M31, 19)
Two other mothers’ experiences carried the same message as they found that the child
without lessons was actually getting better grades in school than the child who had taken
lessons.
Changes in Parent-Child Interaction

During the focus group discussions and interviews, six mothers (N =32) reported

changes in parent-child interactions and relationships as a result of their children’s
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involvements with lessons. For these mothers, more negative changes in the parent-child
interactions were reported. All six mothers described how the supervision of their
children’s learning had created intense interactions between themselves and their
children. One mother described her experience in supervising the child’s piano
practicing:

I have to supervise and facilitate [my daughter’s] practicing the piano at home. And

our interactions have been affected by that. Well, change to “not so good.” You

need to put at least one hour into the practice in order to keep up with the progress.

However, it usually ended up with crying and yelling. (M16, 32)

Piano, abacus-mental math, and English lessons were more likely to be reported as
“the cause” of the negative parent-child interactions than were other types of lessons.
Interestingly, only one mother reported positive parent-child interactions. M12 explained
that her child’s “diverse cultural stimulation” had changed their relation into a closer one
not just in terms of the quantity of time they spent together but also the quality of their
conversations. As she summed up, “learning does make a difference” (8).

Relatively speaking, most mothers did not change their perceptions regarding
young children’s early schooling involvements as a result of their children’s early
learning experiences. More often, however, comments concentrated on the conflicts and
struggles that mothers experienced in deciding on their children’s early childhood
education approach. In fact, many mothers expressed through the focus group discussions
and interviews that “it is not easy to be a parent these days.”

New Emerged Topics
From the process of data analysis, three additional topics have emerged. The first

topic is categorized as “characteristics of the child” where mothers talked about how their

children’s characteristics would decide and be enhanced by taking lessons. The second
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topic is about how mothers perceived their roles in promoting their young children’s
early learning experiences. The last one is “play and learning” related to early learning
experience. Detailed descriptions of the three emerged topics are reported below.
Characteristics of the Child

As indicated before, throughout the focus groups and interviews, mothers
repeatedly emphasized the child’s characteristics (such as will, interest, personality,
ability, and needs) as their main reasons for deciding on their children’s involvements in
the early childhood education programs. First, more than half of the mothers (17 of the 27
mothers in talent-only and talent-and-cram groups) often described their children as the
ones who asked for and made the choice of taking lessons. One of these participants
explained her reason for enrolling the child in lessons as “all these lessons are based on
[the child’s] own request and will” (M12, 3). In fact, at the interview, M12’s daughter did
say that she was the one who asked the mother for the lessons. She replied further that
she would feel “angry” if she didn’t have to take the lessons. Of all the children
interviewed, M12’s daughter was the only child that reported only positive feelings and
responses to all the lessons in which she was involved.

Another mother in the private preschool explained her way of dealing with “talent”
lessons: “when I received the talent program notification from the preschool, I would
read it to my son and ask him what he would like to take and learn. I always respect his
choice™ (M46, 19). M35°s comment further elaborated, “my daughter is the type who
would tell me that she wants to learn such and such lessons. All [the lessons] that she is

taking now were demanded by her” (15).
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Interestingly, four of the five mothers in the preschool-only group shared with the
groups that their children rarely asked them to take lessons. For example, in the fourth
focus group, many mothers expressed their envy toward the comment made by M42 who
said, “my children don’t ask me to take such and such lessons, very rarely. Really, they
don’t ask for them™ (M42, 17). This group of mothers also admitted that they would
consider enrolling their children in the lessons if the children asked. When interviewing
M42’s child, the boy did say that he does not “like to go” to lessons. However, the boy
also mentioned that he would like to take swimming lessons when given the choice as he
wanted “to learn how to swim™ (C42). The mother noted that the only reason the child is
not in swimming class is because of time conflict with the family schedule.

A few mothers and the professionals in both preschools also mentioned that
sometimes children’s decisions about taking lessons were based mainly on factors such as
peer influence and extrinsic rewards. The professionals reported that children would want
to take the lessons simply because their friends were taking that lesson, the “talent™ class
teacher was giving out candies to the students, or the adults were praising the child’s
“talent” in playing the musical instrument. For example, in the interview with M12’s
daughter, the girl mentioned that English lesson was one of her favorite lessons because
of the “token” system in the class. This extrinsic reward motivation is also evident in
M24’s child’s reaction. At the interview, the child repeatedly talked about the “delicious
noodle™ and “rice-wrapping” that he enjoyed eating at the Chinese Classic Recital class.
The food seemed to be the main reason for keeping the child in the Chinese Classic

Recital class.
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In the private preschool, the rollerblading teacher’s gender and “physical
appearance” seemed to have certain power in attracting children in his class, particularly
boys. For example, one mother talked about the reason her son wanted to be in the
rollerblading class: “My son told me that he wanted to take rollerblading lessons because
the “handsome big-brother teacher’ is teaching the class” (M46, 30). Interestingly, during
the interview with M41°s son, the boy also mentioned that if he had the choice he would
like to take rollerblading lessons because the “handsome big-brother” is teaching the
activity. The reason that the boy was not enrolled in the “handsome big-brother’s”
rollerblading lesson, as the mother stated in the focus group interview, is because
“rollerblading could be learned through practice . . . therefore there is no need to pay for
someone to do it” (M41, 20).

However, the extrinsic motivation for taking lessons may vanish when the children
realize the painful effort that they would have to devote in order to be praised or
rewarded. One mother illustrated her child’s regret for asking to take piano lessons:

My daughter saw her cousin playing piano one day, and then asked me if she could

take lessons. I was very happy when she asked that. But after taking lessons for a

period of time, she started to show resistance and regretted that she ever asked to

take the piano lessons. You know, she even warned her younger brother to never

ask for piano lessons. (M27, 28)

When facing a situation like this, mothers from the talent-only group were more likely to
respond that they would stop the lessons if the child started to show resistance. To these
mothers, forcing the child to continue learning something that they did not like would
diminish the child’s desire to learn. For example, a mother explained “the child needs to

like and be interested in order to really learn” (M24, 2 1). In contrast, several mothers

from the talent-and-cram school group responded differently. They stressed the
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importance of encouraging children to face frustration and to break through the
difficulties. This is evident in the following quotation:

My daughter liked the abacus-mental math class at the beginning. Then she was

frustrated midway after keeping getting bad scores. She asked me if she could quit

the lessons. Well, I told her that she couldn’t stop halfway. When children face
frustration they would want to quit, but I don’t want her to run away from her
frustration and problems. So I would try to encourage her and sometimes even use

tokens to help her go through the hard times. (M34, 31)

The findings from the children-pair interviews indicate that lessons which required
homework, time and effort, such as abacus-mental math and Kumon Chinese, are the
least favorite lessons among the children in this study. Even children who were not in the
abacus-mental math realized the hard work that one has to put into it. For example, in the
children-pair interview with C41 and C42, the boys replied that the abacus-mental math
1s “too hard” when asked why they are not taking any lessons. Furthermore, the two
children (C32 and C33) who were taking the abacus-mental math all stated that the lesson
is their least favorite activity and replied that they would not go to the lessons if given the
choice.

The child’s interest was one of the most frequently described criteria in deciding on
young children’s early schooling involvements. Some mothers (10 of the 27) reported
that they would enroll their children in programs if the children showed interest. As one
mother shared with the group, “I am thinking of enrolling my daughter in dance class
because she is highly interested in all kinds of dance. She loves to see a dance
performance and is able to sit through the whole program” (M31, 19). Another mother
briefly explained her reason for sending her child to art lessons: “the reason that she is

taking art class is because she has loved to draw since she was very little” (M44, 20).

Even some mothers in the preschool-only groups said they would enroll their children in
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lessons if the child asked and also showed interest. For instance, during the individual
interview with M23, she talked about her son’s request to take drawing lessons and her
inquiry with the drawing teacher:

My son wants to take drawing lessons and I did ask the drawing teacher that I

knew. But the drawing teacher told me that he was too young (five-years-old) and

would not learn much. She told me to wait for another year when he is more
capable of understanding and following the instructions. So I thought, that is great,

because I can save one year of tuition. (16)

When conducting the children-pair interview with M23’s son, the boy did express his
desire to take drawing lessons because he “wants to draw beautiful pictures” (C23). The
child further talked about his disappointment in not being able to take drawing lessons.
He said, “I asked my mother to take drawing lessons, but she told me to ask father, and
he said NO.”

Six of the 11 mothers in the talent-and-cram school group also talked about how
their children’s “high acceptance” and “strong adaptability” to different learning
environments had made them enroll their children in lessons. When asked about the
child’s least favorite activity, two mothers in the third focus group responded, “my son
doesn’t really have anything he doesn’t like” (M31, 27), and “my daughter likes all the
lessons™ (M35, 7). M31’s response was confirmed by her son’s “no” reply when asked
about his least favorite activity and by “I would go because I can learn and it’s fun”
(C31) reply on the question of having the choice of lessons. One mother went beyond this
level by saying:

My son has a very strong adaptability skill. You know, he is a Sagittarius. I mean,

he is interested in everything and plus I am willing to let him take the lessons.
That’s why he is learning in many “talent” classes now. (M32, 6)
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Another mother in a different focus group expressed the view differently by saying
“my daughter doesn’t reject any lessons; she thinks all these lessons are for fun and for
her to play with” (M45, 22). Five mothers from different focus groups also said that their
children never say “no” or “not want to go” to them about taking and continuing the
lessons. For example, one mother said, “my son accepted whatever [ gave him and he
never said he didn’t want to go” (M13, 4). When interviewing M13’s child, the boy
responded that he would “follow Mom’s orders” if his mother said he had to go.
However, he also added that he would be “happy” if he didn’t have to go and would
prefer to “stay home to watch TV and play video games.” In fact, M13 did mention that
one of the reasons for sending her son to lessons was because he spent too much time on
watching TV and playing games.

During the third focus group, almost every participant in the group described their
children as “competitive” individuals who “don’t give up easily,” “have low tolerance to
failure” and “have high self-expectation”. There was a strong sense of parental pride and
comparison among the mothers of this group. As one mother further revealed at the
individual interview, “let’s not say that my daughter is number one, but I know she is on
the top percentile” (M35, 17). They often shared their children’s achievements with the
group such as their abacus-mental math level, piano level, and self-initiation in
completing homework. Thus, compared with other three focus groups, the group
interaction in the third focus group seemed to be more competitive and intense as the
mothers shared their experiences with their children’s early learning experiences.
However, the children’s “competitive” nature had worried some mothers. One m<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>