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Abstract Over the past two decades, Taiwan has sought to adopt a holistic approach
to education. Reform has been directed towards guiding students to realize their indi-
vidual potential and to contribute to increasing national competitiveness. In recent
years, the extension of basic education from nine to twelve years serves to advance
an increasingly equitable, high-performing education system, one which encourages
students’ lifelong learning and their contributions to a dynamic and diverse society.
This chapter assesses the preliminary implementation of Taiwan’s 12-Year Basic
Education reform, which consists of the 2014 Senior High School Education Act, and
the 12-Year Curriculum Guidelines implemented in 2019. We analyze government
data sourced through the Ministry of Education and the National Statistics Bureau;
interviews with teachers, school administrators, professors, and national education
researchers; and an online survey disseminated among teachers around the country.
Taiwan’s 12-Year Basic Education reform works to reimagine society’s definition of
educational success and broaden opportunities for all students—by expanding and
diversifying enrollment opportunities for senior high school, revising comprehen-
sive curricular guidelines, supporting innovative pedagogies, and increasing school
autonomy. Taiwan’s transition to twenty-first century learning within a traditionally
high-stakes, exam-centric educational culture serves as an important case study for
discussion within the global pursuit to redefine teaching and learning for the students
of today and citizens of tomorrow.
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4.1 Background

4.1.1 Taiwan’s Context

Taiwan is an island on the western edge of the Pacific Ocean. It is home to over 23.5
million people of diverse cultures and beliefs, including sixteen indigenous tribes
(Government of Taiwan, 2020). Although geographically small, the de facto inde-
pendent nation is a leader of democracy in East Asia. Since its first direct presidential
election in 1996, the country has advanced and adopted various progressive policies.
Taiwan is the first nation in Asia to legalize same-sex unions and is currently led by
its first female head of state, President Tsai Ing-wen (Government of Taiwan, 2021).
Taiwan is one of the “Four Asian Tigers,” alongside Hong Kong, Singapore, and
South Korea, so-called for their rapid economic development and thriving indus-
tries, such as tourism and technology. Taiwan’s steady growth over the past few
decades has been attributed to a combination of timely policy decisions, a flexible
labor market, and the prioritization of education (Ash & Greene, 2007).

The country’s response to the COVID-19 crisis exemplifies its capacity for strong
government action and rapid policymaking. From December 31, 2019, onwards, the
Taiwan Centers for Disease Control and the Central Epidemic Command Center
organized a proactive cross-ministry epidemic prevention strategy, which included
health screenings and subsequent additional travel restrictions, public awareness
campaigns, quarantine and face mask mandates, and community monitoring (MOFA,
2020). Furthermore, schools were provided with sufficient medical and sanitation
equipment, alongside explicit universal protocols for school quarantines and closures.
Through this whole-government approach, Taiwan was one of the few nations that did
not experience significant pandemic-related disruptions to education in 2020, with
the only real change being an extended winter break for additional school disinfection
and safety measures (Taiwan CDC, 2020).

Taiwan strives to be a progressive and multicultural hub of Asia, balancing its
Chinese, Japanese, and indigenous influences with the impacts of international-
ization. Like other countries in the region, Taiwan searches for the equilibrium
between conserving traditions and promoting diversity and social justice—along-
side the need for sustainable development amid globalization, a falling birth rate,
and high youth unemployment. This sociocultural context sets the stage for Taiwan’s
recent education policy reforms.

4.1.2 Taiwan’s Education System

Education is positioned as a tool for empowerment of Taiwanese citizens, and as
a mechanism to “ensure Taiwan’s global competitiveness” (MOE, 2014). Taiwan’s
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Ministry of Education (MOE), in partnership with the National Academy for Educa-
tional Research (NAER), oversees national education policy, research, and manage-
ment in a centralized, top-down system. Taiwan has a combined total of 10,931
schools and 4,260,327 students (MOE, 2019a) across twenty-three counties, cities,
and special municipalities. There are three levels of basic schooling: primary (grades
1-6), junior high (grades 7-9), and senior high (grades 10—12). Since 1968, compul-
sory education encompasses grades 1-9 (Chen & Huang, 2017). Students can access
academic and vocational pathways in senior high school, as well as university and
graduate studies for higher education. Educational spending accounted for over
twenty percent of total government expenditure in 2019 (MOE, 2020a).

Education is highly valued in Taiwanese society, which stems in part from Chinese
influence and the Confucian tradition. Confucianism emphasizes the social value of
education for cultivating learners to achieve social harmony. Advancing through
the education system is a symbol of status and a demonstration of high social and
moral values. Taiwan has historically utilized high-stakes examinations for entrance
into senior high schools and universities as a sign of meritocracy in allocating higher
education opportunities. This high-stakes testing, however, is often a source of student
stress, as these tests often determine future academic and career pathway options
(Chou & Ching, 2012). In this environment, many Taiwanese parents may enroll
their children in evening or weekend buxiban, or “cram schools,” to receive supple-
mentary instruction (Liu, 2012). Cram schools are often clustered in urban areas and
charge tuition, therefore contributing to educational inequality and widening the gap
between students from families with lower socioeconomic status and those living
in rural areas. Additionally, such intense, high-pressure academic environments can
negatively impact students, and psychosocial challenges ranging from sleep depriva-
tion to depression have been documented among Taiwanese adolescents in relation
to academic stress (Kuan, 2011; Chen et al., 2015). PISA results also show that
life satisfaction among Taiwanese students is among the lowest out of participating
countries (OECD, 2019a).

Within this often high-pressure and stressful environment, Taiwan’s students have
also been among the highest academic performers on the PISA examination since the
country’s first participation in 2006. Students score well above the OECD average in
science, mathematics, and reading scores. At the same time, socioeconomic equity in
academic achievement has been increasing and is slightly above the OECD average—
in the most recent PISA examination, around 12% of disadvantaged students scored
among the top performers in all subjects (OECD 2019a). This perhaps mirrors the
Ministry of Education’s consistent prioritization of educational equity for socioe-
conomically disadvantaged and rural students, considering that universal access,
quality, and academic excellence have been a focus of prior and ongoing reforms
(Chou & Ching, 2012). Despite these successes, PISA performance for both math-
ematics and reading peaked in 2012, with scores in all three subjects declining in
recent years. In 2018, scores in mathematics and science reached their lowest point
since Taiwan’s first participation in the assessment (OECD, 2019a). These recent
declines, in addition to the need to address student stress and burnout, create an
impetus for reinvigorating the education system and students’ learning.
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Pursuing high achievement, counteracting academic pressure, and promoting
socioeconomic equity through education are all salient goals of Taiwan’s educa-
tion sector. Yet, these challenges are not new. Precursors to recent and ongoing
education reforms can be seen in the 1990s, when Taiwan enacted its nation-wide
9-Year Curriculum Reform. This reform introduced competency-based learning into
Taiwan’s national curriculum and laid much of the groundwork for the later 12-Year
reform. The history of this transition is further explored below.

4.1.3 9-Year Curriculum Reform

In the mid-1990s, public opinion in Taiwan encouraged an increasingly decentral-
ized education system and a holistic curriculum to promote the development of
knowledge, skills, and attitudes for both academic success and life satisfaction.
In 2000, the MOE revised curriculum to “join the global wave of competency-
based curriculum development” for students’ moral, intellectual, social, physical,
and aesthetic development, steering education away from solely test-based knowl-
edge acquisition (Chen & Huang, 2017). The 9-Year Curriculum Reform, imple-
mented from 2001 onwards, explicated ten fundamental competencies related to
self, society, and nature, which reflected the new goals of education: to educate the
“whole child” and to prepare students for an increasingly diversified, interconnected,
and innovation-driven job market (Chen & Huang, 2017; Lin et al., 2015). School
subjects were organized into integrated learning areas (e.g., discrete subjects like
chemistry and biology were combined into “Science”). Schools were given more
discretion to develop individualized curricula and select textbooks, and teachers
were given increased autonomy to create their own teaching materials.

However, the rapid, top-down approach of the reform resulted in some confusion
and pushback from teachers and the public. Some argued that the curricular compe-
tencies were too abstract and high-level for elementary and junior high students, and
others stated that they were not accurate representations of essential life competen-
cies (Chen & Huang, 2017). Adaptive teacher training also lagged the reform, leaving
teachers without adequate support for their increased autonomy (Lin et al., 2015).
Furthermore, the curriculum reform did not alter entrance examinations for senior
high school or university enrollment. While the curriculum changed, academic pres-
sure to succeed on these high-stakes and knowledge-based assessments remained.
Without an institutional restructuring of the entrance exam process to align with
the curricular shift, “school leaders and teachers face[d] the dilemma of whether
to teach to the exams or to teach in accordance with the goals of the student-
centered, experience-oriented curriculum” (Lin et al., 2015). The demand to alle-
viate academic pressure, promote competency-based learning, and allow students to
develop their knowledge, skills, and individual talents remained after the sweeping
9-Year Curriculum Reform. These continued goals helped set the stage for the
subsequent 12-Year reform (MOE, 2014).
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4.1.4 Transition from the 9- to 12-Year Curriculum Reform

From the 9-Year Curriculum Reform, changes regarding competency-based
curriculum, cross sector implementation, and decentralization laid the groundwork
for key aspects of the 12-Year reform. In fact, the intention to provide 12-Year basic
education had long existed in the political consciousness; as early as 1989, then
Minister of Education Lee Huan proposed extending basic education from nine to
twelve years, inspiring the later Senior High School Education Act (Yen & Vun,
2016). In 2003, just two years after the implementation of the 9-Year reform, the
National Educational Development Conference initiated the design process for the
12-Year reform, in which the MOE and the Executive Yuan (Taiwan’s executive
branch) reached a consensus to prepare the 12-Year basic education curriculum
(Chienetal.,2013; MOE, 2014). In that same year, the OECD published the DeSeCo
framework, delineating nine core competencies that promoted twenty-first century
success through lifelong learning. Taiwan’s 12-Year Curriculum Guidelines largely
echo the DeSeCo framework, and these connections are further discussed in Sect. 2.3.

In 2004, the MOE incorporated the plan for revised curriculum for all grades as
one of its major administrative goals, and within two years it established a special
assignment office to align the different levels of schooling. NAER was assigned to
develop the content of the revised 12-Year curriculum (MOE, 2014). Their research
began in 2008, analyzing Taiwan’s educational system through an internationally
comparative lens to inform a draft of the 12-Year curriculum, which was further
revised by the 12-Year Basic Education Curriculum Review Committee (Chen &
Huang, 2017; MOE, 2014). In 2011, the 12-Year Basic Education Implementation
Plan was approved by the government and officially announced by President Ma
Ying-Jeou. The two major parts of the reform are the Senior High School Education
Act—extending basic education to include upper secondary schooling—and the basic
education curriculum guidelines (MOE, 2014). The Senior High School Education
Act was passed in 2013, and the 12-Year Basic Education Curriculum Guidelines
were published in 2014.

4.2 12-Year Basic Education Reform

4.2.1 Theory of Change

The 12-Year Basic Education reform is comprised of the Senior High School Educa-
tion Act and the 12-Year Curriculum Guidelines. The Senior High School Education
Actextended basic education from nine to twelve years, increased educational oppor-
tunities for all students regardless of socioeconomic background or inherent abilities,
and created diversified pathways within upper secondary schools. According to the
new 12-Year Curriculum Guidelines, the national curriculum was redefined through
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emphasis on the core competencies at each stage of learning. The modified guide-
lines illustrate national aims to inspire students to unleash their full potential, develop
knowledge about life, promote career development, and inculcate civic responsibility
(MOE, 2014).

By fostering talent development for every student, the 12-Year Basic Educa-
tion seeks to promote a proactive and engaged citizenry, a prosperous society, and
national competitiveness. The Senior High School Education Act aims to expand
equitable access to upper secondary schooling, while the 12-Year Curriculum Guide-
lines reframe core competencies, setting new standards for all students to develop
their aptitudes as lifelong learners because of basic education. In this way, Taiwan’s
12-Year Basic Education maximizes the potential of the country’s education system
to foster all students’ development and lifelong learning.

4.2.2 Senior High School Education Act

Beginning in 2014, the Senior High School Education Act extended basic education
from nine to twelve years, aligning with the fourth Sustainable Development Goal of
“free, equitable, and quality primary and secondary education” for all (UN, 2015).
The act introduced changes to enrollment, tuition, and entrance exams to promote
equity, especially for students in rural areas, students with special needs, and indige-
nous students. Prior to the Senior High School Education Act, students were required
to pass the entrance examination to be admitted to public high school. Students who
did not pass the knowledge-based entrance exam would have to either enroll in
private school or vocational school to continue secondary education. Private schools
in Taiwan tend to both charge tuition and be of lower quality than public schools,
which can create a financial barrier for marginalized students (Chou & Ching, 2012).
Furthermore, Taiwan’s cram school culture indicates that students with more support
and financial resources can better prepare for entrance examinations; success on tests
may be more difficult for those students whose families cannot afford after-school
instruction or who have less time to study because of cost or other barriers and obli-
gations, such as the need to assist with a family business. Because success in senior
high school is vital for university admittance, the entrance exams heavily influence
students’ future trajectories.

To increase equity, the Senior High School Education Act expanded public
school choice by codifying four schooling tracks, giving students the option to
choose between: general, skills-based (vocational), comprehensive, and specialty-
based high school education, which students choose during 9th grade and then attend
for 3 years. In the general track, students take university-preparatory core classes in
general subjects. In the skills-based vocational track, students take general, voca-
tional, and practicum courses to learn professional skills. The comprehensive track
offers courses in both general and specialized subjects, preparing students for entry
into either academia or other career paths. Lastly, the specialty-based track provides
students with courses tailored towards special aptitudes, such as performance arts.
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These pathways provide opportunities for students to develop and cultivate their
individual interests, goals, and talents within upper secondary education.

The Act also introduced a diversified entrance program, requiring schools to enroll
up to at least 85% of their students through an open, exam-free enrollment. Article
37 of the Act states that “under the exam-free admission program, all applicants can
be admitted as long as the number of applicants does not exceed the limit set by the
competent authority” (MOE, 2016a). If the number of applicants does exceed the
limit, “the final enrollment number shall be determined by the competent authority
at the special municipal/county level along with the competent authority of each
school district and reported to the central competent authority for future review”
(MOE, 2016a). This means that schools may admit a small portion of students based
on application criteria like an entrance exam, but it cannot be the primary basis for
their enrollment. Further, the number of students not admitted through the exam-
free enrollment must be reported to the government for review. Admission varies by
program: some programs admit all interested students, and others require demonstra-
tion of specific skills or recommendations. However, skills-based and specialty-based
senior high schools are not subject to open enrollment requirements because they
have their own enrollment procedures, which may include academic subject exams,
practical exams, or portfolios also named “technical subject performances” (MOE,
2016a). All students prepare for enrollment into high school through career-planning
coursework, which junior high schools are required to integrate into their curriculum.
The Act also mandates equitable and inclusive enrollment practices by prohibiting
discrimination based on social identity or ability. Certain at-risk student groups, such
as students with disabilities, indigenous students, and students from major disaster-
stricken areas, supersede enrollment quotas. These students’ enrollment is ensured
by the central government, rather than by individual schools (MOE, 2016a).

Finally, the Act stipulates that senior high school enrollment must also be tuition-
free for most students. Whereas nine years of education is compulsory, and enroll-
ment is exam- and tuition-free, the Senior High School Education Act states that the
additional three years of basic education are primarily exam-free and “students are
voluntarily enrolled to schools based on their inclination, interest, and merit, and shall
be enrolled tuition-free pending certain requirements” (MOE, 2016a). These require-
ments are determined by the schools in cooperation with the municipal or county
governments. Under the tuition-free policy, the total amount of student tuition is
treated as a subsidy paid out to schools by the government (Chen, 2017). Tuition-
free enrollment is not applicable for students who are not of Taiwanese nationality,
who have dropped out, or who are enrolled in non-governmental and unsubsidized
private schools. To promote equity, socially disadvantaged students may apply for
additional subsidies and scholarships on top of tuition-waivers (MOE, 2016a). To
subsidize at-risk students’ tuition, as well as fund county and school grants for inno-
vative education proposals, the government spent NT$30 billion on the Act’s first
year of implementation and NT$33 billion the second year (Chen, 2017).
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4.2.3 12-Year Curriculum Guidelines—Core Competencies

To complement the institutional changes introduced by the Senior High School
Education Act, new curriculum guidelines were introduced, redefining the progres-
sion of learning stages and revising the core curricular competencies to reflect inter-
national best practices. The new curriculum guidelines drew inspiration from inter-
national trends in basic education expansion and policies within the United States,
Finland, New Zealand, the UK, and Hong Kong for coherent subject and competency
integration, by promoting the holistic development of each child with opportunities
to cultivate their individual aptitudes (NIE, 2014). The refined curricular competen-
cies also aimed to clarify the previous 9-Year curriculum and emphasize students’
lifelong learning. To this aim, the 12-Year Curriculum Guidelines envision four core
goals:

1. To inspire students to unleash their full potential

2. To teach and develop students’ knowledge about life

3. To promote students’ career development

4. To inculcate students’ civic responsibility (MOE, 2014).

These goals recognize that students are self-directed learners, and schools should
(1) ignite their motivation and passion; (2) guide them to develop their interactions
with self and others; (3) help them apply learning into practice and experience the
meaning of life; and (4) obtain the common good (Chen & Huang, 2017). Thus, the
revised 12-Year Curriculum Guidelines state: “To implement the ideas and goals of
12-Year Basic Education, core competencies are used as the basis of curriculum
development to ensure continuity between educational stages, bridging between
domains, and integration between subjects” (MOE 2014). The guidelines consist
of nine core competencies in three primary domains and contain a set of standards
defining the development of these nine core curricular competencies in five stages.

The 12-Year Curriculum Guidelines recognize that students must take initiative
to act autonomously, communicate interactively, and engage in social participa-
tion toward the collective good (MOE, 2014). These three domains are meant to drive
lifelong learning. Each domain contains three specific core competencies, which
comprise the nine core competencies of the 12-Year Curriculum Guidelines. The
framework of cultivating lifelong learners through spontaneity, communicative inter-
action, and social participation mirrors the three areas the OECD DeSeCo framework
uses to classify its twenty-first century core competencies: acting autonomously,
using tools interactively, and interacting in heterogenous groups. DeSeCo defines
“acting autonomously” as the ability to set goals, to act within the bigger picture,
and to form and conduct life plans and personal projects. Taiwan’s corresponding
“spontaneity” interpretation states that students should act from their own will, use
creative flexibility, and work on self-improvement. DeSeCo’s category of “using
tools interactively” corresponds to Taiwan’s “communicative interaction,” as it aims
to equip students with tools (sociocultural, linguistic, technology-based, and artistic)
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to actively engage with others and within society. Taiwan’s third learning area—
referred to as “social participation”—mirrors DeSeCo’s “interacting in heteroge-
neous groups,” with the emphasis on accepting and appreciating diversity while
collaborating for collective good (MOE, 2014; OECD, 2003). The delineated goals of
Taiwan’s 12-Year reform reinforce international influences and emphasize teaching
and learning practices informed by twenty-first century competencies.

4.2.4 Implementation Steps for the 12-Year Curriculum
Guidelines

The 12-Year guidelines explicate eight major items for implementation: (1)
curriculum development; (2) teaching implementation; (3) learning assessment and
application; (4) teaching resources; (5) teacher professional development; (6) admin-
istrative support; (7) participation of parents and nongovernmental organizations; and
(8) supplementary provisions (MOE, 2014).

1. Curriculum development entails the creation of individual school-based
curriculum development committees, integrated school-adjusted curriculum
plans, improvement-focused curriculum evaluation mechanisms, and resources
for experimentation and innovation with school autonomy.

2. Teaching implementation includes teacher preparation, support for adaptive and
innovative activities, and the practice of varied teaching models to increase
learning motivation and foster a positive learning atmosphere.

3. Learning assessment and application places an increased focus on the use of
formative and varied assessment types in class to help teachers adjust their
methods to benefit learner outcomes. It also suggests the use of tutoring and
remedial services depending on student needs.

4. Teaching resources mandate materials, equipment, and budget for teachers
to develop innovative pedagogical methods. Curriculum and materials must
reflect multiculturalism and an appreciation for diversity; local authorities can
adjust curriculum to local needs. The MOE is tasked with creating collaboration
channels between teachers, schools, researchers, and the community.

5. Teacher professional development outlines professional learning communities
for preparation, observation, and research inside and outside classrooms, empha-
sizing a change toward a positive peer learning culture and interpersonal and
financial support systems. Professionalism increases through content integration
and regular relevant workshops.

6. Administrative support highlights the need for competent authorities to help
teachers to accomplish curricular goals and implementation steps through
funding, informational seminars, and responsive evaluation surveys.

7. Participation of parents and nongovernmental organizations validates the neces-
sity of whole-community support for student learning, especially through
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engaging parents in the school environment and utilizing community resources
to offer real-life learning opportunities.

8. Supplementary provisions state that progressive implementation will begin in
August 2018 (although this was later postponed to August 2019), and local
authorities have jurisdiction over providing appropriate education and activities
for special education, art and vocational activities, indigenous curriculum, and
experimental education.

The guidelines place an emphasis on alignment among these components, stating:

The objectives are to promote communication between relevant education entities, facili-
tate flexibility in school curriculum design and development, support teaching and learning
activities, integrate diverse teaching resources, and evaluate curriculum implementation
outcomes to ensure students’ right to learn and enhance teachers’ professionalism and respon-
sibilities. Schools are also encouraged to incorporate issues of global importance in their
curriculum, offer school-developed courses relevant to local topics, and use project-based,
cross-curricular, integrative, practical, and experiential pedagogy.! (MOE, 2014)

This comprehensive strategy promotes subject integration, multicultural appre-
ciation, and teacher professionalization. Additionally, the guidelines adapted the
senior high school assessment process, provided references for teaching integrated
subjects, and required seminars to increase stakeholder awareness—especially for
parents. A resource website about the new curriculum was also published by the
MOE. The implementation protocols require city and county education bureaus to
provide administrative oversight and facilitate cross-school collaboration, but school
autonomy is heavily emphasized in curriculum development and teacher support
(MOE, 2014). In total, thirty-five pieces of legislation were passed in this reform
cycle, with standards for teaching, curriculum, textbooks, assessment, equipment,
and other topics (MOE, 2019b).

Implementation of the revised guidelines was projected to begin in the 2018—
2019 school year, but a survey conducted by National Taiwan Normal University
shortly after the guidelines’ publication found that 87.5% of junior high, general,
and vocational teachers did not believe that the MOE was ready for 12-Year Basic
Education curriculum guideline implementation (NTNU, 2015). In a later interview,
the Minister of Education Pan Wen-Chung predicted on-schedule implementation by
2018 because it was the “expectation of many school officials and teachers” (Taipei
Times, 2016). However, both schools and teachers felt unprepared with this timeline,
so the curriculum implementation was postponed from 2018 to 2019. Beginning in the
2019-2020 school year, the progressive implementation started with the first grade
per school level per year (i.e., 1st, 7th, and 10th grades). Subsidies for schools were
provided contingent on schools establishing curriculum development committees
to oversee the textbook choices, creating a school-based curriculum, and designing
evaluation frameworks (MOE, 2019c¢).

! The guidelines state: “School curriculum development should emphasize the integration of distinct
domains, clusters, programs and integrate issues of global importance, including gender equality,
human rights, the environment, global ocean, morality, energy, life, technology, reading literacy,
international education, and indigenous education” (MOE, 2014).
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4.3 Approach to Analysis

Our multidimensional analysis of Taiwan’s 12-Year Basic Education reform was
conceptualized through the Reimers’ five perspectives framework (2020). To under-
stand the systems-level transformations of the Senior High School Education Act, we
focused on the institutional perspective through examination of changes in enrollment
data, expenditure, and educational attainment.

The psychological perspective helped to evaluate the revised guidelines’ compe-
tencies and pedagogical goals based on the relationship to scientifically and interna-
tionally recognized best practices. Similarly, the professional perspective was used to
analyze support for teachers’ capacity to deliver curricula, comparing original survey
and interview data with published professional development participation statistics
from the MOE. This overlapped with the political perspective, which informs our
discussion of teachers as key stakeholders, as well as the contextual political environ-
ment which shapes responses to reform. Finally, we utilized the cultural perspective to
consider how the 12-Year guidelines broadly aim to reform Taiwan’s societal framing
of the goals of education and the definition of educational success. These lenses
provide a holistic assessment of the 12-Year Basic Education reform for Taiwanese
education within this preliminary timeframe.

4.3.1 Interview and Survey Methodology

To account for the recency of the revised curriculum guidelines and the limited
student-level information available at the time of writing, we conducted semi-
structured interviews with nine teachers and seven administrators, researchers, and
professors. Administrators and national researchers with publicly available contact
information were recruited for interviews via email; others were recruited through
professional connections formed through Fulbright Taiwan, an organization which
recruits English teachers to foster cultural exchange between the United States and
Taiwan. In addition, we surveyed eighty-eight teachers across thirteen administra-
tive divisions. This survey was distributed through a shareable link and dissemi-
nated through Fulbright Taiwan’s professional network. The online survey included
both Likert-style and open-ended questions to assess teachers’ experiences, impres-
sions, and practices regarding the 12-Year Curriculum Guidelines’ teacher-related
components. Most respondents lived in either Kaohsiung City (33 teachers), Hualien
County (16 teachers), or Kinmen County (24 teachers), with a nearly even divide
between teachers in urban and rural areas. A majority (67%) of respondents are
primary school teachers; 11% are junior high school teachers, and 21% are senior
high school teachers. Forty-nine percent of respondents have been teaching for ten
years or less, and 51% of respondents have been teaching for over ten years.
Finally, we used publicly available data from the Ministry of Education’s
published statistics and meeting minutes to supplement our understanding of the
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goals and impact of the 12-Year education reform. From the MOE statistics, we
analyzed enrollment rates, graduation rates, and hours of teacher professional devel-
opment. Additionally, corresponding meeting minutes between governmental offi-
cials and working groups were recorded to provide insight into the design process
of the new 12-Year Curriculum Guidelines and its learning goals.

4.3.2 Limitations

The limitations of our data should be noted. First, the small sample of teachers was
not selected with methods that would denote representation of the larger population.
Additionally, teachers who were interviewed or participated in the survey may be
those who are more interested in the reform or who have stronger positive or nega-
tive impressions about educational change generally. Furthermore, the survey relies
purely on teachers’ subjective experiences and perceptions. Despite these limitations,
we felt that given the centrality of teachers in the 12-Year reform’s implementation,
attempting to understand these perceptions from the broadest base possible within the
limited time of our project was warranted. With this data, we can begin to evaluate the
reform’s impact on a ground level, with the quality and quantity of teacher implemen-
tation to be used as an initial proxy for the reform’s impact. Future considerations
from stakeholders—including parents and students—alongside student-level data
about academic and social outcomes would increase the scope and understanding of
this reform.

4.4 Implementation Analysis

4.4.1 Expansion of Equitable Access to Senior High School

In general, Taiwan has a broadly accessible education system in terms of gross and net
enrollment. The net percentage of junior high school graduates advancing to upper
secondary school has averaged at greater than 99% since 2012. For upper secondary
school specifically, net enrollment rates have remained at around 93% since 2011
(MOE, 2019d). While the Senior High School Education Act has broadened enroll-
ment opportunities for students through the diversified entrance program, net enroll-
ment rates have not drastically changed. However, since the Act was implemented
in 2014, the percentage of junior high school graduates advancing to senior high
school has increased by 0.4% (MOE, 2019e), equating to a few thousand students.
Since enrollment was already high prior to the reform, it is possible that this marginal
increase is the result of lowered barriers for some of the most marginalized students.
Overall, this may indicate the reform’s impact of increasing the number of students
continuing to upper secondary education.
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Students’ average years of schooling has also been increasing steadily since 2009,
surpassing twelve years of education in 2016—two years after the Senior High School
Education Act was passed. By 2019, the average length of schooling for Taiwanese
students was 12.3 years, and the expected time of total education was 16.5 years
(MOE, 2019f). While these increases appear to have begun before the Senior High
School Education Act was passed, a marginal increase was observed in students
from junior high school continuing to senior high school. This continued trend of
increased years of education reflects a general improvement of access to educational
opportunities in Taiwan. The explicit inclusion of disadvantaged students in the
Senior High School Education Act also led to an increase in the quantity of classes
for students with disabilities: between 2013 and 2019, there was a 15% increase of
special needs classes in senior high and vocational schools (MOE, 2019g). In terms
of socioeconomic equity, the proportion of students enrolling in private senior high
schools versus public senior high schools has decreased substantially between 2013
and 2019 (MOE, 2020b).

On the other hand, vocational high schools have received fewer tuition subsi-
dies compared with general high schools, despite enrolling a higher proportion of
poor students and facing greater costs associated with internships and practicum
courses (Chen, 2017). Additionally, educational attainment data with respect to other
student groups identified in the act—such as indigenous students—does not appear
to be as readily monitored and available. Disaggregated data surrounding enrollment
changes, graduation rates, and postsecondary plans specifically among disadvan-
taged students are needed to better assess the Senior High School Education Act’s
impact on providing an equitable education for all.

4.4.2 Integration of 21st Century Learning in the Classroom

On a theoretical level, twenty-first century competencies are well-integrated into
the 12-Year Curriculum Guidelines. On a practical level, most surveyed teachers
strongly agreed that they integrate competency-based teaching models into their
own practice on a regular basis. They also agreed, though slightly less strongly, that
they believe that the competency model in the 12-Year curriculum has positively
impacted students’ learning. Surveyed teachers further reported feeling confident in
using ICT in their classes on a regular basis, which is an important tool for students
to develop competencies related to digital literacy and communication.

Formative assessment also appears to be well-integrated; over 80% of teachers
report that they use formative assessment at least once a month. Thirteen teachers
even reported they use some form of formative assessment at least once per day.
Most surveyed teachers (73%) also indicated that methods to help teach twenty-first
century skills, such as interdisciplinary classes, have positively impacted students’
learning. This focus on students was mirrored in the interviews as well. One senior
high school teacher said that the reform has a focus on well-being and on well-
rounded students, while a primary school teacher mentioned that teaching methods
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have changed to encourage inquiry-based learning and open-ended questions. This
teacher described the policy’s goal as encouraging students to solve problems inde-
pendently, without teachers providing the answer. Her perception was that this
would increase discussion and render classes more interesting. However, despite
our survey’s indication that competency-based learning is well-integrated, a recur-
ring theme among teacher interviews was the continued prevalence of traditional,
teacher-centered practice and reliance on textbooks to determine course content.

Survey results indicate that teachers understand and see value in the curricular
changes and in competency-based teaching practices. However, the intended learning
outcomes because of these large-scale changes in teaching practices may not yet be
fully visible. NAER is currently compiling a database to assess student learning of
transversal competencies and to determine how to better support teachers’ needs
under the new guidelines. Further research on changes to student outcomes and
perceptions of the curriculum and pedagogy is necessary for developing alternate
perspectives of relevant stakeholders. Moving forward, more data will be needed
regarding student employment, educational attainment, and international assess-
ments; this information will yield insight into the success of the revised guidelines
in improving students’ learning and well-being.

4.4.3 Increase of Autonomy for Schools and Teachers:
School-Based Curriculum Development

The revised 12-Year Curriculum Guidelines require schools to develop their own
alternative curricula, alongside the new MOE-mandated curriculum. School-based
curriculum should be “designed and offered by each school to highlight the school’s
vision of education and facilitate students’ development according to their apti-
tudes” (MOE, 2014). School-based curriculum includes both required and elective
courses developed by individual schools, as well as alternative learning or group
learning periods that schools may arrange depending on their students’ specific
needs. Depending on the learning stage (elementary, junior, or senior high), the
school-based alternative curriculum comprises between two to seven class sessions
per week, with a greater number of weekly sessions allocated for students who are in
grades 3-9. Additionally, the four different tracks of senior high school (outlined by
the Senior High School Education Act) have different requirements for the balance
of school-developed curriculum and MOE-mandated national curriculum. Special-
ized and comprehensive high schools have the most autonomy regarding curriculum
development, allowing well over half of their required credits to be considered alter-
native curriculum. For general and vocational high schools, although there are more
requirements using MOE-mandated curriculum, students in all four tracks of senior
high school can expect to take 2—3 sessions of school-based alternative curriculum
per week (MOE, 2014).
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School-developed curriculum aims to provide an increased opportunity for schools
to “[s]park students’ learning interests” and encourage the development of their apti-
tudes and skills” (MOE, 2014). This reflects the idea that effective instruction inte-
grates student’s prior knowledge, motivations, and interests (Aspen Institute, 2019).
The revised curriculum guidelines explicitly position these school-based alternative
curricula as opportunities to promote twenty-first century skills: schools are encour-
aged to use this time for theme-, project-, and inquiry-based learning in interdisci-
plinary cross-subject courses and in professional, service-based, outdoor education,
self-directed learning, and experiential courses (MOE, 2014). Courses like “commu-
nity service learning, experiential courses in outdoor settings, civic practice, small-
scale thesis research, and project-based exploration” emphasize practical learning
experiences for students, giving them the chance to apply knowledge and skills
to real world situations (MOE, 2014). This provision for alternative curricula also
allows schools to increase the relevance of their curriculum, by adapting them to
their local contexts. For example, schools serving large populations of indigenous
students can incorporate indigenous history and culture into curricula and involve
local indigenous knowledge-keepers in developing courses, lessons, and projects.’
These connections between academic and home lives can increase students’ interest
and pride in their indigenous identities while fostering intrinsic motivation (Lee et al.,
2011).

4.4.4 Preparing Teachers for Innovative Pedagogy

The 12-Year guidelines aim to promote increased innovation and adaptive pedagogy
among teachers, encouraging student-driven learning in the classroom to facilitate
competency development. The revised guidelines thus grant autonomy to schools and
teachers to increase adaptive support for students. Therefore, sufficient professional
support, teacher buy-in, and self-motivated interest to adapt pedagogical techniques
are vital to the success of guideline implementation. The MOE, county govern-
ments, and schools provided workshop opportunities in the years leading up to the
revised guidelines’ implementation, allowing teachers to learn directly about the new
curriculum and its pedagogical approaches. Some workshops were mandatory, but
others were provided on either a selective application-basis or open to any teacher
as self-funded study. Our survey found that most teachers (97%) reported having
participated in professional development activities related to the reform at some
point, including workshop participation, joint lesson preparation, teaching observa-
tion, and/or professional learning communities. In 2018, TALIS responses showed
71.3% of participants engage in collaborative professional development less than

2 In primary school, students are required to enroll in one of these language courses: Minnan, Hakka,
Indigenous Languages, or Native Languages of New Immigrants. In junior high school, students
can choose to continue enrolling in indigenous language courses. At least one indigenous language
session should be held weekly at schools. Native Languages/Native Languages of New Immigrants
may be integrated into cross-curricular courses to meet competency requirements (MOE, 2014).
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once per month (OECD, 2019b). While our survey corroborates that most teachers
(63%) participate in collaborative professional development 1-2 times per month or
less, about a third of teachers reported engaging in these activities at least once per
week—with 12% stating that they engage in PD activities daily.

While our survey is not fully representative, these findings may suggest a prelimi-
nary increase in the frequency of collaborative professional development supporting
teachers’ professional competency to implement the revised curriculum. However,
one teacher noted that there are fewer government-run workshops on the outlying
islands (rural areas), and teachers find it difficult to attend weekend workshops on
the main island of Taiwan due to the time commitment and limitations to personal
funds. This is supported by government data showing that while workshops have
been held across counties, significantly fewer have been held in rural areas (MOE,
2016b).

Despite survey responses, average hours of professional development (PD) per
teacher per year decreased between 2013 and 2019, from an average of 89.05 to
70.83 h (analysis of MOE Inservice Portal). The variations between counties and
grade levels are wide, with Kaohsiung (an urban county) averaging 60.6 h per
teacher—lower than the rural counties of Hualien (67 h) and Kinmen (99 h). Average
hours of teacher professional development per teacher also vary. Elementary school
teachers participate in the most hours of PD on average, followed by junior high
teachers, then senior high teachers (MOE Inservice Portal). Kinmen teachers, in
fact, have notably high PD hours for primary school specifically, with 125.08 average
hours of PD per teacher, compared to Kaohsiung’s 78.35 h and Hualien’s 94.23 h.
This information counters the notion that quantity of professional development activ-
ities across all levels and areas has increased. More data is needed to determine if
these discrepancies are related to budget, PD quality versus quantity, or other factors.

Beyond the frequency of professional development, though, an important consid-
eration is whether teachers agree with, and are inspired to use, what they learn from
their professional development. Effective professional development is responsive to
needs for adult learning and recognizes their capacity as creators, rather than passive
recipients of training (Reimers, 2020). Most teachers surveyed agreed that their
participation in professional development activities has positively impacted their
students’ learning, indicating that they have found the PD activities beneficial and
useful to their practice. However, this was more strongly agreed upon by elementary
school teachers; only 60% of junior high and 50% of senior high teachers perceived
a positive impact on student learning because of their PD participation. This could be
because our elementary school teacher survey respondents reported more frequent
PD activities, but it could also indicate a variance in quality of PD between school
levels. Additionally, over 70% of our survey respondents indicated that their school
offers incentives for teachers to design curriculum, teaching materials, and innova-
tive assessments, and many believe the incentives have a positive impact on student
learning. However, senior high school teachers were slightly less likely to report that
they agreed with this.

More research is needed to determine the impact of targeted professional develop-
ment activities between school levels. Our preliminary data underline an optimistic
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view: with increased opportunities for collaborative PD and professional incentives,
teachers will increase their self-efficacy with the new curriculum and pedagogy.
Consequently, teachers can adapt and implement student-based curriculum in the
classrooms, resulting in positive impacts on students’ learning.

4.4.5 Challenges to Implementation: Conflicts Arising
Jrom the “Top—Down”’ Approach to School Autonomy

Because of the historically centralized approach to government, top-down reforms
are the norm in Taiwanese education. Although the 12-Year Curriculum Guidelines
aim to promote school autonomy and explicitly call for the involvement of multiple
stakeholders—including teachers, administrators, parents, and NGOs—the guide-
lines have faced some resistance, much like the challenges preceding the 9-Year
curriculum reform. Our analysis focuses on the role of teachers as the reform’s
primary implementors, although perspectives of each of these stakeholders warrants
further research and attention as the reform progresses. The first challenge of imple-
mentation pertains to teachers’ direct and perceived involvement within the reform;
some teachers interviewed expressed that they did not feel teachers were adequately
involved in the process of revising the curriculum guidelines, and that teachers’ inter-
ests were not sufficiently addressed throughout the process. For example, one senior
high school teacher shared his impression that the reform was made by approximately
fifty people, comprised of mostly experts and professors but not many teachers. Other
teachers echoed the perception that professors played a disproportionately large role
in guideline creation relative to teachers.

Contrary to these perceptions, meeting notes from the MOE National Curriculum
Development Committee show that teachers were included in the guidelines’ revi-
sion process (NAER, 2020). For example, the requirements for indigenous languages
included in the revised curriculum require a special division of teachers and NAER
professors who specialize in language education. Additionally, the MOE published
public websites and online forums to solicit feedback from teachers, parents, and
the public, which was then used by the committee members throughout the revision
process. However, the extent of teacher engagement with these platforms is uncer-
tain. Despite a clearly defined intention from the MOE to engage diverse stakeholders
and involve teachers and the public actively in the process, some teachers still felt
detached from the reform and perceived it as predominantly top-down. This percep-
tion appears to have limited some teachers’ enthusiasm for the process, despite their
agreement with the overall goals of the reform.
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4.4.6 Impression of Increased Teacher Responsibilities

The historically top-down approach of the Taiwanese education system leaves many
with feelings of inadequate MOE consideration regarding stakeholder interests.
One national curriculum researcher expressed that the government tends to have
a “do as you go” attitude towards policies, not always addressing parent and teacher
concerns. This explains the most frequently noted theme among teachers interviewed,
which is that the revised guidelines have generally increased responsibilities and
teaching demands for them and their colleagues. As one primary school teacher put
it: “The intention behind the [curricular] change is good, to encourage students to
think critically,” but “teachers should have more time to really design the lessons,
to teach, [and the MOE should] give teachers more time so that they can do a better
job.” Under the revised guidelines, teachers are encouraged to plan lessons that spur
students’ critical thinking and to create activities that permit them to work in small
groups on interdisciplinary projects. Despite expectations for innovative pedagogy,
systematic changes to teachers’ schedules to reflect these new demands—such as
increased time scheduled for planning and observation—have not occurred. Some
teachers expressed that the pre-existing demands of teaching leave teachers feeling
too busy for the additional task of collaboratively innovating lessons.

Before the revised guidelines were implemented, teachers in Taiwan taught an
average of 17+ hours per week (OECD, 2019b), with many spending additional
hours teaching remedial classes, leading student clubs and extracurricular activities,
completing administrative tasks, and serving on school committees to implement a
school-based curriculum. TALIS reported that teachers spent a weekly average of
nearly 7 h on individual planning, 3 h on collaborative work with colleagues, 4 h
on grading, and 4.5 h per week on administrative tasks (OECD, 2019b). Reducing
teachers’ course responsibilities to give more time to prepare and implement profes-
sional development strategies is recommended by the TALIS report (OECD, 2019b),
but it is not clear to what extent this has taken place to accommodate for the require-
ments of the new curriculum guidelines. Increased demands for teachers may also
disproportionately impact smaller, rural schools. Without the financial resources to
increase staff size, these schools may find challenges in rearranging teachers’ sched-
ules to meet new requirements for increased number and diversity of elective courses
offered. New requirements for course offerings have also led to teacher shortages,
especially in subjects that were not previously emphasized within the education
system, such as indigenous languages (Lin et al., 2019).

4.4.7 Public Understanding of the Reform

Another challenge facing the reform’s future is the dissemination of information to
the public to create awareness of the goals and processes of the revised guidelines.
Like the preceding 9-Year reform, the 12-Year Curriculum Guidelines are written
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with ambiguity. A public concern is the lack of confidence in how the new guidelines
will equip students with the knowledge and skills they need to master the “basics”
of education. As one teacher explained, she felt nervous and skeptical upon first
hearing about the 12-Year Curriculum Guidelines, interpreting them as a whole-
sale change of the content taught in schools. After she was more familiar with the
guidelines, she better understood their purpose, and understood that the guidelines
mainly call for changes to teaching methods rather than changes to curricular content.
After this, she was able to appreciate how the reform could allow students to better
develop critical thinking and interpersonal skills, while ensuring that the curriculum
would not skip fundamental content. This mentality parallels parents’ misconcep-
tions about competency-based learning which explains their lack of buy-in; according
to our survey, most teachers (91%) agreed that parents do not understand the goals
of interdisciplinary, competency-based education of the 12-Year Curriculum Guide-
lines. Interviewees described the concern that curriculum changes will result in the
deterioration of students’ grades.

4.4.8 Cultural Challenges: Redefining the Purpose of School
and Learning

Support for the 12-Year Curriculum Guidelines is impacted by several factors
beyond TPD, including larger sociocultural values about the goals of education.
While a competency-based curriculum was introduced in the 9-Year reform, the
12-Year guidelines are more closely aligned with competencies from international
models, including increased school autonomy, innovative student-centered lessons,
and opportunities for students to explore their interests. The 9-Year reform sought
to ultimately shift the purpose of schooling to holistic competency development; the
12-Year reform retains this spirit of holistic education and lifelong learning while
pivoting to how students relate to the world around them and command their own
learning. Like the 9-Year reform challenges, the 12-Year Curriculum Guidelines also
appear to have ambiguity in its goals and intended outcomes.

The 12-Year Curriculum Guidelines emphasize innovative pedagogy and applied
learning, and thus mark a departure from tradition. Accordingly, day-to-day changes
to teaching methods and assessments have lagged curricular changes. Among inter-
viewees, there was a distinct perception that the pedagogical approaches set forth in
the revised curriculum guidelines are “imported,” producing tension with traditional
approaches to education in Taiwan. The biggest perceived conflict is between the
student-driven, inquiry-based learning approaches recommended by the curriculum
guidelines and the existing teacher- and textbook-centered pedagogy, designed to
prepare students for rigorous testing. Many teachers interviewed expressed their
belief that the cultural value of academic success defined through high test scores
would continue to prevail, regardless of curricular changes.
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With increased autonomy to design a school-based curriculum that aligns with
student interests, some teachers have expressed that the 12-Year Curriculum Guide-
lines are burdensome; teachers face the same social and professional pressure to
deliver high test scores but must now do so through unfamiliar means. For some
teachers, this may mean forestalling guideline-suggested approaches until there is
“time” to do so, prioritizing traditional pedagogical methods to prepare students for
exams. Simultaneously, interviewees noted a lack of student motivation in school and
a dissatisfaction with traditional models of teaching. Thus, there is the simultaneous
perception that traditional teaching styles are not sufficient to engage students, as
well as a sense of uncertainty for how to effectively practice more interdisciplinary,
inquiry-driven approaches. This perceived departure from the norm appears to have
left many teachers with a sense of feeling “not ready” for the reform.

Overall, our interviews and survey demonstrated strong consensus that the goals
of the 12-Year Curriculum Guidelines are positive and well-intentioned. However,
shifting the cultural role of schools from arbiters of test scores to sites of twenty-first
century competency development and lifelong learning has proven difficult to change.
Like the preceding 9-Year curriculum reform, the revised curriculum guidelines for
12-Year Basic Education have struggled to elicit widespread buy-in. Disconnect
between MOE policies and teachers’ interests, on top of parent and public misun-
derstanding, appear to have hindered the most preliminary stages of implementing
the 12-Year guidelines. With the widespread perception that test scores and grades
are crucial for student success in Taiwanese society, developing collective buy-in
among teachers and parents is a critical step for effective implementation of the
competency-focused curriculum and innovative pedagogy. Moving forward, as the
MOE continues to develop platforms for eliciting feedback and facilitating dialogue
among teachers, parents, and the public, the re-envisioning of schools and learning
in Taiwan appears promising.

4.5 Conclusion

Taiwan’s 12-Year Basic Education reform seeks to increase equity and national
educational attainment throughout Taiwan, through the extension and diversification
of basic education and the transformation of teaching and learning in the national
curriculum guidelines. Although enrollment in Taiwanese upper secondary schools
was already high, alleviating entrance exam requirements and tuition has further
increased enrollment. What is more, by prioritizing the tuition- and exam-free enroll-
ment of marginalized student groups, the government has promoted more accessible
pathways to education for all students.

Taiwan is a developed nation, with high levels of educational access, resources,
and attainment. The newly implemented 12-Year Curriculum Guidelines support the
development of twenty-first century competencies, individual talent development,
and lifelong learning through an interdisciplinary, innovative, and locally adaptive
approach. Taiwan’s curriculum revision exemplifies the adoption of internationally
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influenced frameworks to create national-level standards, while promoting mecha-
nisms of school and teacher autonomy for adaptation to local context and student’s
needs. The push for increased school autonomy in an historically top-down system,
as well the approach to competency-based national curriculum in a traditionally
test-centric learning culture, makes Taiwan a compelling case study for education
reform.

The implementation challenges of the 12-Year Curriculum Guidelines underscore
the pivotal role of teachers in curricular reform—and the need to integrate political,
professional, and cultural perspectives when considering how to involve teachers
as stakeholders as well as curriculum innovators and agents of educational change.
Moving forward, the high cultural value that Taiwanese society places on educa-
tion can be leveraged to promote an increased alignment and shared vision among
teachers, parents, the government, and the public. While this analysis will be strength-
ened by future research of educational outcomes, Taiwan continues to set its students
on the path toward lifelong learning, and in doing so, set its society on the path to
success.
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