The Exploration of Implicit Stratified Teaching (IST) of Higher Vocational General English Courses of China

Abstract
Implicit Stratified Teaching (IST) is a new trend of teaching strategy in higher vocational General English Course of China, and there is limited research examining what and how it influences students’ learning. This article is based on the policy, academic journal articles and grey literature from 2000 to now, focus on the relationship between students’ academic outcomes and the IST as well as the possible factors affect the learning thought the IST from students’ and teachers’ perspectives. The findings demonstrate that the IST can positively affect students’ academic outcomes especially for learners who claim the weak English level, while factors of personalized cultivation and motivation of student, different instruction and online technical skills of teachers are related to the effectiveness of English learning.
Introduction
1.1 Background and Context
With the expansion of the continuous enrollment scale and the various kinds of college entrance exams in higher vocational colleges of China, the current situation that students who share different ages, knowledge structures and learning capability but participant in General English Course with the same standards has became a urgent issue (Chen, 2023). That is to say the unified teaching objectives, content, progress and curriculum standards of General English Course can no longer meet the learning needs of the most of the higher vocational college students currently.

General English Course belongs to the General Courses which is a range of compulsory courses for every Chinese university student, functioned as a basic knowledge for communication ( 高教社引用 ). In order to guarantee the teaching quality of General English Course, Ministry of Education of People’s Republic of China (2021) releases “English Curriculum Standards for Higher Vocational Education (2021 Edition)”, claims teachers should organise teaching according to students’ cognitive characteristics and ability levels to meet students’ different needs. As a General English Course teacher, take those features of Chinese higher vocational colleges, requirements from the “English Curriculum Standards” as well as my working difficulties which claims large-size classes into consideration, I plan to explore the Stratified Teaching to improve my teaching and academic research abilities in this area.

1.2 Definition and Types of Stratified Teaching
1.2.1 Development of Stratified Teaching

Stratified Teaching is a teaching strategy, which claims different education objectives scientifically being divided into several groups with similar levels according to their existing knowledge level, ability level and potential ability (  ). Based on relevant standards, the objectives will also be taught by targeted teaching, to maximize the academic level of them (Chen, 2023). In terms of the higher vocational General English, students need to be firstly divided into different classes based on their knowledge and leaning levels in English. Then adapting teaching methods to match their abilities and preferences to ensure all the students can access and succeed in the English curriculum (Zhao and Sun, 2022). 

Compared with the other teaching strategy named Differentiation which offers students different paths to understanding content, process and products, considering what is appropriate given students’ profile of strengths, interests and styles” (Dixon et al., 2014), Stratified Teaching levels students based on their subject abilities, aiming to help learners to meet a higher standard according to their current levels. And the Differentiation emphasis more on dividing learners according to their characteristics to assist them to achieve different goals. Simply speaking, the difference between the IST and the Differentiation is the difference between cultivation excellent students and inborn talents. 

However, with the advent of the age of AI (artificial intelligence), State Council of the People’s Republic of China (2019) conducts the “National Vocational Education Reform Programme”, announces the General Courses is an essential “compulsory courses” of the educational system, aiming to cultivate “all-round talents” to meet the demand of senior skilled workers. This reform shows the importance of personalized development and puts forward new requirements for the Stratified Teaching of China. Though “English Curriculum Standards for Higher Vocational Education (2021 Edition)” raises the teaching should meet students’ need, there is no fixed specific standards and steps of how to achieve this goal. Consequently, the flexible policy brings more opportunities of conducting Stratified Teaching in Higher Vocational General English Course of China nowadays. 

1.2.2 Types of Stratified Teaching

At present, the Stratified Teaching of General English Course in higher vocational colleges is mainly been divided into three types: explicit, implicit and mixed stratified teaching. And the Explicit Stratified Teaching is the most widely used in China. (Cui, 2016) 

Explicit Stratified Teaching  


Explicit Stratified Teaching (EST) refers to the public division of students into several classes or groups of similar levels according to different grades or outcomes through certain tests or assessments (Zhao and Sun, 2022). Students with similar abilities learn better when they study together, and some students even develop positive attitudes towards themselves and their colleges. The “tailor-made” content benefits students at all levels. At the same time, classes with relatively same level also makes the teaching efficiency (    ). 

However, some shortcomings of EST are also drawn from practice. First, psychological inferiority raised from students cannot be avoided. Li (2023) explains that students who fail to enter their ideal class or group will feel discriminated against, their self-esteem will be hurt. What is worse, their self-judgment may get wrong and their motivation for independent learning will be impaired and this inferiority feeling may even affect students’ campus life (He, 2010). Second, Zhao and Sun (2022) add that EST prevents students take benefits from relevant competition which can help learners with each other, as the students who share similar levels of English proficiency lack of “role model” to learn from or to catch up. Meanwhile, the dynamic “shift system” of EST brings great challenges to the education system. The dynamic “shift system” is an educational management system which means students choose the fixed levels of lectures and teachers according to their performance of English. As the learners’ English levels changes continuously, it is challenging to provide specific and targeted teaching and tutoring all the time with the limitation of human resources and teaching devices. (Zhao and Sun, 2022)

Taking the above into consideration, it strongly request a more confidential and statistics-collecting friendly method of stratification. Thus, the implicit stratification teaching method emerged.

Implicit Stratified Teaching  

Implicit Stratified Teaching (IST) is a teaching form that instructors secretly assign the students with the same level to different levels of groups for teaching, and the whole assignment takes place under the premise of completely retaining the original classes (Li, 2023). To be more specific, teachers firstly divide students in the same class into several levels confidentially according to the current performance of their’ learning foundation. Then, teaching objectives, task assignments and assessment criteria need to be established by teachers to meet the demands of different levels of students. Finally, different targets for every levels of students would be realized thought the conduct of classroom activities. Cui (2016) believes compared with EST, IST reduces the negative psychological burden that EST affects on students, retain the advantages of Stratified Teaching, and enable learners to develop to the fullest extent in their respective recent development areas in a relaxed and pleasant learning environment. On the other hand, it solves the inconvenient management of loads of classes based on the EST of China (Li, 2023).

1.3 Process of Literature Review
Bloom (1956) points out that critical literature review is a systematic and evaluative analysis of existing literature on a particular topic, aimed at synthesizing, analysing, and critiquing the key concepts, theories, methodologies, and findings presented. This article will address the resources step by step according to Bloom’s definition.

After defining the topic and terms, key words including “stratified teaching”, “higher vocational education” and “China” are used for the first round of literature research to set the boundary, as they help to clarify the scale of my research area. Then, “implicit stratified teaching” and “general English” are chosen for the second round of research based on the resources collected already to refine the focus of this topic. 

During the research, database like Google Scholar and WanFang which are authorities that provides academic literature as well as the Weibo and WeChat Applications which are currently popular platforms for information sharing are used for the following three different types of resources’ selection. First, government policies about Chinese higher vocational education from the official websites are collected to get a overall context of the teaching strategy. Then, data from academic journal articles are chosen to explore the specific implementation according to the scholars’ analysis and researches. Meanwhile, statistics and views from grey literature like official account of “Focus on Vocational Teaching” and website of “Cloud Class of Vocational education ” which are supported by social media are also selected to gain a wider range of understanding from different perspectives. 

1.4 Current Findings
According to the resources reviewed from 2000 to now, the main findings about IST fall into three aspects: range, methods and attitudes. The OOCIE which is short form from object, objective, contents, implement and evaluation is a IST model, clarifies the range of IST and is widely used in the relevant researches (   ). It emphasizes to form a closed loop of teaching that alternates cycles from the five dimensions. Nevertheless, the teaching methods of IST are varied. For example, the research on IST mode based on project orientation is carried out by (  ). (  ) points out by taking modularization and stratified arrangement of the content of school-based textbooks, a stratified learning project of vocational General English based on the workplace was created. Besides, Hu Baoju (  ) explores the IST mode in which students independently choose the inquiry tasks according to the difficulty coefficient of the tasks and are grouped independently. (  ) learning habits and English proficiency skills are also used for IST since 2021 (Zhao and Sun, 2023). Besides, the attitudes about this teaching strategy generally varies from passive to positive as time goes by.

1.5 Research Aims and Rationales

As the original aim of the IST is to improve students’ English level and cultivate excellent students with high English proficiency, so the scores of tests that measure students’ listening, speaking, reading, writing, and translation skills can be a typical measurements for their English levels. However, with the announcement of the “New Curriculum Standards” in 2021, the question of “how to realize the students’ needs” requires more exploration and research on the implementation methods and processes of IST. Therefore, in order to explore the feasibility and effectiveness of the practice of this teaching strategy and realise the improvement of students’ English learning in higher vocational colleges of China, the research aims should be first, to figure out the relationship between the students’ General English academic outcomes and the IST in higher vocational colleges; second, to explore the factors affect students’ English learning when conducting the IST from students’ and teachers’ perspectives.

1.6 Summary
Consequently, under the requirement of “meet students’ needs” from the “New Curriculum Standards” in 2021, taking the different levels of English learning of Chinese vocational students and the their of self-esteem’s protection into consideration, the research aims of this article fall into two sub research questions: 

RQ1: How do students’ academic achievements correlate with the implementation of IST?

RQ2: What elements influence students’ English learning and teachers’ teaching during the IST?
And the literature will be reviewed from the above two sub research questions base on the theories of the IST.

Literature Review

2.1 Theory Basis of IST
IST developed from the Stratified Teaching which is coined from the “Flexible Schedule System” created by the American educator Harris, W.T. (   ). The initial Stratified Teaching in China follows this theory which witnesses assign students to different levels of classes according to exam scores, then conduct teaching with different methods for different levels of students, and take the testing again, students need to be reassigned according to their scores and move forward to the next learning cycling (Zou, 2018).
Then this strategy is explained in depth by Soviet educator Vygotsky who develops the theory of the “Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD)”. He believes that there are two levels of development for each student: one is the level of problem-solving that students can achieve with their existing independent activities; the other is the likely level of development of the student, that is, the potential acquired through teaching. The gap between the students’ actual level of development and the level of potential development is the ZPD which should be the teaching focus (   ). This requires teachers to provide different levels of learners with appropriate teaching methods, content and moderate teaching speed to fully mobilise students’ enthusiasm in teaching. This also requires instructors deeply unleash the learning potential of students’ to make them go beyond their current ZPD, and help them to gain a sense of achievement to reach their next possible ZPD.

What’s more, the Benjamin Bloom’s “Mastery Learning Theory” also supports the Stratified Teaching strategy from the perspective of human’s learning habit. He points out that the process of learning is gradual, and it is constantly moving from a lower level to a higher level (   ). The so-called “Mastery Learning Theory” refers to a collective teaching form based on the class teaching system, that is, the teacher provides students with sufficient learning practice and individual help as needed, supplies them frequent and timely feedback and correction, so that students can master the learning content of a unit and then move on to the next higher level of learning, and finally most of students can meet the standard of the course targets. The starting point of this theory is individual teaching in groups (Chen, 2023).

2.2 IST and English Academic Outcomes 

2.2.1 Doubts in Early Practice 

The improvement that the IST brings to students’ academic outcomes are limited in the early studies of Chinese higher vocational colleges. (金锄头文库, 2011) made an experiment on comparing the English proficiency of students who took part in the traditional (no stratified), explicit and implicit stratified teaching respectively. He chose three classes of freshmen from Wuxi Automobile Engineering Polytechnic and took the OOCIE teaching model. After one year’s experimental research, he found that the two types of the stratified teaching could both help to improve the learners’ English proficiency and the EST benefited students more for a long-term consideration. (  ) analyses that the unsatisfied performance of IST is due to its confidential feature which makes the participants whose English proficiency rank in the middle confused about their study targets. As these participants takes the greatest account of the whole samples, though both of the students who rank behind and ahead get great improvement, the final results of the whole students turns out to be unsatisfied. 

(  ) idea is added by Wu, Jin and Xiong (2005) who conducted a similar experiment of comparing two groups of students with EST and IST in General English Course. According to the data of this research, the average entrance score of each group was very close at the beginning, but the standard deviation varied greatly which indicated that the learning level of students in each class varied greatly(   ). After three semesters’ experimental teaching, the average score of students who took IST was higher than the performance of learners who applied EST. However, in terms of the standard deviation, progressively reduced trend of IST was claimed when comparing the data recorded at the beginning. And this proves the IST could make the students’ with lower scores get a better performance. The researchers explain that the low scores of students’ usually come from learners’ lack of confidence and instructors’ ignorance, and that is exactly what the IST can solve (Wu, Jin and Xiong, 2005).

Therefore, the above two researches indicate that the IST can improve the learners’ English academic outcomes to some extent, especially the students with lower scores and the outcomes tend to be related to students’ learning motivation. However, there are limitations of both of the researches. In the first experimental research, (   ) analyses the lose of targets from students ranking in the middle leads to the unsatisfied scores, but there is no evident can prove it. In addition, the lack of depth analysis of the reasons and views from both students and teachers’ perspectives is the insufficiency for both of the above researches, which makes their conclusions weak and lack of supports, though the use of standard deviation in the (   ) work can be effectively evaluate the results.  
2.2.2 Participant of Contemporary Online Technology
Since 2012, many vocational colleges started to carry out empirical researches on a mixed Stratified Teaching based on micro-courses, MOOCs, Cloud Teaching Platform, flipped classrooms and so on (Zhao and Sun, 2022). Online technology empowers the Stratified Teaching of General English Course in higher vocational colleges, which has changed the single implicit or explicit stratified teaching to a diverse and dynamic direction.

For Tutoring

Take online technology for tutoring before and after classes can make the IST more effective. Cui (2016) defines tutoring as review before classes and practice after classes. He first chose the sample of two classes with class A applied traditional (no stratification) teaching method, class B adopted IST. Then he redivided students of class B into three levels according to their scores of college entrance English exam and invite them to use online platforms based on QQ, WeChat and University City of the World for communication and resources sharing to complete the different levels of learning. 

Combining the analysis of pre-test of both classes, the pass rate and excellent rate of class A claim similar with the percentage of class B, while the average scores of both classes are very close at the beginning. Thus, there is no significant difference in the English foundation between the two classes before the research. However, after one semester’s online IST tutoring, the average score of the class B increases four times than the score of class A, which shows the average score of the experimental class (class B) was much higher than that of the control class (class A). In addition, the pass rate and excellent rate of class B is significantly higher than those of class A. Evidently, the IST integrated with modern information technology is very effective for higher vocational English teaching, which improves the students’ English application ability as well as their English proficiency (Cui, 2016).

For Teaching

The network technology’s assistance on General English Course through the IST also can be proved by the implementation of intelligent teaching system which is designed for the whole process of teaching. Compared with Cui’s research which takes the online technology for tutoring, Dou builds online teaching platform for sharing teaching resources, students’ information and data evaluation which covers the entire process of teaching based on Tencent Cloud (Dou, 2023).

She selected two classes of students come from the Department of Big data Technology, Computer Engineering Technology College to take part in her contrasting experiments. One class took offline no stratified teaching method, the other applied online IST and the teaching of the two classes were carried out by the same teacher (Dou, 2023). It is worth noting that in this teaching process, the learning module contains two sub modules: the Basic English which is leveled by difficulties and the Career English which is divided by different professional careers’ needs. Students chose the level of Basic English according to their current exam results and select the other one based on their interest. If their accumulation of credits of each module meet the teaching requirements of the General English Course, they could be certified as have completed the course objectives. Finally the teacher needs to score the students according to the quality of their completion of each module. 

Based on the opinions from participants’ interviews and analysis of online learning recordings like times of loading and tests’ results as well as the comparison of the learners’ English academic outcomes before and after the experiment, it shows that the network technology can help to improve learners’ English proficiency through online teaching process (Dou, 2023).

Nevertheless, Cui and Dou both divide students into offline traditional teaching and online IST, with two variables: “on-/ off-line” and “stratified/ non-stratified teaching” of the experiments, therefore, the improvement of learners can not be confirmed as the contribution of the IST only. In addition, Dou offers students opportunities to choose the learning content of Career English module with their own interests, then it is unavoidable for the learners’ subjectively selecting the simpler part of module or the parts they are familiar with to achieve the credits easier. Consequently, the final results could not fully reflect the effectiveness of this online teaching platform in improving students’ English scores. Suggestions like setting tests at the beginning of each part of the module then match learning content based on the tests’ results would help to make the research objectively. On the other hand, the interviews from students is the advantage of Dou’s research to get the feedback from participants’ perspective.

2.2.3 Summary

Take the results from early exploring and current experiments about IST into consideration, it proves that although the effect of IST on English academic outcomes is not obvious in the early days, with the help of network technology, it has played a very positive role in promoting the improvement of General English in higher vocational education, both in the pro-class and after-school assistance and in the application of online teaching. Whereas, in these IST experiments, other variables which may influence the English examine results are ignored, leading to decline of credibility on the correlation between scores and the IST.  

2.3 Factors Affect Students’ Learning in the IST
Apart from the English academic outcomes, in order to find out what other aspects affect students’ English learning when conducting the IST, resources including benefits and challenges that are related to the IST have been collected from learners’ perspective and there are mainly two aspects. 

2.3.1 Personalised Cultivation of Learning Ability for Students
Theoretically, the IST can help to realize the personalised cultivation of learner’s learning abilities. Because of the design of IST, which requires setting different goals and steps for every student, differentiated rewards and punishments are given according to the performance of students at each level, the whole process is based on learners’ different learning ability (Gao, 2023). It suggests that in the process of IST, as students progress, it continues to track and adjust their teaching plans to achieve practice and creativity improvement of top students, and basic learning ability development of students with lower scores of English, which can be regarded as a “tailor made” for each of them. 


This opinion is added by Li (2023) from the aspect of learning environment. He quotes the Vygotsky’s theory of ZPD, claims that the IST provides every learner a relaxed and pleasant environment to fully develop themselves which is more suitable for the comprehensive quality improvement and training of students (Li, 2023). That is to say, the uncover of students’ English proficiency levels effectively releases their potential unhealthy emotion which may lead to the “Matthew Effect”. Matthew Effect is coined by sociologists Robert K. Merton and Harriet Zuckerman in 1968 and usually refers to the polarization of learners with the top ones who claim more compliments and appreciation will tend to gain more chances of training that can benefit their performance, and weaker ones who witness more criticise and frustration that may harm their confidence and self-esteem which lead to worse performance (K, E and S, 2011). Chen (2023) also agrees with this idea with his current case study which provides stronger support about the feelings of fairness and equality which devotes to development of learning ability and thinking skill that the IST brings to the learners.
However, both of the above studies are based on the assumption that students actively accept the IST. (   ) argues that students who take online IST classes might have limited access to support services like academic advising, tutoring and counseling which are readily available on campus. This lack of support infrastructure can make it difficult for students to seek help and address academic or personal challenges. It cannot be denied that interactive conversation which happens face to face makes it effectively for communication as a communication includes facial expressions, body languages, tones, words and so on while words takes about only 40% of the whole (  ). Consequently, when conducting the IST, students who tend to be more positive, active and willing to ask and learn gain more than the passive and shy ones. (   ) Though this problem may be solved by teachers’ constantly and effectively observation and communication based on the feedback and outcomes of learners, the effectiveness for passive students is still uncertain.

On the other hand, (  ) argues that the current classification of IST which rely only on students’ English academic outcomes can not scientifically matches curriculum to their perxonalised learning. Because even students in the same strata may have varying learning paces, cognition preferences, thinking habits and needs (  ). These differences maybe ignored, as the amount of levels usually fall into three or a fixed number which may lead to either a mismatch between the pace of instruction and students’ abilities or a lack of appropriate support for slower learners. This idea was agreed by (   ) who believes the hazards of this mismatch situation shows most obviously among the students with average grades. In his research, compared with the participants whose ranking are in the top and bottom, learners who share mid ranking tend to lose targets and motivations of study due to the lack of matching supports and goals and finally lead to the lowest raise of English academic outcomes (   ).

Consequently, the IST can improve learners’ personalised cultivation of learning ability theoretically according to Vygotsky’s theory of ZPD, but as there are different factors that make up students’ learning, then these factors needs to be considered specific and scientifically when conducting the IST. In addition, the above researches lack the views of students and specific data to support the idea, which is a problem that needs to be avoided in future studies.

2.3.2 Engagement and Motivation of Students

The IST can improve the learners’ engagement and motivation of General English Course study from students’ perspective. According to the resources of students’ questionnaires from Moodle Platform used by Dou (2023), the satisfaction degree which covers eight aspects shows positive attitudes from participants. These aspects include: online learning duration, abundance of teaching resources, convenience of learning, selectivity of modules, improvement of learning enthusiasm, learning fun, learning autonomy, and timeliness of learning feedback. The results show that through the IST, learners can make full use of fragmented time to learn, the learning time has increased significantly compared with traditional teaching. And the selectivity of learning modules also enriched learners’ learning horizons, they could choose according to their personal interests and majors, which further enhances learners’ learning enthusiasm. While the instant feedback of the online teaching platform also allowed learners to correct their mistakes in time. 

Cui (2016) supports the idea from teachers’ feedback through his experimental research of taking digital technology for tutoring before and after classes. According to the platform’s data as well as the teachers’ feedback, it is clear that with the help of modern technology, different levels of students can effectively get access to the teachers’ assistance during the IST. It suggests that with the teachers’ continuous encouragement and precise supports, there has been a marked increase in communication between teachers and students. And the motivation of students’ English study has risen greatly than before. 

Besides, Gao (2023) agrees and emphasizes that by applying online applications into the after-class homework and practices, can have the students’ motivation greatly promoted, especially the students whose English proficiency are weak. Thanks to the authority pronunciation of words and sentences provided by the application, students who are weak of oral English benefits a lot from that. While the scores marked by the AI tend to be more objective and equal when compared with the teachers’ subjective judgement, as it avoids the teachers’ biased scoring comes from stereotypes for  students with lower English ability. Chen and Luo (2021) also proves this idea from the rate of completeness of the same module which claims higher percentage of students with weak basic knowledge than the other learners. 

However, high engagement and motivation does not equal high quality of learning. As the online IST requires high self-awareness of discipline and the time management, while some students’ learning time utilization rate are low because their lack of learning strategies, and this will results in a high engagement but low learning efficiency (Chen and Luo, 2021). Specifically, when students use smart phones for mobile learning, they are subject to a lot of external interference such as sudden pop-up chat windows, news information, short video recommendations and so on, which will interfere with their learning, make it difficult for them to concentrate, and eventually cause them to seem to spend a lot of time on mobile learning, but the real effective time is not long. Especially the students who have been promoted from a secondary vocational school or a students who have been admitted to the college entrance examination, where smart phones are forbidden to use in the previous classes and evening courses and acts as mainly a tool for relaxation and entertainment (   ). Thus, the smart phone-based mobile learning method is still in the exploration stage, and a mature learning strategy has not yet been found. In this regard, Chen and Luo (2021) recommend teachers to pay attention to the principle of gradual when allowing students to engage in mobile learning, gradually increase the learning time and learning types of mobile learning resources, help students slowly transform and adapt, and find corresponding learning strategies. Cui, (2016) also believes that online learning requires strong self-discipline and times management skills to stay motivated, keep up with course requirements and meet deadline. Students who struggle with self-regulation and who are accustomed to traditional classroom instruction may find it challenging to adapt to online teaching methods, which often require greater independence, self-directed learning, and active engagement with course materials.

That is to say, the feature of online IST which combines learners’ interests, specializes and shortcomings together to take most use of their capacities deeply can develop their motivations of English study from students’, teachers’ and platform data’ perspectives. But how to effectively transfer these engagements and motivation to the effectively learning achievements needs more strategies on both teaching methods and online platform designs. 

2.4 Double-edged Sward for Teachers

2.4.1 Benefits for Teachers
First, the level of teachers’ teaching can be improved through the IST. That is to say, as education is two-pronged, encompassing both learning and teaching, then teachers and students can promote with each other in this teaching process (  ). In order to achieve every students’ development from different level of English proficiency, then the span and depth of English teaching need to be appropriately adjusted by teachers. That includes not only teachers’ workload in lesson preparation, but also their abilities of classroom activities’ organise, teaching design and classroom dynamic monitor. And all these abilities contribute to their teaching quality. 

On the other hand, it has teachers’ scientific research level progressed. In the teaching process, students are graded to fully develop their own strengths while teachers need to provide learners learning resources, guided instruction and specific tutoring during every steps of their learning to stimulate the development of student diversity. Gao (2023) points out that in order to achieve continuous support, teachers need to keep improving themselves by learning professional knowledge and effective management. And this enforce the traditional lecturing teachers adjust their position to the practical and researching talents. With the teachers’ improvements in English teaching, their learners could benefit more from it to achieve the target of “Teaching others teaches yourself.” 

2.4.2 Overloads Works of Differentiated Instruction

Nevertheless, the differentiated instruction cannot be achieved by teachers individually. As teachers need to develop and implement differentiated instruction strategies to meet the diverse needs of student across different levels, it requires their careful planning, resource allocation and instructional adaptations to ensure that all the students are adequately supported and challenged (  ). Sometimes instruction strategies is the teamwork for the whole college or the local teaching systems which can provides policies, skills, fund and training courses (   ). However, one reason of the large classes of General English Course in higher vocational colleges of China is the insufficient of teaching resources, some colleges especially the private colleges witness the problem of insufficiency of funds for senior teachers’ hiring and cultivating (  ). Therefore, a lot of teachers’ basic teaching and administrative works are overload which makes the IST unfeasible, not to mention the training for teachers. (  ) adds that different instructions of IST asks for teachers’ balancing attention, which means teachers must balance their attention and support among students in different strata, ensuring that higher-strata students receive enrichment opportunities while providing additional assistance to lower-strata students. This can be demanding and require significant time and effort for teachers. 

2.4.3 Bias and Stereotypes 

In addition, implicit bias and stereotypes may influence teachers’ perceptions and expectations of students based on their perceived strata. (   ) indicates that bias exist at the beginning of the IST as well as the teaching process which may address equity concerns as students in lower levels may have fewer resources, opportunities and support compared to their higher-level peers. (  ) holds the opposite idea that the students with lower proficiency may attract teachers’ attention while the mid-proficiency students tend to be ignored as their problems are not always too serious or typical. (  ) adds that this bias also happens in assessment and evaluation, so teachers must design fair and meaningful assessments that accurately measure students’ learning outcomes across different levels. This may involve developing alternative assessment methods and considering students’ individual progress and growth. Thought there is a lack of specific data to support the above three researchers’ ideas, no matter what kinds of bias, teachers must reflect on and challenge these biases to ensure fair and equitable treatment of all students and they need to be mindful of those disparties and advocate for equitable access to education and resources. 
2.4.4 Higher Requirement of Technological Ability

The information technology can help to realise the IST effectively, it also brings higher requirement of technological ability for participants especially for teachers. (  ) Teachers need to be proficient in using online learning platforms and instructional technology to effectively deliver course content, facilitate discussions, and assess student learning. Lack of technical skills or familiarity with online teaching tools can hinder the quality of instruction.

For example, Chen and Luo (2021) points out what teachers should do before online IST class is to organise content and select videos with different difficulties for each level of students to provide them new vocabularies, phrases and key grammars. At the last stage of Evaluation, teachers need to publish resources and assign tasks to conduct hierarchical exam detection based on online platforms. At the same time, teachers also need to control the difficulty, duration, different skills’ occupation of teaching content for every level of learners (  ). 

Obviously, the above works require not only the teachers’ accurate invisible stratification of students, the skillful integration of teaching content, but also the teachers’ mastery of information technology. According to the feedback from the English teachers, due to the limitation of online applications that they can skillfully operated, the variable, measurable and degree of fun of students’ learning declined correspondingly (  ).

Teachers who act as the researchers of student IST learning materials and the designers behind student IST learning activities, they are also the controllers and evaluators of student IST learning effects of the General English Course. From the aspects of improving teaching organization ability, overcoming own biases, and strengthening information technology, the IST is both an opportunity and a challenge for teachers. Besides, though some suggestions like cooperation with other administrations of colleges has been raised, there is still no discussions of how to control the influence of teachers’ bias through feasible policies or how to objectify the measurements in the above researches.

Conclusion

Overall, in the context of General English Course in higher vocational colleges of China, the IST tend to show an increasing positive influence on students’ English academic outcomes as time goes by. While thought it is agreeable that the IST can be both of the opportunity and challenge for teachers’ teaching instruction and technology application, there is still a controversy about whether it arouses a personalized cultivation and substantial involvement of students’ learning, especially with the assistance of online technology. Besides, limitations include the lack of specific data which can support research ideas and the depth analysis from students’ opinions also should be avoided. Therefore, based on the achievement of the “New Curriculum Standard English Teaching Objectives” (Li, 2023), the research topic of this article will be refined as: “The exploration of online Implicit Stratified Teaching (IST) of Higher Vocational General English Courses of China” which focus on “online” and the research methods will include interviews from students’ perspective to gain depth analysis of reasons affect students’ learning. And the sub research questions will also be refined as:
RQ1: How do students’ academic achievements correlate with the implementation of online IST in higher vocational colleges of China?
RQ2: What elements influence students English learning during the online IST from students’ perspectives?

The focus on both “online” and “students’ perspectives” should be explored in the future.
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