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Abstract

The decreasing age at which Taiwanese children begin learning English 
suggests that Taiwanese society endorses the Critical Period Hypothesis 
(CPH) and believes that children should learn English as early as possible 
to ensure their academic or professional success. Consequently, many 
parents enroll their children in private English language schools to give 
them a head start. The purpose of this study is to investigate how television 
commercials for Taiwanese private English language schools promote 
the ideology that the-younger-the- better in English learning. This study 
also explores the underlying ideologies and social injustices associated 
with early English education. Using Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA), the 
study analyzes 216 television commercials from private English language 
schools between 1980 and 2023. The results indicate that a prevailing 
perception in Taiwan is that English language learning must begin at a 
young age. The underlying ideologies of the-younger-the-better approach 
include English as a gateway to the world, English as a means for future 
success, English for self-improvement, American English as the standard, 
the ideal English teacher, the ideal English teaching method, and joyful 
English language learning. Moreover, this ideology has contributed to 
social injustices affecting Taiwanese children, native languages, and 
English teachers in contemporary Taiwanese society.
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INTRODUCTION

With the global trend of learning English at an early age, Taiwan is no exception. One of the 
key education reforms in English teaching and learning in Taiwan was the implementation of 
English education in elementary schools in 2001. At that time, Taiwan’s public elementary 
schools began teaching English in the fifth grade, which was subsequently lowered to the third 
grade in 2005. The reasons given by the Ministry of Education (MOE) for introducing English 
at the elementary school level were to “instill students with a global perspective, to utilize 
students’ critical period in language learning most effectively, to optimize the timing of the 
implementation of the new curriculum, to follow the trends of the new era, and to fulfill 
parents’ expectations” (Chen, 2013, p. 159). It is evident that the Taiwanese government 
acknowledges and incorporates CPH as a rationale for introducing English at the elementary 
school level. Chu (2018) argued that Taiwanese parents support the CPH and believe that 
the-younger-the-better when it comes to English learning for their children’s future success. 
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In summary, both the Taiwanese government and parents support the CPH and favor the 
belief that the-younger-the-better for English language learning. 

English was officially introduced into Taiwan’s elementary school curriculum in 2001, but 
this policy did not apply to preschool students. Taiwan’s Preschool English Education Policy 
Statement I, announced in 2004, prohibits public and private kindergartens, as well as private 
language schools, from offering full-day or half-day English classes to preschoolers (Lu, 2017). 
However, this policy conflicts with the beliefs of many Taiwanese parents who support 
the-younger-the-better approach to English language learning (Thomas & Chou, 2023).  Before 
the government made English a compulsory subject for 5th graders in elementary schools in 
2001, private English language schools, which offered English programs for both elementary 
and preschool children, were ahead of the government in promoting early English learning 
due to the profitable market for this service. In 1989, there were 34 private English language 
schools; in 1999, there were 335; in 2009, there were 1,858; in 2019, there were 2,401; and 
by 2023, there were 2,450 (Ministry of Education, Taiwan, 2024). The number of elementary 
school students was 2.4 million in 1989 (Department of Statistics, Taiwan, 2024a), and 1.23 
million in 2023 (Department of Statistics, Taiwan, 2024b). Yang (2024) reported that the 
number of Taiwanese elementary school students is decreasing and that Taiwan is expected 
to have fewer than one million students six years from now. In other words, the number of 
private English language schools has steadily increased since the 1980s, despite Taiwan’s 
declining birth rate and the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic.

Private English language schools are extremely popular in Taiwan, largely because many 
Taiwanese parents support their children learning English at these institutions (Hsu, 2018; 
Lin, 2020; Pao, 2019). For instance, Hsu (2018) investigated parental expectations regarding 
English learning for preschool children in Taipei City. Among the participants, 81.2% reported 
that their preschool children were enrolled in kindergartens or private English language schools; 
notably, 78.1% expressed a desire for the government to lift the ban on English instruction at 
preschools. Similarly, Pao (2019) explored how private English language schools in Taiwan attract 
parental enrollment. Five recurring factors emerged: the importance of English, well-designed 
curricula, enriched learning environments, instruction by foreign English teachers, and parents’ 
high expectations for their children’s English performance. Prevailing assumptions hold that 
private English language schools play a substantial role in enhancing Taiwanese children’s 
English proficiency without causing harm or problems. However, the terms “common-sense 
assumptions” (Jindapitak & Teo, 2013) and “taken-for-granted practices” (W. H. Lee, 2020) 
have been employed to critique the underlying ideologies embedded in English language 
education.

As mentioned earlier, both the government and many parents take for granted that there 
is a critical period for English learning. Many Taiwanese people commonly assume that private 
English language schools are regarded as the solution to the problems of early English education. 
In other words, the belief that the-younger-the-better in English language learning in Taiwan 
carries ideological connotations. The purpose of this research is to explore how private English 
language schools have marketed the ideology of learning English as early as possible in Taiwan 
over the past four decades. This study examines how this ideology is presented in the 
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promotional materials of private English language schools. Critical Discourse Analysis 
(henceforth CDA) was employed to analyze television commercials from these schools. Based 
on the research purpose, the research question guiding this study is: What are the underlying 
ideologies of the-younger-the-better in private English language schools’ television commercials?

LITERATURE REVIEW 

Pro-and Anti-CPH studies 

Lenneberg (1967) was the first scholar to formulate the CPH. From the perspective of those 
who favor the CPH, native-like proficiency can be achieved by early starters of a second or 
foreign language. Conversely, those who oppose the CPH argue that all learners of second or 
foreign languages can attain native-like or near-native-like mastery.

Empirical evidence presented in recent studies (Chen et al., 2022; Crosby, 2015; Jia, 2022; 
E. K. R. Lee, 2020) supports the notion that an earlier start in English language learning yields 
greater benefits in EFL countries. Chen et al. (2022), Crosby (2015), and Jia (2022) each investigated 
how age influences EFL outcomes among children, albeit from different angles. Chen et al. 
(2022) examined the effect of early childhood EFL learning on the later English and Chinese 
achievement and attitudes toward English learning of 892 children in China. The results showed 
that preschool children benefited from their English language learning experiences, which led 
to improved English and Chinese language skills, as well as more positive attitudes toward 
English learning later on. Similarly, Jia’s (2022) study involving 191 Chinese children aged seven 
to nine demonstrated that those who started learning English at a younger age had more 
advantages than those who started at an older age. Crosby (2015), focusing on 48 Japanese 
elementary students, provided phonological evidence that younger learners outperformed 
older peers in acquiring English phonemes. In contrast to these childhood-focused studies, 
E. K. R. Lee (2020) explored the long-term effects of age of onset, type of exposure, and ultimate 
attainment in morpho-syntactic sensitivity among 40 Korean university students. The participants 
who attended English kindergartens exhibited stronger performance on a grammaticality 
judgment task compared to those who began learning English in a formal classroom setting. 
Collectively, these studies underscore the benefits of early engagement in EFL learning.	

The studies by Lin et al. (2016) and Pei and Qin (2019) investigated EFL learners, challenging 
the assumption that an earlier start in English language learning necessarily guarantees 
superior outcomes. Both studies examined phonological attainment among university-level 
learners in Taiwan and China, respectively. Lin et al. (2016) found that age of onset among 
50 EFL learners had limited impact on the acquisition of English consonants, while Pei and Qin 
(2019) observed that 318 early starters did not surpass their later-starting peers in EFL 
phonological tasks. These findings suggest that a later start in English learning does not 
necessarily hinder pronunciation development in EFL learners. Such results challenge the 
notion that earlier is always better in EFL contexts.

Dwaik and Shehadeh (2015) and Jaekel et al. (2017) provide evidence that complicates the 
application of the CPH in EFL contexts. Jaekel et al. (2017) reported nuanced longitudinal 
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findings among German learners (N = 5,130). In Year 5, earlier starters (N = 2,632) outperformed 
peers with less and later exposure to English, yet by Year 7, later starters (N = 2,498) had 
surpassed their early-starting counterparts. In a similar vein, Dwaik and Shehadeh (2015) 
conducted a study involving 1,846 Palestinian elementary students. Their findings revealed 
that early starters demonstrated stronger performance in vocabulary, reading comprehension, 
and speaking. In contrast, students who began learning later excelled in grammar, listening, 
and writing. This multifaceted performance highlights the coexistence of both pro- and anti-CPH 
perspectives within EFL contexts. The findings from Dwaik and Shehadeh (2015) and Jaekel 
et al. (2017) illustrate that the applicability of the CPH to EFL contexts may be more complex.

The aforementioned pro- and anti-CPH studies evaluated English language abilities across 
various linguistic areas, including phonology, lexicon, morphology, syntax, grammar, and both 
receptive and productive skills in EFL contexts. Although empirical findings on the CPH in 
EFL contexts remain inconclusive, scholars have increasingly questioned the foundational 
assumptions underlying these studies. First, these studies, whether supporting or opposing 
the CPH in English language learning, did not specify the precise age considered optimal for 
acquiring English in EFL contexts. Singleton and Leśniewska (2021) argued that the age of 
puberty has been highly contested, as it varies by country and differs between genders. Second, 
using native English speakers in both pro- and anti-CPH studies (Crosby, 2015; E. K. R. Lee, 
2020; Lin et al., 2016) as benchmarks for comparing English pronunciation and grammar of 
EFL learners is a questionable practice. This practice implies that EFL learners should aim to 
attain native-like proficiency. Such an approach assumes that the acquisition process of native 
speakers is directly transferable to foreign language contexts. Moreover, using native English 
speakers as reference samples in CPH research, particularly in studies of English pronunciation, 
raises another question: Which variety of English should be employed as a benchmark? 

A critical perspective on the CPH emerges from scholars who view it more as ideology than 
evidence-based theory. Singleton and Leśniewska (2021) contended that, in naturalistic 
contexts, the CPH is considered unproven and unfalsified. Strid (2017) asserted that the CPH 
is harmful and remains an enduring myth in additional language acquisition for both children 
and adults. Similarly, Tran (2020) stated that in Vietnam, the-younger-the-better approach, or 
the idea of a critical or sensitive period in English learning, is a myth. This study aligns with 
such critical perspectives, moving beyond the question of whether a biological critical period 
for English learning exists in Taiwan. Instead, it argues that private English language schools 
play a pivotal role in promoting the ideology that earlier English acquisition leads to superior 
outcomes. As mentioned in the Introduction, the ideological concept of the-younger-the-better 
has a powerful impact on the educational system in Taiwan, so it deserves more attention from 
lay people, English educators, policymakers, and researchers. This ideology significantly 
influences the pursuit of English proficiency and concurrently exacerbates various forms of 
social injustice in Taiwan. To explore this ideology, a critical approach is needed and is presented 
in the following section.

CDA and media discourse  

A primary goal of CDA is to examine and evaluate the relationships between discourse  and 
power. Fairclough (1992, p. 12) stated that CDA does not merely describe discursive practices 
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but also demonstrates “how discourse is shaped by relations of power and ideologies, and the 
constructive effects discourse has upon social identity, social relations, and systems of knowledge 
and belief, none of which is normally apparent to discourse participants.” Ideology plays 
a crucial role in the field, as media texts often serve as focal points for analysis. Important 
differences exist between “different types of media in their channels of communication and 
the technology they draw upon” (Fairclough, 1995, p. 38). In Taiwan, based on the percentage 
of exposure to each form of mass media, watching television is the most popular, with 42.20% 
of people participating (Taiwan Academy for Information Association, 2023). Jen (2024) 
asserted that television commercials are the most effective medium for promoting products 
since they can reach a vast nationwide audience in Taiwan. Muhammad (2015) argued that 
television commercials saturate our lives, and we tend to take them for granted without 
recognizing the ideologies they construct. Similarly, Taiwanese private English language school 
television commercials, broadcasted on television or their school websites, may convey 
ingrained ideologies about how English should be taught and learned.

In Taiwan, studies that employ CDA as a research methodology in the field of education are 
scant. The following are three notable examples. Camasta (2020) conducted research on the 
portrayal of ideology in Taiwanese English senior high school textbooks. The results revealed 
that the language texts and images reflect ideological concepts from native English-speaking 
countries as well as Taiwanese nationalism. Two studies (Kajee, 2023; Wang, 2024) examined 
the ideology behind Taiwan’s Bilingual Policy 2030. Their findings indicated that the policy 
itself is ideological, leading to inequalities for minority languages, local teachers, and students 
within Taiwanese society.    

Gölbaşı (2017) argued that Fairclough’s three-dimensional discourse model is a more 
comprehensive model of social research compared to other CDA models. Bukhari and Wang’s 
(2013) study investigating three models of CDA indicated that CDA is an effective research 
methodology in the field of education for exploring the relationships between ideologies and 
power. Moreover, Fairclough’s three-dimensional discourse model “has attained the status of 
nucleus in CDA” (Bukhari & Wang, 2013, p. 13). Thus, Fairclough’s model is employed in this 
study to explore the manifestation of English learning ideologies in private English language 
school television commercials and their implications in Taiwan. To the best of my knowledge, 
no published works have investigated how children English language school television 
commercials promote the-younger-the-better ideology, nor how these commercials construct 
and project this ideology. Thus, this study fills a gap in the literature.

METHODS  

Research design 
  
The theoretical framework employed in this study is Fairclough’s three-dimensional discourse 
model (Fairclough, 1995, p. 59) for CDA. This model includes text (dimension one), discursive 
practice (dimension two), and social practice (dimension three). In this model, texts may be 
written, oral, visual, or a mixture of these forms. Discursive practice concerns the processes 
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of text production and consumption, including who produces the text and for what purpose. 
Social practice addresses how the text is linked to and reflects power relations and ideologies 
within a society. In this study, television commercials consist of a mixture of spoken and written 
language, as well as images. Private English language schools are the producers of these 
television commercials, with the purpose of promoting the idea that the-younger-the better 
when learning English in Taiwan. The relationship between television commercials and ideologies 
of early English learning in Taiwan can be explored using this model. Thus, Fairclough’s model 
is adopted in this study.

Data collection

The researcher was a director of a private English language school and was responsible for 
employing various media channels to market the English courses offered at the school from 
1998 to 2000 in Taiwan. The research data, consisting of private English language school tele-
vision commercials, were collected and updated annually since 1998. To date, 216 television 
commercials were collected: two from the 1980s, nine from the 1990s, 41 from the 2000s, 
128 from the 2010s, and 36 from 2020 to 2023. The commercials aired on Taiwanese television 
stations and were either recorded directly from broadcasts or downloaded from private English 
language schools’ websites or YouTube channels.

Data analysis

To safeguard the anonymity of private English language schools, the symbol “◎◎◎” is used 
in place of school names. Chinese texts are translated into English and enclosed within 
parentheses ( ). Texts in English are underlined, while texts in Chinese are italicized. A written 
and spoken text in either Chinese or English with the same meaning in a commercial is counted 
only once. The following section presents how private English language school television 
commercials are analyzed using Fairclough’s three-dimensional discourse model.

Dimension one – Textual analysis 

Textual analysis involves analyzing the language and images used in television commercials. 
Take the 20TC8 commercial (produced in 2020) as an example. The 20TC8 begins with a white 
Caucasian teacher using an interactive or communicative method to teach a group of Taiwanese 
children English. A spoken text appears: ◎◎◎ 100%外籍老師授課 (◎◎◎, 100% taught by 
foreign English teachers). Then, another spoken text says: 英語聽說讀寫 No problem! (English 
listening, speaking, reading, and writing, no problem!). Following this, a spoken text states: 
◎◎◎ 讓孩子與世更接近 (◎◎◎, let children get closer to the world). The scene then cuts to 
the children raising their hands, answering questions from their foreign teacher, and happily 
playing games. A final spoken text says: 100% 英語浸潤環境 (100% English immersion 
environment).This commercial concludes with the school’s name and logo. 

Eggins (1994) stated that imperatives and ellipses convey commands and demonstrate that 
the writer holds greater knowledge or power, giving direct commands to the audience. Moreover, 
the deliberate language used in television commercials is intended to attract viewers’ attention 
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and persuade them to purchase products (Rehman et al., 2023; Shariq, 2020). In other words, 
the primary purpose of the 20TC8, produced by the language school, is to persuade customers 
to buy its products. To achieve this, the language in the 20TC8 is carefully selected to suggest 
that the language school possesses authority and expertise.

In addition to language texts, the images in television commercials also persuade viewers to 
purchase products (Bhatti et al., 2020). From a social semiotic approach, images are used to 
record and represent people, places, actions, and things (van Leeuwen & Jewitt, 2001). In this 
study, the images were analyzed based on symbolic representations of people, places, actions, 
and things. In the 20TC08 commercial, Taiwanese children (symbolic people) are learning 
English happily (symbolic action) at a children English language school (symbolic place) because 
the Caucasian English teacher (symbolic people) is using an interactive method (symbolic 
action). Iedema (2001, p. 21) employed a social semiotic approach to analyze tele-films and 
argued that no texts were made “by accident.” Moreover, “each aspect of a tele-film contributes 
to its meaning potential in a meaningful way.” The images of Taiwanese children, a Caucasian 
English teacher, a private English language school, learning English happily, and the interactive 
method in the 20TC08 were deliberately chosen and have significance regarding children 
English teaching and learning.

Fairclough (2015) argued that ideology is tied to power relations. The private English language 
school in the 20TC08 commercial presents itself as an authoritative expert to convince its 
audience of the effectiveness of English teaching and learning for children. How the chosen 
language texts and images in the 20TC08 convey the ideology of the-younger-the-better will 
be analyzed in the discursive practice analysis (dimension two).

Dimension two – Processing analysis 

The processing analysis focuses on deconstructing the written and spoken language, as well 
as the images presented in the television commercials. Take 20TC8 as an example. Table 1 
demonstrates how written and spoken language, along with images, are used by private English 
language schools to convey ideological concepts

Table 1
Ideologies in 20TC8 
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The language text “100% taught by foreign English teachers” and an image of a white Caucasian 
teacher teaching Taiwanese children English are featured in the commercial. Both the text and 
the image directly suggest to the audience that foreign English teachers are superior, as only 
foreign teachers are hired at this school. Two additional language texts, “No problem with 
English listening, speaking, reading, and writing” and “100% English immersion environment,” 
along with an image of a Caucasian teacher using an interactive method, imply that English-only 
instruction by foreign teachers is the ideal method. Another language text, “Let children get 
closer to the world,” suggests that for children, English is the key to the world. Toward the end 
of the commercial, an image depicts Taiwanese children happily learning English at the language 
school. The school promotes four ideologies to its audience: the ideal English teacher, the 
ideal English teaching method, English as a gateway to the world, and joyful English learning.

Dimension three – Social analysis 

The third dimension focuses on the linkage between private English language schools and 
Taiwanese society. The Discussion section explores how ideological concepts are portrayed in 
the data. It also examines the impact of these ideologies on Taiwanese society. 

RESULTS

Spoken and written texts 

A total of 216 television commercials were collected. Then, 453 spoken and written texts from 
these commercials were analyzed for themes. Broad themes were identified to develop 
generalizations about the ideology of the-younger-the better in English teaching and learning. 
Recurring themes or ideologies shared in the commercials were categorized. Eight ideologies 
generated from the 453 texts are presented in Table 2.

Table 2
Ideologies in written and spoken texts 

Table 2 illustrates that the ideal English teaching method has the highest frequency (135 texts), 
followed by English as a gateway to the world – English for international communication, 
understanding, or competitiveness (103 texts); English for a better future or future success 
– future academic studies or careers in Taiwan or overseas (77 texts); joyful English learning 
(48 texts); English for self-improvement – confidence, helpfulness, independence, etc. 
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(32 texts); American English as the proper English (28 texts); the ideal English teacher – foreign 
teachers (17 texts); and the younger, the better – critical period or onset age for English learning 
(13 texts). 

Concerning the ideal English teaching method (135 texts), many schools did not specify the 
exact teaching methods they used. The terms found in the data included 100% English only, 
ESL (English as a Second Language) teaching, American style teaching, interactive teaching, 
the best, e-teaching, immersion method, and so on. Regarding American English as the proper 
English (28 texts), it is presented as the standard and correct choice. For example, “Learn 
standard American pronunciation” (written text) is featured in the 10CF3 commercial. 
Twenty-two out of the 28 texts were counted twice, as they contained two ideological concepts. 
The following written text in 10CF69 is one such example: “American English = Children’s future,” 
which contains two ideological concepts – American English as the proper English and English 
for a better future or future success.

The-younger-the-better ideological concept appears with the lowest frequency (13 texts) and 
is seemingly absent in the 2000s. Taiwan has long restricted private English language schools 
and kindergartens from teaching English to preschoolers, though enforcement has varied over 
time (Thomas & Chou, 2023). Enforcement intensified in the early 2000s, with widespread 
crackdowns on private English language institutions and kindergarten teaching preschoolers 
(Huang, 2004; Lin, 2005; Quartly, 2000). In practice, however, the demand for early English 
learning among Taiwanese parents has led private schools and kindergartens to continue 
offering English courses for preschoolers despite these restrictions (Shelton, 2024; Thomas & 
Chou, 2023). This development suggests that shifts in educational policy and parental attitudes 
have influenced how private institutions advertise the-younger-the-better perspective.

Images 

A total of 1,261 images were found in the data. Four categories – symbolic people, symbolic 
action, symbolic places, and symbolic aspects – were created (Table 3). The ideologies in 
images concerning the-younger-the better are presented in Table 4.

Table 3
Categories of moving images
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Table 4
Ideologies in images

Symbolic people and symbolic places 

The symbolic people category (508 images) consists of elementary school children (175 images), 
white Caucasians (172 images), preschool children (54 images), Taiwanese parents (43 images), 
local English teachers (35 images), Taiwanese adults (20 images), and Taiwanese celebrities 
(9 images). The symbolic places (271 images) include schools (175 images of private English 
language schools, 5 images of elementary schools), outdoors (65 images: baseball diamonds, 
fields, forests, parks, and so on), home (14 images), and others (12 images: English-speaking 
countries, international airports). The analysis of symbolic actions will illustrate what symbolic 
people are doing in the symbolic places in the commercials and how they are used to promote 
the concept of the-younger-the better.

Symbolic actions 

The symbolic actions consist of 340 images across six categories: English teaching and learning 
(203 images), parent or celebrity support (52 images), future success (46 images), communicating 
with Caucasians (22 images), English for self-fulfillment (12 images), and the-younger-the 
better (5 images).

Regarding the English teaching and learning category, there are 203 images of Taiwanese 
elementary school or preschool children learning English in indoor or outdoor settings. Of 
these, 153 images feature white Caucasian teachers, 28 images show no teachers, 13 images 
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depict local English teachers, and 9 images represent online learners at home. The commercials 
illustrate that foreign teachers employ interactive, lively, and English-only teaching methods, 
using various teaching aids or e-teaching in private English language schools, while local English 
teachers rely on the grammar-translation method in public schools.

In 22 images, local teachers are portrayed as foreign teachers’ assistants, as they are not 
responsible for teaching. Consequently, in private English language schools, white, Caucasian, 
or foreign teachers are marketed as the ideal teachers. The best ways to teach English to 
children are shown as engaging and interactive, similar to the methods used in private English 
language schools. A total of 54 images of preschool children learning English in language schools 
convey directly to the audience that the-younger-the-better applies to English learning. 
Moreover, the commercials demonstrate that elementary school and preschool children are 
learning English happily in private English language schools.

Fifty-two images depict Taiwanese parents and celebrities endorsing children learning English 
at private English language schools. Their reasons for support include viewing native 
English-speaking teachers (NESTs) as ideal English teachers, and favoring interactive, 
communicative teaching methods and English-only instruction. Other reasons include joyful 
English learning, English for future success, students’ self-improvement, and the belief that 
the-younger-the-better applies to English learning.

Forty-six images relate to a better future or success. Twenty-six images show Taiwanese 
children wearing language school logo T-shirts as winners of running races, speech contests, 
or other English-related competitions. Eighteen images portray Taiwanese people as successful 
in various fields in Taiwan or overseas, or studying abroad, because they studied English at 
private English language schools when they were younger. Another two commercials (21TC1 
& 21TC2) depict Taiwanese young people whose dreams cannot come true because they did 
not learn English at private English language schools. 

Twenty-two images depict Taiwanese children communicating with foreigners (Caucasians), 
either in Taiwan or in English-speaking countries. These images demonstrate that communicating 
with foreigners is the primary objective of learning English, highlighting its use for international 
communication. Regarding self-improvement (12 images), Taiwanese children became confident, 
grateful, helpful, independent, kind, and respectful after learning English. They learned how 
to help themselves and others, such as the homeless, the elderly, and the poor in remote 
areas. In other words, studying at private English language schools not only helps them acquire 
English knowledge but also cultivates their character, contributing to their future success.

Five images convey the concept of the-younger-the-better. Four images show Taiwanese 
children teaching their parents or grandparents English because the older generation did not 
learn English when they were young at private English language schools. Finally, in 90TC1, an 
adult foreigner struggles to speak Chinese and is laughed at by a group of Taiwanese preschool 
children because he did not learn Chinese at a young age. 90TC1 implicitly conveys that the 
adult foreigner never achieves native-like Chinese pronunciation, unlike the young Taiwanese 
children. It also implicitly suggests that there is a critical period in second language learning. 
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Moreover, pronunciation is presented as his main problem and as being subject to critical 
period effects. The commercial ends with the name and logo of XXX English Language School, 
which indirectly communicate the “the-younger-the-better” message in learning English.     

Symbolic aspects

Three categories can be applied to 142 images: English as a gateway to the world (103 images), 
future success (20 images), and American English as the standard (19 images). Images of 
airplanes, astronauts, costumes from different countries, flags, globes, world-famous landmarks, 
world maps, spaceships, vast oceans, and the universe can be interpreted as representing 
English as a gateway to the world. Taiwanese children are shown learning English for their 
future success by wearing various outfits symbolizing white-collar jobs (such as businesspeople, 
doctors, attorneys, etc.), as well as being associated with spotlights and awards. American 
flags, landmarks, and Sesame Street characters depict American English as preferred over 
other varieties of English.

DISCUSSION 

As outlined in the Methods section, social practice, the third dimension of Fairclough’s 
three-dimensional model, examines how private English language school television commercials 
are connected to and reflect power relations and ideologies within Taiwanese society. The 
Discussion section is organized into two components: (1) the underlying ideological construct 
of the-younger-the-better in private English language school commercials, and (2) the social 
injustices associated with early English education in Taiwan. 

Underlying ideologies 

The present study identifies several core ideologies that underpin the-younger-the-better 
perspective in English language learning. These ideologies include: (1) English as a gateway to 
the world, (2) English as a means for future success, (3) English for self-improvement, 
(4) American English as the standard, (5) the ideal English teacher, (6) the ideal English teaching 
method, and (7) joyful English language learning. These ideologies are closely interconnected 
and will be examined in subsequent sections, following a brief overview of English language 
policies in Taiwan.

English proficiency is widely regarded as essential for Taiwan’s global competitiveness. In 
response, the Taiwanese government introduced English instruction in elementary schools in 
2001, initially starting in Grade 5 and later advancing to Grade 3 in 2005 (Chen, 2013). 
Furthermore, the Bilingual 2030 policy, launched in 2018, aims to bolster the global 
competitiveness of young learners by improving their future career and salary prospects 
(Shelton, 2024). As discussed in the Introduction, the relatively late introduction of English in 
public elementary schools has contributed to the development of a robust private language 
school industry. Many parents seek early English exposure for their children, hoping to ensure 
academic and future success. Private English schools in Taiwan therefore take advantage of 
policy gaps and parental anxieties, reinforcing reliance on early private English education. 
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The results illustrate that learning English will make Taiwanese children competitive for 
self-improvement, a successful future in the context of globalization. In other words, the 
ideological constructs of English as a gateway to global opportunities, English as a prerequisite 
for future success, and English as a tool for self-improvement are deeply interconnected.  In 
this way, the belief that Taiwanese children can only succeed in the future by learning English 
is frequently reinforced. However, Chang (2015) and Hsieh (2010) contended that fluency in 
English does not guarantee competitiveness or future success, either in Taiwan or globally. 
Moreover, research by Chang (2022), Kajee (2023), and Wang (2024) revealed that Taiwan’s 
2030 Bilingual Nation Policy—which positions English as the global language essential for 
Taiwan’s international competitiveness—is an ideological construct. Moreover, no research 
has examined how learning English fosters Taiwanese children’s self-improvement (e.g., 
confidence, gratitude, helpfulness, kindness, and so on), as claimed in private English language 
school advertisements. Collectively, Taiwan’s English language policies, parental expectations, 
and private English language schools form a complex educational ecosystem shaped by 
globalization and the prevailing belief in English as a vehicle for future success.  

The results indicate that American English is the standard or preferred variety of English in 
Taiwan. The research of Chang (2016), Chien (2014), and Seilhamer (2019) demonstrated that 
Taiwanese English language learners aspire to acquire a North American accent, and the 
preference for American English in Taiwan is an ideological construct. Moreover, this ideology 
affects English language learners, policymakers, and educators, resulting in linguistic and racial 
inequalities in Taiwanese society (Chang, 2016). Rüdiger et al.’s (2022) research illustrated that 
Taiwanese English is one variety of world English that has received little attention in English 
language teaching and learning in Taiwan. In other words, as Taiwan is a multilingual and 
multicultural country, English language teaching should not be restricted to American English 
and culture. Taiwanese people need to become aware of other varieties of world English.

The results indicate that NESTs are considered the ideal teachers. They use engaging and 
interactive English-only instruction (in the classroom or online) to create an immersive English 
learning environment, which is viewed as the ideal English teaching method. However, research 
into English-only instruction by NESTs for teaching Taiwanese children is limited. Four relevant 
studies are presented below. Chen’s study (2015) with 385 4th and 5th graders, and Fang’s 
study (2018) with 928 5th and 6th graders, examined Taiwanese elementary school students’ 
perceptions of NESTs and non-NESTs. The findings show that, in terms of teaching efficacy and 
sparking students’ interest in learning English, there is no significant difference between NESTs 
and non-NESTs in Taiwan. Wang’s (2018) study illustrated that English-only instruction by NESTs 
in immersion kindergartens is not suitable for all Taiwanese preschool children, as children 
have different levels of English comprehension and varied learning styles. Chen’s (2019) study 
focused on 268 NESTs and 232 non-NESTs collaborating on lesson plans and game-like activities 
in 156 Taiwanese elementary schools. The results indicate that NESTs employed contextualized 
language teaching, game-like activities, cultural materials, and kinesthetic-oriented teaching, 
which were beneficial to Taiwanese elementary students. However, Chen’s study did not 
demonstrate how NESTs and non-NESTs collaborate or contribute to the teaching process. 
In other words, both NESTs and non-NESTs can be ideal English teachers. Therefore, the 
assumption that NESTs are the ideal English teachers and that English-only immersion by NESTs 
is the ideal teaching method are ideologies.
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The data also suggests that children who attend private English language schools are pleased 
to learn the language earlier rather than later. However, recent studies (Huang, 2022; Kung, 
2021; Kuo, 2021; Wang, 2022) showed that Taiwanese children have experienced English 
learning anxiety since the implementation of English education in 2001. These studies indicate 
that the sources of Taiwanese children’s anxiety include English tests, teachers’ teaching styles, 
not attending private English language schools, and teacher-student interaction in class. One 
notable finding (Huang, 2022; Kung, 2021; Kuo, 2021) showed that children who start English 
earlier in English language schools tend to have lower levels of anxiety, but this does not 
necessarily mean they enjoy learning English. The belief that learning English as early as 
possible is not only closely tied to the aforementioned English language teaching and learning 
ideologies, but it has also contributed to inequalities in contemporary Taiwanese society.

Social inequalities  

Fairclough’s three-dimensional model emphasizes how discourse is deeply intertwined with 
social, political, economic, and cultural inequalities.  The dynamic relationship between Taiwan’s 
English language policy, parental expectations, and commercial interests in private English 
language schools is complex and mutually reinforcing. This dynamic perpetuates various forms 
of social injustice, notably in educational inequity, class stratification, and linguistic hegemony.

In elementary English education, a notable finding (Huang, 2022; Kung, 2021; Kuo, 2021) 
revealed that the parents of early starters in English learning or high achievers tend to have 
higher educational and socioeconomic backgrounds. Due to financial constraints, low-income 
parents often cannot afford to send their children to private English language schools, leading 
to weaker English language skills among their children. This lack of access causes anxiety among 
elementary school children who do not attend these schools, highlighting social inequality for 
Taiwanese children (Huang, 2022; Kung, 2021; Kuo, 2021). English language education for 
children has disproportionately impacted economically disadvantaged families and their 
children. This phenomenon highlights the social injustice faced by underprivileged children in 
English language learning.

 Taiwan’s Pre-school English Education Policy, announced in 2004, stipulates that the sequence 
of language acquisition should be as follows: first the mother tongue, then Mandarin Chinese, 
and finally English (Lu, 2017). More recently, national policy has set the goal of transforming 
Taiwan into a bilingual Mandarin-English nation by 2030 (Ministry of Education, Taiwan, 2018). 
In response to this initiative, President Lai, who was then serving as Premier, instructed the 
Ministry of Education (MOE) to explore ways to relax regulations restricting English language 
instruction in preschools. (“Premier seeks easing of rules barring English,” 2018). However, 
numerous scholars (Batchelor & Lin, 2020; Chang, 2022; Ferrer & Lin, 2021; Rigby, 2021; Tiun, 
2020; Wang, 2024) have argued that the Bilingual 2030 policy prioritizes the enhancement of 
national English proficiency for the purposes of globalization, while neglecting the preservation 
and development of Taiwan’s native languages. Ferrer and Lin (2021) contended that the 
Bilingual 2030 policy embodies an implicit monolingual language ideology. The Save Compulsory 
Ethnic-Language Secondary Education Aboriginal Teachers’ Union noted that although the 
Taiwanese government acknowledges the threat of extinction facing Aboriginal languages, 
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these languages are overlooked in the Bilingual 2030 policy (Chen & Kayleigh, 2021; 
Wang, 2024). Ferrer and Lin (2021) also argued that the policy fails to address not only 
Aboriginal languages but also other native languages. In contrast to native languages, the 
government has allocated extensive educational resources, time, attention, and effort to English 
teaching and learning (Rigby, 2021), without significantly improving Taiwan’s English proficiency 
(Chang, 2023). In summary, the elevation of English has posed a threat to native languages 
and negatively impacted native language learning.

Liao (2018) contended that teaching English at an early age may hinder Taiwanese children’s 
proficiency in their native language without necessarily improving their English skills. Tiun 
(2020) argued that learning English at a young age could harm the acquisition of Taiwanese 
children’s mother tongue, as mother tongues are crucial to the English learning process. 
Eliassen’s study (2021) demonstrated that most Taiwanese people would not support an English 
language policy if it threatens native languages. As mentioned in the Introduction, private 
English language schools are ubiquitous in Taiwan. The growing number of such schools 
suggests that parents are increasingly sending their preschoolers to study English at an early 
age, disregarding the fact that this may place their children at a significant disadvantage by 
limiting access to their native languages.

The results of this study indicate that NESTs with a Western appearance, especially those who 
speak American English with an American accent, are considered the ideal teachers in private 
English language schools in Taiwan. This creates a distinction between native and non-native 
English speakers, American and non-American accents, and white and non-white English 
speakers in these schools. Everington (2018) reported that a well-known kindergarten posted 
a job advertisement in a Facebook group stating that black or dark-skinned foreign teachers 
were not acceptable. This advertisement reflects the ideology that white Caucasian NESTs are 
seen as ideal English teachers. Additionally, there is an injustice in the form of unequal pay 
between NESTs and non-NESTs. According to Taiwan’s most popular online job-search platform, 
104 Job Bank (2024), non-NESTs receive lower salaries compared to NESTs, even though they 
may have similar or better qualifications and experience. The inequities faced by both NESTs 
and non-NESTs include lower pay, fewer teaching opportunities, and discrimination based on 
skin color or accent. These inequities contribute to social stratification among English teachers 
in private English language schools.

The results indicate that private English language schools market NESTs as ideal instructors for 
elementary school students and preschoolers. In 2000, approximately 8,000 foreigners were 
illegally teaching English to preschoolers in private English language schools or kindergartens 
in Taiwan (Quartly, 2000). Taiwan’s Ministry of Education (MOE) and the Child Welfare Bureau 
have confirmed that it is illegal for private English language schools to subcontract foreign 
teachers to teach English to preschoolers in private institutions or kindergartens (Workforce 
Development Agency, Ministry of Labor, 2016); nevertheless, this practice remains widespread 
(Shelton, 2024; Thomas & Chu, 2023). In other words, regardless of their qualifications, NESTs 
employed under such conditions are considered illegal English teachers. This phenomenon 
reflects systemic inequality within Taiwan’s private English language school sector. Illegally 
employed NESTs face job insecurity, potential deportation, lack of legal protections, and labor 
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exploitation (Thomas & Chu, 2023). Furthermore, this situation underscores the inadequacy 
of existing legislation governing private English language schools, particularly the insufficient 
enforcement mechanisms that permit the continued illegal employment of NESTs in Taiwan.

CONCLUSION　

The results show that the CPH in English language learning has ideological connotations in 
Taiwan. The ideology of the-younger-the better in teaching English at private English language 
schools is intertwined with other ideologies of English teaching and learning. These beliefs 
include the notion that Caucasians with American accents are the ideal English teachers, that 
English learning should be pressure-free, that English-only instruction is the preferred method, 
and that English is essential for self-improvement, future success, and global competitiveness. 
Taiwan’s private English language schools, responding to market forces, accommodate parental 
demands that contradict national English language policy, inadvertently reinforcing social 
inequalities. The first injustice is that the effects of English language education on children 
have been disproportionately burdensome for economically disadvantaged families. Additionally, 
while the status of Taiwanese native languages is being undermined, the importance of English 
remains unchallenged, resulting in linguistic injustice. Lastly, the system creates inequalities 
not only between NESTs and non-NESTs but also among NESTs themselves.

The-younger-the-better ideology has pedagogical implications for elementary English language 
education in Taiwan. First, despite significant investments in early English education by both 
the government and parents, Taiwan has not seen substantial improvements in national English 
proficiency, resulting in negative social impacts. Taiwanese people need to reconsider who 
truly benefits from early English language instruction.

Second, as mentioned in the Introduction, the timing of early English education in Taiwan is 
influenced by the country’s language policies, which place a high economic value on English. 
Consequently, early English instruction has contributed to the marginalization of native 
languages. The government overlooks the fact that Taiwan is a multi-ethnic, multicultural, and 
multilingual nation. Learning native languages is essential for developing bilingual or multilingual 
advantages and enhancing Taiwan’s international competitiveness.

Third, the native speaker ideology is more nuanced than simply categorizing people as white 
or non-white, or as having an American accent or not. This ideology has had a profound impact 
on the lives of children, parents, policymakers, as well as NESTs and NNESTs. Both NESTs and 
NNESTs need to become critically aware of their respective roles and contributions to Taiwan’s 
English education.

Fourth, the widespread belief in Taiwan that American English is the superior variety is an 
ideology. However, this preference has led to linguistic and racial inequalities between different 
English varieties and their speakers, as Taiwan often overlooks other English varieties. English 
is primarily learned for international communication in Taiwan, and to effectively communicate 
globally, Taiwanese people need to reconsider the importance of linguistic diversity and avoid 
sole reliance on American English.
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Fifth, regarding the illegal employment of NESTs, the Taiwanese government must strengthen 
oversight and enforcement mechanisms to prevent private English language schools from 
circumventing existing regulations. Furthermore, greater transparency in the recruitment 
processes of private English language schools is essential to ensure that teachers are legally 
employed and comply with governmental standards. 

Finally, Taiwan’s language policies influence the timing of English language instruction and the 
learning of native languages. Early English education involves a variety of complex learner 
factors, including motivation, personality, learning styles, and attitudes toward English learning. 
While age is a key determinant, other factors must also be taken into account. A well-designed 
curriculum, certified English teachers, sufficient instruction, appropriate teaching materials, 
positive attitudes toward native languages, and a comprehensive assessment of the 
educational impact are all essential for a successful early English education in Taiwan.

The primary limitation of this research is that it relies solely on television commercials from 
private English language schools. While the data offer valuable insights, further research is 
needed to confirm whether these results accurately reflect classroom practices. To address 
this gap, an ethnographic investigation is required. The ideal approach would be to expand 
and generalize the study’s conclusions through participant observation, classroom observations, 
ethnographic interviews, photography, and document collection in private English language 
schools.
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