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The Exploration of Online Implicit Stratified Teaching of Higher Vocational General English Course of China from Teachers’ Perspective

Abstract
Through the use of qualitative research methods, such as in-depth interviews with educators, this study explores the implementation of the online Implicit Stratified Teaching (IST) in General English Courses within China's higher vocational education system from the teachers’ point of view. The research aims to identify the opportunities and challenges associated with online IST. Among the key themes identified are the need for more clearly defined educational objectives, the significance of matching teaching methods with a range of student needs, and the role that effective evaluation strategies play in promoting student engagement and academic success. The results show that although online IST has the potential to improve learning experiences, significant obstacles still exist, such as inconsistent objective-setting and disparities in technology among educators.The report emphasises the need for legislative proposals to create standardised procedures, as well as the requirement for thorough training and support for instructors. In the end, this study adds to the current conversation about educational reform in China's vocational education industry by providing information for upcoming improvements to teaching strategies and student results.
Introduction 
1.1 Context

The current situation where students who share different ages, knowledge structures, and learning capacities participate in General English Courses with the same standards has become an urgent issue due to the expansion of the continuous enrollment scale and the various types of college entrance exams in China’s higher vocational colleges (Chen, 2021). That is to say, the majority of higher vocational college students’ learning goals are currently unmet by the General English Course’s unified teaching objectives, content, progress, and curricular standards.
One of the required general courses in Chinese higher vocational colleges is general English, which seeks to enhance students’ communication and logical thinking skills (Xie, 2016). The Ministry of Education of the People’s Republic of China (2021) releases “English Curriculum Standards for Higher Vocational Education (2021 Edition)” with the claim that teachers should structure instruction based on students’ cognitive characteristics and ability levels to meet the diverse needs of their students and ensure the quality of instruction for the General English Course. 
Take those features of Chinese higher vocational colleges as well as the requirements of the “English Curriculum Standards” of the policy, the Implicit Stratified Teaching (IST) which is one type of the Stratified Teaching became a choice of teaching method which help to achieve the above goal. 

1.2 Definitions and Types
A teaching technique known as “Stratified Teaching” asserts that various educational goals can be scientifically separated into multiple groups with comparable levels based on the members’ current knowledge, aptitude, and potential (Lu, 2019). To maximise their academic level, the objectives will also be taught through targeted teaching based on pertinent standards (Chen, 2021). Prior to enrolling in higher vocational General English Courses, students must be sorted into groups according to their proficiency levels in the language. Then, in order to guarantee that every student can access and succeed in the English curriculum, teaching strategies are adjusted to meet their preferences and skills (Zhao and Sun, 2023). 
Explicit, implicit, and mixed stratified teaching are the three primary categories into which higher vocational institutions currently split their stratified teaching of General English Courses. Furthermore, the most popular method in China is explicit stratified teaching.(Cui, 2016)
Explicit Stratified Teaching  

Using specific tests or assessments to divide students into many classes or groups of similar ability based on varying grades or results is known as explicit stratified teaching, or EST (Zhao and Sun, 2023). When students with similar skill levels study together, they learn more effectively, and some even start to feel good about themselves and their universities. All levels of students benefit from the “tailor-made” content. In addition, courses at about the same level increase the effectiveness of instruction (Gao, 2023). 
However, experience also reveals some of EST’s weaknesses. First, it is impossible to prevent students from feeling psychologically inferior. According to Li (2023), students who are not accepted into their dream class or group may experience discrimination and damage to their self-esteem. Even worse, they can misjudge themselves, which would lower their drive for independent study. This inferiority complex might even have an impact on students’ experiences on campus (He, 2010). Second, Zhao and Sun (2023) note that because students with similar levels of English proficiency lack “role models” from which to learn or catch up, EST inhibits students from benefiting from appropriate rivalry that can aid learners with each other. Concurrently, the college system faces significant issues because to the dynamic “shift system” of EST. With the dynamic “shift system”, an educational management system, students select the preset lecture levels and teachers based on how well they perform in English. Given the limited resources of both teaching aids and personnel, it is difficult to consistently deliver specialised and targeted instruction and tutoring to learners whose English proficiency is constantly changing. (Sun and Zhao, 2023)
In light of the aforementioned, it humbly requests a stratification approach that is more private and conducive to data collection. The teaching strategy known as implicit stratification was born.
Implicit Stratified Teaching  

Implicit Stratified Teaching (IST) is a method of instruction in which teachers covertly divide up their students into groups according to proficiency levels, all while maintaining the structure of the original courses (Li, 2023). To be more precise, teachers first confidentially assign students in the same class to multiple levels based on how well they are now performing on their foundational knowledge. To fulfill the needs of students at different levels, teachers must then develop educational objectives, task assignments, and assessment criteria.In the end, various goals for each student level would be accomplished through the way classroom activities are run. According to Cui (2016), when compared to EST, IST lessens the detrimental psychological load that EST places on students, maintains the benefits of stratified teaching, and allows students to fully develop in each of their recent development areas in a laid-back and enjoyable learning environment. However, it eliminates the hassle of managing a large number of classes based on China's Eastern Standard Time (Li, 2023).
When contrasted with the EST, which is the most commonly used in Chinese colleges (Gao, 2023), the IST’s feature of discreetly grouping students can safeguard students’ self-esteem, lessen the psychological toll that EST takes on students, preserve the benefits of stratification teaching, and allow students to fully develop in their respective recent development areas in a comfortable and relaxed learning environment (Cui, 2016).
Online Implicit Stratified Teaching 

With the advent of the AI era, after 2015, the IST research and application began to be combined with the internet (Lu, 2019). For example, “blended learning”, a teaching model that combines classroom instruction with offline and online tutoring (Chen and Luo, 2021), was applied in college English classes. Especially during the epidemic online classes, online teaching was widely accepted and applied by Chinese students and teachers, and was skillfully mastered, which gave online IST development a new direction. How to effectively achieve the online IST has become a issue. Thus, It is important because in General English Courses of Chinese higher vocational colleges, the researches are quite limited and new.

1.3 Research Aim and Questions

However, there are not many studies on the IST; the majority concentrate on theoretical understanding or shallow analysis (Gao, 2023), and there are even fewer resources about internet technology applications. In the researcher’s previous study, the literature focus more on the quantitative data which are related to students’ opinions and lacks of depth-analysis (Yi, 2024). Thus, as a General English Course teacher, this article will focus on the exploration of General English Course through online IST to find out possible factors which are related to students’ learning outcomes and teachers’ teaching from teachers’ perspective, to gain a depth understanding of the online IST in Chinese higher vocational colleges and finally to achieve the possible guidance or instructions of “how to meet the students’ needs” of the ploicy for future’s teaching. 

1.4 Structure of this Article

This article will firstly review the resources of the online IST in Chinese General English Courses of higher vocational colleges, then methodology and methods, after that comes the findings and themes according to the research data collected followed by analysis and discussion. At last, conclusion which contains limitations and suggestion will be provided.

Literature Review
2.1 Scope of the Research

Weibo and WeChat applications, which are currently popular platforms for information sharing, as well as databases like Google Scholar and WanFang, which are authorities that provide academic literature, were used during the research to select the following three different types of resources: academic journal articles, Chinese government policies, and grey literature to gain a wide range of understanding from different perspectives. 
The primary conclusions about IST can be categorized into three areas based on the resources that have been studied since 2000: range, methods, and attitudes. (Yi, 2024). The researcher finds in her previous study that though the methods and attitudes of the authors various from each other, the range can be witnessed a unified standard with OOCIE (Yi, 2024). The object, objective, contents, implementation, and evaluation model, or OOCIE for short, is a popular IST paradigm that helps to define the scope of IST (Dou, 2023). It emphasises to form a closed loop of teaching that alternates cycles from the five dimensions. Thus, the resources of the literature which devote to the above five aspects (OOCIE) will be collected and reviewed. Besides, as the object of this research are students of higher vocational colleges and the teaching content of the General English Course had been unified by the Chinese Education Ministry with textbook “practical English” (Xie, 2016), these two aspects will not be discussed in this research. As a result, the focus of the factors that affect students’ learning in General English Course through the online IST falls into objective, evaluation and implementation. 
2.2 Students’ Academic Outcomes 

The students’ academic outcomes is related to both of the objective and evaluation of the OOCIE as academic outcomes is the direct reflection of students’ English competency which can measure the consistency between goals and results through effective tests (Wang, 2019). However, what are the effective tests had been argued. 
2.2.1 Request of a Unified Standard

College Entrance Exam which is a formal unified exam hold by the Chinese Education Ministry and takes place once a year in China (Zhou, 2018) is one of methods that used as an assessment of the online IST. For example, Cui (2016) believes it is a convenience and calculable assessment that available for every freshman. He conducted his experimental researches with the College Entrance Exam used as an initial assessment and took advantage of it to analysis the improvement of each skills include listening, speaking, reading and writing (Cui, 2016). This exam is also chosen by Dou (2023) who took the use of its universality of application in his research of online teaching and figured out the effectiveness of online platform of IST.

However, the College Entrance Exam may range in content and difficulty depending on the admissions channel due to the diverse ways that higher vocational education in China is admitted (Lu, 2019). It implies that there are differences in the starting standards for stratification, which raises questions about whether the results of tests taken later accurately reflect the students' progress in their English proficiency. 
Wang (2019) uses the College English Test Band 4 (CET-4) hosted by the People's Republic of China's Ministry of Education as the first assessment of his one-term online IST experiment with the goal of enhancing students' overall ability in order to ensure the uniform standards of comparative studies. However, even though the CET-4 is a reliable test of English proficiency that may gauge a learner's level of skill, it places more emphasis on professional knowledge than on vocabulary and grammar. Examples of these include writing notices and listening to news. Coupled with the fact that multiple-choice questions account for 70%, there is a significant deal of uncertainty concerning the relationship between the exam’s outcome and students’ proficiency. As a result, CET-4 is inappropriate for use as a comparative measurement method for experiments from the General English Course. 
Unless a fully customised exam is employed, performance improvement alone does not imply increase in English competence. Zhou (2018) argues that even students at the same level may differ in their preferred learning styles, modes of thought, and career paths that they excel in, so the current online IST classification system, which only takes into account students’ academic performance in English, cannot scientifically match curriculum to students' individualised learning. Cui (2016) agrees, saying that students with average grades are particularly vulnerable to the dangers of this mismatch state. His findings indicate that because there are not enough objectives and supports that correspond with a mid-ranking, students who share one tend to lose interest in and drive for their studies. When comparing the academic achievements of English learners to those whose rankings are at the top and bottom, this finally yields the lowest gain. 
Tests of learners’ particular learning capacities are required in order to realise the precise online IST. For instance, Pan (2023) designs the online IST platform based on participants’ vocabulary, grammar, and reading pace to conduct individualised English reading instruction because students’ deviations in their English knowledge base (grammar and vocabulary) contribute to their low level of English language communication (Li, 2023). Currently, the methods of effective testing are still under research, and need further exploration. Meanwhile, the current academic outcomes are based on both types of tests, and the research results are as follows.
2.2.2 Proof of the Promotion

In general, tutoring and teaching through the online IST can assist students enhance their English proficiency. Firstly, using digital technology for coaching can increase the effectiveness of the IST. Cui (2016) defined “tutoring” in his experimental research as review prior to classes and practice following classes. He selected two classes: class A used a traditional teaching approach (no stratification), and class B used the online IST as research samples. In just one semester, class B’s pass and excellent rates more than five times higher than class A’s thanks to communication and resource sharing based on online platforms such as QQ, WeChat, and University City of the World. It appears that increased vocational English instruction using the IST combined with contemporary information technology improves students' average level of English proficiency (Cui, 2016). Nonetheless, there is uncertainty regarding whether and to what extent the online IST contributed to the improvement of students' English language skills because the two experimental courses share two distinct factors (non-tutoring/tutoring and non-online IST/online IST).
Further evidence of the viability of utilising network technology to support the General English Course comes from the deployment of an intelligent teaching system that is tailored to the entire teaching process. In contrast to Cui’s research, which employs digital technology for tutoring, Dou (2023) conducted action research by using the Moodle platform to set up a General English Course with varying degrees of difficulty for teaching materials. The two modules that make up the learning module are Career English, which is segmented based on the demands of various professional occupations, and Basic English, which is categorised based on level of difficulty. Based on their English proficiency and areas of interest, the students choose between the Basic and Career English courses. How well each module was completed by the learners would determine their ultimate score (Dou, 2023). The quantitative results of the online learning analysis, which include loading times and test scores, as well as the comparison of the learners’ exam results before and after this experiment, along with the qualitative information from participant interviews, demonstrate an increase in scores and a high degree of satisfaction from participants (Dou, 2023) and demonstrate how network information technology can support the improvement of learners’ English competency through online teaching.
Dou allowed students to choose the Career English module’s learning materials according to their own interests, but in order to perform better, it was inevitable that they would choose the simpler or more recognisable aspects of the materials. Therefore, it is impossible to determine from the final findings how much the students’ English language ability was improved by this online learning platform. Thus, methods like giving exams at the beginning of each module portion and then comparing the test results with the learning material might help guarantee the research's neutrality.
The two studies mentioned above demonstrate that it is possible to increase students’ English proficiency through online IST instruction and tutoring. However, careful consideration should be given to the initial assessment setting for each learning module and the control of factors in the comparative studies. 
Furthermore, Wang (2019) demonstrated the efficacy of the online IST by using the CET-4 to evaluate experimental research. The findings show that the CTE-4 pass rate increased from 7% to 57%, and that average scores are significantly higher than in regular classes—particularly in the writing and translation sections, where students demonstrated superior performance compared to other English language proficiency areas. Furthermore, according to 97% of the interviewees, they enjoyed the course's format and felt it aided in their learning of English (Wang, 2019). The academic results of the participants demonstrate that the use of online IST in English reading instruction can enhance students’ reading abilities at various levels, particularly those with weak foundations who report the greatest average score increases. According to the teachers interviewed, leveling students according to their language proficiency and cognitive style from multiple perspectives can help with the implementation of online IST rather than only dividing them based on test results. 
2.2.3 Summary

Whichever of the aforementioned research methods is used, the results will always indicate that: (1) Pre-assessment, teaching content, and post-evaluation should all be integrated into the online IST platform; and (2) Whether the IST is used for tutoring or for the entire online teaching process, it has helped to promote students’ English competency through individualised cultivation. Simultaneously, the online IST can be conducted more effectively if students are divided into multiple, specialised intelligence levels as opposed to only one composite exam score. 
However, teachers’ additional explanation of the students’ learning background as well as the teachers’ interpretation of the policy which claims “organising teaching content to meet students’ needs” based on a breakout-oriented analysis of students’ academic outcomes, is essential to the study of online IST when either of the College Entrance Exam or CET-4 used as the assessments. 

2.3 Engagement and Motivation 

Another evaluation result in the General English Course that can be improved by the online IST is students’ interest and involvement. Dou (2023) reports that the students’ responses to the questionnaire, which covers eight distinct aspects of the online IST, indicate that they have positive feelings about it. These aspects are the duration of online learning, the abundance of teaching resources, the simplicity of learning, the modules’ selectivity, the augmentation of learning excitement, the enjoyment of learning, learning autonomy, and the promptness of learning feedback. The results demonstrate that learners may now completely utilize their fragmented learning time after finishing the online IST, in contrast to traditional instruction. Furthermore, students’ perspectives on learning have expanded and their enthusiasm for learning has grown as a result of being able to select learning modules according to their personal interests (Dou, 2023).
To be more precise, the professional counterpart increases the learners’ enthusiasm in the first place. Dou (2023) designed the online IST learning module into two sections: the Career English section, which was split based on various professional career needs, and the Basic English section, which was ranked according to difficulty. There are modules in the Career English section, such as business English, hotel English, IELTS English, and so on, that cater to the demands of individuals by focusing on various study goals. Following their selection of a module, students will begin their studies and receive a grade based on the test's complexity and pertinent content. Dou discovered after two semesters of research that the individualized and flexible nature of online learning significantly increased student motivation.
Second, the online IST enhances communication between teachers and students, which motivates engagement from the latter. This is supported by Cui’s experimental research, which entailed teaching students before and after class using digital technology. With the use of modern technology, teachers can effectively assist students at different levels during an online IST, according to statistics from the online platform and professor comments. Teachers’ consistent encouragement and focused supports have resulted in a discernible improvement in communication between students and teachers. Additionally, because of the online teaching platform’s immediate feedback, students can easily correct their mistakes (Dou, 2023). Furthermore, students' motivation to study English has never been higher (Cui, 2016). 
Thirdly, it preserves students’ self-esteem while boosting their excitement for learning in English. For instance, according to Gao (2023), integrating WeChat apps like Fluent English Speaking into after-class assignments and practices might help students with low English proficiency grow more interested and self-assured. Because students who struggle with oral English might benefit from the online program, which offers authoritative pronunciations of words and phrases. Additionally, the AI's scoring is impartial and equivalent to that of the professors. Additionally, for students who are uncomfortable speaking in front of others in the classroom, the online applications offer a safe and welcoming learning environment. Chen and Luo (2021) bolster this theory by pointing out that students with insufficient foundational knowledge claim the highest achievement rate in the same module. 
High motivation and engagement do not, however, equate to successful learning. Undoubtedly, in the absence of in-person teacher supervision, students are more likely to select easier modules or lower English proficiency levels in order to meet test requirements (Wang, 2023). Dou (2023) concurs and notes that students who are more proficient in learning English are more likely to be motivated and show greater interest in the online IST. According to Dou (2023), students with little English proficiency tend to favor this form of instruction since it makes it easier for them to look up answers online and complete tasks. It implies that although these students seemingly met their learning objectives and paid attention to the lectures, they actually learned very little. 
Thus, even though it is unclear whether this progress will lead to greater English competency, the online IST can increase students’ interest and involvement, particularly for those whose English proficiency is low. Therefore, more strategies for both teaching methods and online platform designs are needed to translate these engages and motivations into effective learning outcomes. In addition, there are not many resources available for teacher perspectives, therefore ideas for avoiding passive learning should be investigated. Teachers’ information is necessary to support students’ ideas. 
2.4 Technological Requirement for Teachers

When implementing OOCIE, information technology can effectively realize the IST, but it also raises the bar for participants’ technological proficiency—especially for teachers. According to Lu (2019), instructors need to be proficient with instructional technology and online learning platforms in order to provide course material, spark discussion, and assess students’ progress. The quality of training may be harmed by inadequate technical skill or a lack of familiarity with virtual learning tools.
For example, Chen and Luo (2021) point out that before the online IST session, teachers should introduce students to new vocabulary, phrases, and fundamental grammars by organising the content and selecting videos with varied degrees of difficulty according to each student's ability. During the final evaluation phase, teachers are required to assign homework and disseminate materials in order to implement leveled test detection based on internet platforms. At each learning level, teachers need to control the content’s degree of difficulty, duration, and occupation at the same time. It goes without saying that the work requires teachers to be proficient in information technology in addition to skillfully integrating educational content and correct invisible student stratification.Students’ opinions indicate that the changeable, quantifiable, and pleasurable components of their learning have decreased due to the limited amount of online programs that English teachers can manage with competency (Lu, 2019). 
According to Chen and Luo (2021), better information technology training and increased informatisation of English teachers are required to enable students to make better use of the online IST in the General English Course. Pan (2023) goes on to say that it is critical to improve collaboration, utilise all of the resources available to institutions, and give instructors from other areas the chance to gain knowledge from one another. Teachers are the controllers and evaluators of students’ learning because they do research for student IST learning materials and develop student IST learning activities. Teachers still face an issue with their workload, which needs to be addressed even though several metrics such as cross-departmental cooperation and technology teaching competition have been implemented. 

2.5 Summary
Taking all of the aforementioned into account, it can be demonstrated that modern network technology is a useful tool to assist with the IST. Students' academic outcomes, which reflect their English proficiency, as well as their motivation and engagement, can be improved through the online IST, particularly for learners who have low proficiency in the language. Additionally, it suggests that the assessment of stratification should be modified from general exams to a variety of tests or surveys covering English competency, cognitive habits, and other topics. However, limitations such as the lack of explanation of students’ academic outcomes based on different assessments, teachers’ interpretation of learners’ motivations and engagement according to the policy as well as the researchers’ confusion about how to balance the loads of teaching and technological training determine the form of this research is the exploration which emphasis in-depth analysis (Berg, 2001).

Research Design and Methodology
Research Design

3.1.1 Ontology 

The theoretical field of philosophy is well-suited for ontology, which concentrates on the fundamental idea of existence or being (Keith, 2009). Ontology seeks to make claims about existence by using deductive reasoning (Robson and McCartan, 2016). It sheds light on the nature of social phenomena under study (Mishler, 1986). Ontology has two subbranches. One is the objectivism ontology, which views the universe as an operating system consisting of a single entity and a multitude of observable occurrences. The other is the constructivism ontology, according to which signs and symbols are used to construct various meanings in a semiotically rebuilt reality (Berg, 2001).
Constructivist ontology, which recognises the importance of humans in creating meaning and understanding through social and cultural contexts, is the foundation of this research on the investigation of the online IST (Keith, 2009). This is mirrored in the research goal, which is to identify potential influences on students’ learning. These students are diverse individuals with varying degrees of knowledge, cognitive ability, and adaptability, and they are impacted by intricate social interactions as well as subjective experiments (Zhou, 2018). The process of creation is shaped by the need to comprehend how they use this instructional modality and how their cultural backgrounds affect their learning.
Even though objectivism ontology, which focuses on finding relationships and forecasting outcomes, underpins some objective observations, such as measurable academic outcomes of students’ tests and their network platform learning data (Robson and McCartan, 2016), these data are only used as witnesses and supplements to the primary research.
3.1.2 Epistemology

According to Robson McCartan (2016), epistemology explores the nature and varieties of knowledge, offering insights into the theory of knowing. Its concept is that people's subjective interpretations of the universe always influence how and what they perceive to be observed (Mishler, 1986). Within the field of education, knowledge can be conceptualised as either tangible or transferable (Keith, 2009). In addition, it may be seen as something that necessitates firsthand knowledge, with researchers stressing a psychological connection to their subject and departing from natural scientific methods (Robson and McCartan, 2016). 
There are two different kinds of epistemology. Positivism epistemology is based on the idea that information that is obtained via observation alone can be considered “factual” (Berg, 2001). Studies that adopt a positivist perspective see the world as external and objective and are fact-based. The other is interpretivism epistemology, which holds that researchers presume that social constructions like language, consciousness, and shared meanings are the sole ways in which researchers may have access to reality, whether it be given or socially produced (Connolly, 2016). It is employed to combine many viewpoints and hold that meaning exists in the universe apart from awareness (Collins, 2010). The interpretivism epistemology at the heart of this study supports the subjective experimenters’ development of their own knowledge structures and learning objectives via the online IST.This has a direct bearing on the interpretivism idea.
3.1.3 Research Approach 
According to Ritchie and Ormston (2013), a qualitative paradigm is based on the following beliefs: the nature of the social world (ontology); the nature of knowledge and how it can be obtained (epistemology); the goals of the research; the participants; the funder; and the setting. The present study employs a qualitative paradigm to investigate the potential factors that impact learners’ learning from the perspective of teachers, grounded in constructivism's ontology and interpretivism’s epistemology. Subjective factors, such as participants’ opinions regarding the IST mode, which are qualitative data, typically yield rich, detailed, and unpredictable responses (Creswell, 2014). Additionally, this naturalistic, interpretative approach, which focuses on exploring phenomena “from the interior” (Morgan, 2014) and utilises research participants’ perspectives and accounts as a starting point (Ritchie and Ormston, 2013), are taken into account in this study.
3.2 Sampling

Without gathering statistics from every member of the research population, the sample—a group of people who actually take part in the study—allows for the production of accurate results without sacrificing much of the accuracy of the findings in the process of time and cost savings (Denscombe, 2014). There are two reasons why a sample is chosen from a research population. Obtaining an exploratory sample or a representative sample will be the goal (Denscombe, 2021). This research on the examination of potential factors is a good fit for exploratory samples, which are frequently employed in small-scale studies and rely on qualitative data to give the researcher a way to generate insights and knowledge (Denscombe, 2021).

Probability sampling and non-probability sampling are the two main methods used to choose samples. The former is based on the use of random sampling, and it is thought that the best method to obtain a representative sample is to ensure that nothing or no one has an influence on the selection of sample participants. Non-probability sampling is typically employed in situations where researchers lack the necessary data to conduct probability sampling, such as when they are unsure of the composition of the research population or its size. It can also be used when the goal is to create an exploratory sample rather than a representative cross-section of the population (Denscombe, 2021), as in this case with teachers who have experience with online IST. 

In order to obtain exploratory samples for qualitative data analysis, non-probability sampling techniques are selected (Harding, 2019). Purposive sampling, which is hand-picked for the topic, will be used to gather teachers’ opinions about the online IST. The idea behind this sample is that data can be obtained by concentrating on a small number of instances that were chosen for their known characteristics (Denscombe, 2021). Purposive sampling will work well because it suits for exploratory samples and offers a way to obtain the best information by choosing individuals who are most likely to have the experience to offer qualified insights on the topic. Given that there are only a limited number of General English Course teachers in one higher vocational college as well as the head English teachers who are predicted to provide valuable information about the research topic. Furthermore, drawbacks including bias, sample error, and availability call for caution when relying on results and avoiding prejudice. 
3.3 Data Collection Methods 

3.3.1 Definition and Types of Interviews

Interviews are a popular research strategy for gathering qualitative data since they usually require direct interaction between interviewers and interviewees to create rapport, and the participants’ responses to the researchers’ questions can be considered significant resources (Connolly, 2016). In addition, when qualitative data is significant to the research issue, the researcher has access to participants and the time and resources are available (Louis Lawrence and Keith, 2011). In this research of the exploration, interviews will be used as the research method, as although it takes a lot of time and effort, the researcher can observe participants’ verbal and physical language during the interviews and provide in-depth insights as needed (Denscombe, 2014).
Semi-structured interviews are a good fit for this study since they follow a predetermined series of questions but also provide room for exploration into other aspects of the research (Connolly, 2016). As these interviews provide light on unexpectedly valuable aspects or angles that may not have been addressed, in addition to providing insights into the topics researchers seek to examine (Oppenheim, 1992). For instance, the researcher can only forecast or propose hypotheses from the teaching perspective as an English teacher when exploring the benefits and drawbacks of online IST; the factors from the perspective of the students cannot be fully covered. Third, by responding to the same questions, responses from people with various learning backgrounds and levels—which focus on the depth of exploration—are more comparable (Oppenheim, 1992). Thus, the ideal format for this study is semi-structured interviews. However, in order to maintain the effectiveness of the question-and-answer process, interviewees must manage restrictions such as irrelevant direction from interviewers’ responses (Keith, 2009) by using suitable interruption techniques, such as asking questions about the core issue (Berg, 2001).  

Additionally, in order to collect data from teachers, this study chose to use individual interviews, which entail a meeting between a researcher and an informant (Wilson, 1996). This is due to the fact that one-on-one interviews are simple to set up as just two people’s diaries need to line up and straightforward to manage as the researcher only needs to understand and probe the thoughts of one subject (Denscombe, 2014). What’s more, individual interviews work better than group style from a social psychology perspective, as it can release the pressure makes it easier to get a detailed and deep answers (Connolly, 2016). which benefit the exploration of the online IST.

Thirdly, online interviews will be used to collect data as the participants and the researcher are located in various places and will save money and inconvenience over travel (Mann, 2016). Additionally, interviews can be conducted virtually in a manner similar to in-person interviews using Tencent Meeting, a communication tool that is widely available on Chinese smartphones, tablets, and PCs (Denscombe, 2014). Recording online is convenient because the responses are given in written form. Consequently, verbatim remarks do not need to be transferred, which eliminates transcription errors and allows the data to be downloaded straight into a word processor or qualitative data analysis program (like NVivo) ( Denscombe, 2014 )
As a result, in order to allow teachers to analyse and explain the possible motivations behind the set of questions in a flexible manner based on their unique work experiences (Connolly, 2016), online, semi-structured, one-on-one interviews will be conducted. 
3.3.2 Interview Questions Design

Regarding question formats, which indicate how a question should be structured or organised. Coffield et al.(2004) contend that indirect and non-specific questions are more likely to elicit candid and open answers. Therefore, the researcher will prefer to ask participants, “What do you think are the advantages and disadvantages of the online IST in English learning?” rather than a direct and explicit question such, “Do you like the English class now you are attending?” Furthermore, the questions will be arranged in three categories: broad to specific, easy to tough, and superficial to deep (Kvale, 1996). For instance, broad inquiries ought to come first, then specific ones, and then instances of unique experiences. 
In addition, the researcher plan to organise the interview questions with greeting, introduction, background questions, topic questions, follow-up questions and endings. Other skills include prompts like offer examples, repeat the last few words spoken by the interviewees to invite them to continue, probes like ask for an example, clarification and more details and checks like summarise their thought (Denscombe, 2014) will also be conducted in pilot firstly and then in the interviews of teachers.

The samples for this study are expected to range from three to five, depending on whether the invitations and consent forms are accepted. This is because there are no hard and fast guidelines regarding the number of interviews that must be conducted in order for them to be representative and achieve the objectives of the research (Dixon et al., 2014).
Pilot interviews with teachers will be taken before the formal interviews in this research. In addition to the advantages of identify potential difficulties like risks of online technical emergencies, interview questions can also be optimised by people who are not familiar with the topic to make sure the appropriation of interview words, length, logic and context (Harding, 2019).  

3.3.3 Interview Data Collection

In terms of the interview data collection, transcriptions of the audio recording will be achieved with the help of the recording function of Tencent Meeting. Two forms of transcriptions will be extracted in order. Firstly, the researcher will extract words only and edit grammars to confirm the codes of the qualitative data (Harding, 2019). Then, fuller transcriptions which tend to provide reasons and experiences of the teachers’ responses (Bailey, 1994) will be extracted to offer resources of further discussion and analysis.

3.4 Data Analysis and Presentation 
Thematic analysis, which looks for patterns of meaning in a data collection (Denscombe, 2021) will be applied to talk and interview transcripts when working with the qualitative data that fills in the gaps left by the interviews will be used in this research. This is due to the fact that the goal of the study is to investigate potential influences on students’ learning through the teachers’ interviews. Thematic analysis offers a means of interpreting qualitative data from interviews, determining which factors are important and which are not, and ultimately condensing a large and potentially intimidating amount of data into a format that enables the researcher to comprehend the meaning of the whole thing (Denscombe, 2021).
The process of the thematic analysis requires the researcher to code the data after the familiarisation with the transcription (Braun and Clarke, 2006) which comes from the audio recording of the interviews which has been mentioned in the previous part. The purpose of the code is to provide shorthand way of representing the ideas or issues involved in complex and nuanced set of notions (Thomas, 2017). After the collating and revisiting all the data, themes can be identified and built by grouping the codes (Denscombe, 2021). refining, defining, and naming themes come after and followed by report writing (Thomas, 2017). In the report, charts and diagrams based on the final word-based data will be shown, along with the occupation and ranking of each potential component based on the themes expressed in the interviews (Gorard, 2006). 
3.5 Ethical Consideration

The ethical considerations are related to participants, investigator, universities and environment. The risks take place during the whole process of the interviews. To be more specific, for the teachers, emotional and psychological distress as well as the professional repercussions will be considered and solved by providing explanatory statement of confidentiality and disclaimer and Ensure the confidentiality from aspects of research content, process and ethic policy before the interviews. The misinterpretation and technical difficulties will be released by interview skills like double check, pilot, pretest, backup of the technology in advance. Additionally, as participants have the right to fully understand the research process and self-determine whether to participate or not, informed consent and respect for autonomy should be undertaken and mentioned prior to the interviews (Neuman, 1994). 
In the process of interviewing, the possibility of participants’ withdraw may increase the risks for the researcher. In addition, risks relating to the possibility of unexpected negative emotions of the interviewees is another issue needs to be considered. Therefore, the research will build up trusting relationship like communicate openly, listen attentively to participants’ concerns, and address any questions or reservations they may have to make participants feel more comfortable and less likely to withdraw. Beside, the confirmation of the place, time, general content in advance with the participants is necessary. The researcher will also be flexible and accommodating to participants’ needs and preferences, such as scheduling interviews. The researcher needs to create a supportive and relaxed environment where participants feel comfortable to express themselves.

Overall, by steering clear of touchy subjects and keeping an eye on power dynamics—particularly when there is a sizable power gap between the interviewer and the participants—the research should minimise any potential discomfort that participants may feel (Watts et al., 2012). Following the interview, the researcher must guarantee confidentiality and anonymity (Kvale, 2007). Participants should also receive a debriefing and feedback so they can address any questions or misunderstandings that they deem important to address.
Findings and Themes
Quantitative data of the factors that affect students’ learning through the online IST in General English Courses of China was collected and will be presented through the thematic analysis. The data that collected through online semi-structured interviews with teachers who get the teaching experience of this teaching strategy will be presented according to the order with OCIE (objectives, content, implementation and evaluation) and then comes the summary of the themes.

Objectives

The target of asking questions of objectives is to understand the rationality and effectiveness of the objectives’ setting. According to the answers of the interviews, it is highly agreed that the policy that was announced by the Ministry of Education of China in 2021 that claims “teachers should organize their teaching to meet the individual needs ” is too abstract.

In the first collection of opinions on the understanding and evaluation of the policy, all respondents pointed out that the teaching objectives of differentiated instructions for students are correct, but not specific and clear enough. To be more specific, interviewee A said that “this goal is good because one same teaching model cannot be applicable to all students, especially those in higher vocational colleges, who have entered the campus through different channels of exams with a wide distribution of scores. However, the problem is that the definition of ‘individual student needs’ is not very clear. Do they need higher academic scores or stronger English language application ability? We do not know the criteria for division, nor have we conducted professional research among students. ” this idea is agreed by the interviewee B who said that “this goal is too abstract. The differentiated teaching objectives are not specific enough. What are the individual student needs? Are they English listening, speaking, reading, and writing abilities, occupational needs or exam scores? Whatever it is, more specific standards are needed.”
Such vague policies will lead to negative consequences based on the interview resources. For example, in the third question of “Are there any difficulties in the process of implementing the policy?” the interviewee A answered “As there are no systematic instructions to guide stratified teaching and teaching objectives are not clearly formulated, so the teaching cannot be scientifically and reasonably guided, and teachers are confused when they adopt the policies, which ultimately affects the quality of teaching.” He also added that teaching objectives are the basis for improving the quality of higher vocational education and the objectives of stratified teaching should be the ability level reached by students after completing their studies, which is characterised by specialisation, stratification and stages. However, under the trend of diversified education in vocational colleges in China, the teaching objectives are influenced by the government, industries, enterprises and other parties, and there are no systematic stratified teaching objectives and standards. In colleges, teachers usually divide students into high, middle and low groups based on the academic level, and there is no relevant stratified teaching standard as the basis for teaching implementation. Although the Ministry of Education issued the “Professional Catalogue of Vocational Education (2021)” in 2021, announced the development of stratified teaching standards for vocational education has three levels: professional standards, disciplinary standards and curriculum standards, the objectives at all levels are still not specific enough.

Some solutions are provided in the third question of “Do you have any suggestions and ideas for establishing systematic objectives?” The first solution is combine the teaching and practice which are raised by the interviewee A who believes that “In the process of online IST, we should pay attention to the development direction and needs of students, and we should combine teaching and production practice, so that the design of the online IST projects should fully stimulate students’ enthusiasm and initiative in learning.” In addition, he points out that the formative assessment is also important, as it focuses on students’ performance in the classroom and motivation in the second classroom, which can play a positive role in China’s current educational evaluation mechanism. 

Thirdly, conducting the online IST in each steps of the teaching process. According to the interviewee’s answers, Chinese teachers can organise their own classes according to different standards, and practice in the corresponding stratified practices such as lesson preparation, teaching, homework, and evaluation. The online IST preparation of lessons is of great significance and helps to truly achieve the efficiency of teaching; Teaching stratification is similar to re-examination teaching, which puts forward corresponding requirements for different students, so that each student can feel the joy of success, and effective homework stratification helps to help students get rid of the sea of questions and tactics and reduce the pressure of students’ exercises. 

Besides, stratifying teaching according to different disciplines is another method. “The implementation of stratified teaching within higher vocational colleges involves multiple subjects. These colleges should select disciplines according to the actual situation to carry out systematic stratified teaching design, including reconstructing the curriculum system, teaching objectives, teaching content, teaching strategies and teaching evaluation. Then, according to the differences in students’ academic level in different subjects, we provide learning solutions to offer students more optional courses, materials and resources” the interviewee added.

“What is worth noticing is that the plan of online IST should be flexible and phased.” the interviewee A explained that the online IST conducted by the colleges should be adjusted at least once per semester to promote cross-level mobility and progress of students, because the continuous, periodic feedback can motivate students to make continuous progress. Combined with the IST standards, on the basis of the existing academic achievements, the IST evaluation can motivate students to break through the current level of development and further determine the learning goals. Therefore, the stratified academic achievement assessment system can provide a guarantee for students’ sustainable development and lifelong learning.

In summary, although the two respondents stratified their teaching differently, one was based on students’ grades and interests; The other is based on students’ motivation, learning weaknesses, and their expectations of the class, they agreed that the policy should be more specific. At the same time they proposed that the online IST should be conducted in the combination of production and practice, and implementation should be flexible and phased according to the subject throughout the whole teaching process.

Content 

Based on the answers of the participants, their teaching content is derived from the textbook “New Practical English Comprehensive Course,” which is the textbook specified in the higher vocational college syllabus. At the same time, some extracurricular cultural knowledge and exercises related to textbook knowledge had been appropriately supplemented by teachers. However, it is worth noting that the first respondent proposed “it is necessary to carry out bridging courses between secondary vocational education and higher vocational education, vocational education and general education.” He holds the view that measures like jointly designed curriculum and teachers’ exchange can be taken. In other words, it is more conducive to the application of online IST to strengthen the connection of teaching content with different levels of difficulty.

Implementation

Respondents’ IST applications are all a combinations of online and offline applications, although their application percentages are slightly different. In the interview question two of “Are there any difficulties you encounter in the process of application?” Difficulties from three aspects of the students’ adaptation pressure, teachers’ teaching pressure and parents’ objection had been put forward.

In terms of the students’ adaptation pressure, the interviewee A said that “Although the purpose of the online IST is to teach students according to their aptitude, the differences between students cannot be completely eliminated. Some students may have adapted well to the stratified teaching arrangement, while others need more time to adapt to the teaching style.”

Meanwhile, the quality and ability of teachers are also one of the influencing factors. Based on the interview data, the implementation of online IST requires teachers to have certain abilities and qualities, such as observation ability, judgement ability and communication ability. Some teachers who lack the corresponding ability and quality may affect the effective implementation of the online IST. At the same time, it cannot be denied that the teaching burden of teachers is too heavy. As the online IST requires teachers to adjust the original course design such as increasing class hours or reducing the time of other courses, which will affect the overall teaching plan of the college. In addition, the online IST requires the adjustment of teaching plans in a short period of time, which may be difficult for some colleges and teachers.

Besides, parents’ opposition to the policy has also caused pressure to implement the online IST. Some parents expressed their concern about the unfair distribution of teaching resources caused by stratified teaching as they believe that stratified teaching means dividing students into different groups, including teachers, teaching opportunities and so on, and only a few top students will benefit. They also worry about the fairness of the stratified process as every parent wants their children to get the best educational resources in the fierce competition, including the best teachers and the most attention. Coupled with the fact that some colleges do violate the principle of fair distribution of resources in order to win prizes and gain profits, it is the phenomenon that most parents of students with average grades are opposed to any stratified teaching.

When it comes to the question of “What do you think of the reasons for the misunderstanding of online IST?” The respondents explained the core reason is about the policy making which is related to the allocation of educational resources. That is to say, the flaw in the policy is that it does not address the unequal distribution of teaching resources such as stratified standards, teachers’ division of labour and resource division and it leads to unfair education and adds factors of social discord.

For the above issues raised by teachers, students and parents, the two interviewees also put forward their own suggestions and solutions, which are summarised in the following table.

	Issues
	Reasons
	Suggestions and solutions

	students’ adaptation pressure
	The requirements of consciousness and adaptability are different
	Cultivate students’ self-learning ability 

Cultivate students’ learning strategies and habits 

Change teachers’ role from speech giving to guidance

	teaching burden of teachers
	Works like daily teaching, class management, online platform construction
	Build online platform to release teachers’ work pressure

2. Cultivate students’ independent learning to reduce teachers’ teaching burden

	parents’ opposition
	Concerns about the unfair distribution of teaching resources
	Improve policy making

Strengthen publicity and explanation


Evaluation

The two interviewees assessed their students’ English competency in different ways with academic outcomes and multi-level evaluation respectively.

The evaluation that interviewee A used is based on a combination of the usual grades, the midterm and final grades. He proposed that “academic outcomes and learning ability are the most intuitive ways to reflect the effect of online IST in a concentrated manner and the evaluation methods can be more flexible and innovative to enhance students’ enthusiasm.” He also pointed out that it is important to note that in the process of IST, most of the teachers’ attention should be devoted to the students with average grades. He explained, “in one class, the top students have to maintain their advantage, middle-grade students are the majority and their progress will motivate the top students to keep working hard. Although the number of students with low grades varies from college to college, the common characteristics of them are the weak foundation of English learning, the low enthusiasm for studying and unclear learning purpose, they can still achieve good results through hard work.” Many teachers focus on students with low grades, build good relationships with them, give timely encouragement to protect their enthusiasm and make them feel that they have hope to improve gradually. However, if the teacher does not focus on the majority of students with average grades, it is equivalent to losing the majority of the class. Therefore, giving more attention to students whose grades are in the middle of the whole class can promote the top students, motivate the poor students, and allow all students to make progress.

He also pointed out that it is one-sided to use academic outcomes as the only evaluation or stratification standard. That is because firstly, there are differences in any group, and so are students. Secondly, academic outcomes is dynamic. Thirdly, other evaluation criteria such as those based on study habits and learning interests can be used as they can increase students’ motivation. Specifically, teachers can estimate students’ interest in learning by encouraging them to actively speak and participate in class activities in the form of recording their usual scores. Teachers can also understand students’ learning habits by observing whether students turn in their homework in time, accuracy of their assignments, which can be used as part of the stratified evaluation criteria. 

On the other hand, the interviewee B proposed a multi-level evaluation that includes student evaluation, teacher evaluation, parent evaluation and self-evaluation. In addition, he added that students’ abilities should be incorporated into the content of the IST evaluation. These abilities contain practical ability, independent learning ability and creative ability. In teaching practice, teachers can also divide the content into different levels according to the listening, speaking, reading and writing sections of English subjects, and conduct assessments respectively. 

Another idea of the interviewee B comes from the question of the general feelings about the online IST. That is when the learning task is relatively difficult, it is more suitable to carry out online IST.

Summary of Findings

To mum up, 
the codes devote to the themes of the online IST fall into the 13 aspects, the graph below will present the summary of findings of the above interview resources.
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Analysis and Discussion

According to results that can be seen from the above qualitative data, some key themes of objective, evaluation and implementation which were indicated in Chapter 2 had been provided with explanations and instructions. The discussion will be presented by using the following four themes: connection of content; objectives setting standards; evaluation methods; and implementation strategies which are summarised from the data codes.

5.1 Connection of Content

Establishing connections of General English Course content through the online IST between vocational colleges of different levels and between vocational education and general education is a part that has been overlooked before. However, the interviewees mentioned that China’s higher vocational education started later than Europe and Japan. Taking Germany as an example, their vocational education stratification starts from the lower grades of students, and the teaching content has a step-by-step link and advancement, which is in line with the law of student development and teacher teaching. Although “Integration of Vocational and General Education”, that is, cooperation between vocational colleges and general high schools to jointly design courses and exchange teachers with each other, is one of the main goals of the “Action Plan for Improving the Quality of Vocational Education (2020-2023),” which was announced by the Ministry of China, it still takes time to establish a complete pathway program or even a vocational education system. However, it is effective for teachers to understand students’ learning backgrounds in advance, and to conduct tests and bridging lessons before the formal start of the General English Course. 

5.2 Objectives Setting Standards 

As was discussed earlier, the policy of “English Curriculum Standards for Higher Vocational Education (2021 Edition)” announced by the Ministry of Education of China (2021) claims teachers should organise teaching according to students’ cognitive characteristics and ability levels to meet students’ different needs. Many teachers interpret the “students’ needs” as “improvement in academic performance”. For example, Cui (2016) did his research by taking the College Entrance Exam as an assessment, while Wang (2019) conducted his experimental research by using the scores of CET-4 as an assessment standard. They improved the academic outcomes of students with different academic performance by setting teaching objectives of different difficulty levels and adopting different teaching methods. However, analysing the data of this study, the “student needs” raised by the participants are not just about improving academic performance, but also involve requirements for improving abilities and professional knowledge, and it also indicates that there is a lack of detailed unified objectives setting standards on these aspects.
In the answers to the objectives, the teachers’ responses prove that the teaching objectives of online IST in General English Course is unclear. Teachers often stratify students into high, medium, and low groups based on their academic outcomes. There are no relevant stratified teaching objective setting criteria as a basis for the online IST implementation. There is also no systematic theory to guide the objective setting in Chinese higher vocational colleges, and teaching cannot be guided scientifically and rationally, which causes teachers to be at a loss and each use their own strategies, which ultimately affects the quality of English teaching. Though the Chinese Ministry of Education issued the “Catalogue of Vocational Education Majors (2021)”, which requires the formulation of teaching stratification objectives to cover three levels: professional standards, subject standards, and curriculum standards, it is still not specific enough. Therefore, the unified, clear, detailed, systematic objective setting standards of the online IST are essential.

Even though, some suggestions had been raised by participants. Similar to the OOCIE, which is mentioned in chapter two, the responses to interview questions reflect the range of setting objective standards of the online IST, which needs to cover the whole process of the General English Course. Nevertheless, the data also shows that these standards should not only be formulated by students’ academic outcomes, but also by their different subjects. This idea is supported by Wu, Jin and Xiong (2017) who point out that the online stratified teaching of higher vocational education should combine teaching with production practice in the stratified teaching process, so that the design of courses can fully stimulate students’ enthusiasm and initiative in learning. 

In addition, it is proposed that the objectives setting standards should be flexible and phased. To be more specific, the colleges should adjust the students’ objectives at least once every semester to promote the cross-level mobility and continuous progress of students. Continuous and phased feedback can promote students’ continuous progress, which is supported in the article. Therefore, the stratified academic achievement evaluation system can provide guarantees for students’ sustainable development and lifelong learning.

On the other hand, the reasons for the lack of unified objectives setting standards provide a deeper analysis of the current situation, indicating that this problem is related to the trend of diversified operation of Chinese higher vocational colleges, where teaching objectives are affected by multiple parties such as the government, industry, and enterprises. However, there is still a lack of suggestions and recommendations on how to coordinate the interests of these parties and specify specific standards, which is one of the areas that need to be explored in the future.

5.3 Evaluation Methods

5.3.1 Academic Outcomes

As it mentioned in Chapter 2.2 , many researchers take the academic outcomes of tests such as the College Entrance Exam and CET-4 of students’ as an evaluation method. However, the limitation of these tests, which is the lack of pertinence and professionalism cannot be ignored (Wang, 2019). This conclusion was reflected and added with two points in the data collection in the previous chapter 4.4. 

Firstly, it is necessary to evaluate students’ academic outcomes dynamically. There are differences in any group, including students. However, academic performance is dynamic, which means that a student who performs well in his/her freshman year may fall behind in his/her sophomore year, and vice versa.

Secondly, responses of the participants present that teachers should focus their teaching on students with average scores. Although it is not easy for top students to improve their scores, they tend to get better understanding skills than the others. The average students are the majority, and their progress will encourage top students to keep working hard. Students with lower scores have low learning enthusiasm, so teachers should protect the enthusiasm of them and establish a harmonious relationship with them. In the country, if teachers do not focus on the majority of students with average scores, they will lose the majority of the class. Therefore, if teachers put most of their energy into teaching average students, they can promote top students and drive poor students, so that all students can make progress. This point proves and explains the confusion of Cui’s research of 2016 in Chapter 2, which claims there is little change for average students who said in the interviews that they tend to lose their targets in the online IST. The resources of previous interviews of students and the data of these interviews of teachers confirm the conclusion that teachers should pay more attention to the teaching of students with average academic outcomes.

5.3.2 Multi-level Evaluation

The idea of conducting multi-level evaluation which was mentioned in Chapter 4.4 is a new thinking direction to the evaluation method that had not been explored in previous research in Chinese higher vocational English General Courses. This multi-level evaluation covers levels of students, teachers and parents to provide a comprehensive evaluation from different perspectives. The evaluation of teachers’ level contains two parts: teachers’ evaluation of students’ academic outcomes and teachers’ evaluation of teaching effectiveness and quality.
5.3.3 Abilities

As have mentioned before (Chapter 2.3), motivation and engagement can be taken as another method of evaluation in addition to students’ academic outcomes. Though the online IST can improve students’ engagement and motivation especially for those whose English level is low as proved by Cui’s research, whether this improvement can devote to higher English competency and how to transfer these engagements and motivation to effective learning achievements require detailed teaching methods and suggestions from teachers. 

This resource insufficiency had been made up by the data of teachers’ with their answers that claim the abilities of independent learning, practice and creation are three main aspects of evaluation. The interviewee A points out that the core goal of vocational education is to cultivate the abilities of students, so that they can achieve knowledge in any other fields after graduation and they can also benefit from it throughout their lives and realise the meaning of learning. The interviewee B believes that though motivation and engagement cannot be used as standards to measure the degree of learning effectiveness, the abilities of independent learning, practise and creation which are stimulated by motivation and engagement be measured. This finding explains the previous question about the relationship between motivation and learning ability and provides an evaluation method about abilities of the online IST.
Besides, when conducting the evaluation methods of students’ abilities like the abilities of independence and creation in General English Course, teachers need to transfer their roles from lectures to helpers or guiders to meet the individuals’ needs. At the same time, their working focus also needs to shift from teaching to designing personalised objectives, methods and exercises to promote the development of each student. To a certain extent, the shift in the focus of work has alleviated the problem of “challenge of work load for teachers” mentioned before.

5.3.4 Summary

In addition to the above three evaluation methods, there are also assessments of the five English competencies, including listening, speaking, reading, writing, and translation; task-based assessment with different difficulty goals set in the same task and so on. The evaluation should be based on the setting of the objectives and the way of evaluation is also goal-orientated (Pan, 2023). Therefore, due to the lack of specific objectives pointed out in the previous part, there are no fixed evaluation criteria at present, which means the evaluation methods of the online IST of China are still in the exploratory stage.

5.4 Implementation Strategies 

5.4.1 Passive Attitudes

When asked about questions about the implementation of the online IST, the participants raised some concerns and difficulties from teachers, students and parents’ perspectives. As mentioned in the previous chapter, teaching and organising teaching content of the online IST increase the workload and put forward higher requirements for teachers’ skills such as technology, judgement, and communication. At the same time, it is proposed that teachers can shift their work focus to help students cultivate their independent learning ability and reduce the teaching burden of the teachers themselves by taking measures like setting up online micro-lessons just as has been mentioned above.

In addition, the resources of the interview also mentioned that students’ adaptability also affects the implementation of online IST, and if students are not fully prepared, they often tend to have emotions such as nervousness, anxiety, resistance, and behaviours such as lack of concentration, indifference to others, and irritability. Therefore, conducting the online IST step by step is essential.

In terms of the parents’ attitude which had little been taken into account, the reason why parents are eager to express strong opposition to the online IST in higher vocational colleges as soon as it is introduced is because of their anxiety about the equity of educational resources. The reasons and solutions of this issue will be fully discussed and analysed in the following section of implementation policies.
5.4.2 Policy Deficiencies 

In terms of the education policy, the core point of the online IST involves issues such as the allocation of educational resources. The allocation of resources within a college covers the divisions among classes with different teaching processes according to students’ outcomes, the divisions of teachers with different teaching backgrounds, and the division of students within the class, such as grouping and stratification. The interviewee A argues that the intensifying stratification of education and teaching has failed to achieve educational inequity and has led to social disharmony. For example, some colleges divided students by region, and some others divided students by academic outcomes. These reflect that there are deficiencies in the education policy, which claims the lack of overall policy direction and specific policy guidance. Therefore, the reason why parents’ hold passive attitude towards the online IST in the previous section is they worry about the unfair distribution of teaching equipment, teachers and even teaching attitudes from teachers. 
In order to solve this issue, in addition to the development and conduct of the policy, effective announcement and communication to society and students’ parents are also very important.

5.5 Summary

5.5.1 Contributions to the Field

The information presented in this part makes a number of important contributions to our knowledge of how online IST in General English Courses is implemented and effective in China’s higher vocational education system. There are four major elements serve as the framework for the analysis.

The theme of the connection of content emphasises how crucial it is to create a clear relationship between the material covered in General English Courses and vocational education. Teachers can gain a deeper understanding of students’ backgrounds through bridging courses and integrating learning paths. This is essential for providing successful instruction. 

In addition, the findings show that there is a sizable void in the consistency and clarity of the objective-setting guidelines for online IST. The information indicates that inconsistent teaching techniques result from teachers frequently not having a single framework for setting goals. Developing specific, adaptable goals that correspond with both academic success and professional competencies is one of the recommendations, which supports a comprehensive approach to education.

Thirdly, evaluations of motivation, engagement, and independent learning capacities can offer a deeper understanding of student success. This multidimensional approach aims to foster continuous improvement and adaptability in teaching strategies, addressing the diverse needs of students. The analysis advocates for a more dynamic and comprehensive evaluation framework that goes beyond traditional academic assessments. It emphasises the importance of multi-level evaluations, incorporating perspectives from students, teachers, and parents. 

Finally, there is a number of difficulties encountered with implementing online IST, including parents’, students’, and teachers’ indifference. The main obstacles were found to be students’ adaption to online formats and worries about teachers’ increased workloads. Better communication and policy development are needed to allay stakeholder concerns over policy shortcomings related to resource allocation and equity in education, as revealed by the findings.

5.5.2 Limitations of the Research Data Collection

Numerous limitations to the data collection process for this study could compromise the reliability and generalisability of the results. First, there may have been a small sample size with only two teachers as participants which could have skewed the results and prevented them from fairly representing the larger community of students and vocational instructors. The second limitation on the research’s application is its concentration on Chanjiang Higher Vocational College, which is a particular institution and may not be generalisable to other higher vocational colleges in China or other contexts. Although significant insights can be gained from qualitative data, it is not as rigorously quantifiable as quantitative data, which could validate patterns or trends over a wider population. At last, the differences in access to technology and training among participants could influence their experiences and perceptions, complicating the overall analysis.
These limitations draw attention to the need for care in interpreting the results and point to areas that should be investigated further to develop a more thorough grasp of the problems at hand.

Conclusion

6.1 Evaluation of the Research Process

Several advantages and limitations were encountered during the research process for this study on online Integrated Stratified Teaching (IST) in General English Courses. Through the use of qualitative approaches, participant experiences and viewpoints could be thoroughly examined, yielding rich, contextual insights that quantitative methods might miss. While the online interviews encouraged participation and gave participants a chance to express complex opinions, they also helped participants get a deeper comprehension of the opportunities and problems that the IST framework presents. A structured analysis and debate were also made possible by the data’ obvious organisation around particular topics, which included content connection, objective setting, evaluation techniques, and implementation strategies. What’s more the questions were improved and the information acquired was more relevant and clear thanks to the iterative approach to data gathering, which included prototype interviews.

On the other hand, the small sample size may not fully capture the range of experiences found in all types of vocational institutions, which would restrict how broadly the results may be applied. Furthermore, the depth of responses may have been impacted by the lack of funding for comprehensive training or participant support, especially when it came to comprehending the technological components of IST. Finally, the lack of quantitative information restricts the possibility of triangulating results, which may improve the validity of inferences made from the qualitative insights.
6.2 Implications for Future Research

The findings indicate that the online IST needs more defined and consistent objectives. Future studies can help policymakers develop frameworks that more effectively match educational objectives with the requirements of students and industry norms. Furthermore, the focus on dynamic and multi-level assessment techniques points to a weakness in the way assessments are currently done. Subsequent investigations may focus on creating and examining all-encompassing assessment models that incorporate motivation, autonomous learning, and academic results. However, another important aspect that merits investigation is the professional growth of teachers’ continual training to use online IST successfully, as well as the supportive structures to increase students’ adaptability in online learning settings. 
There are a lot of chances to improve vocational education in China when online IST is explored in General English Courses, But the study also emphasises how difficult it is to put educational reforms into practice. In order to triangulate data and offer a more comprehensive knowledge of the educational landscape, future research should use a mixed-methods approach. Furthermore, the long-term effects of online IST on student results and instructional methods may be captured by longitudinal research. Future research can help create more inclusive, equitable, and successful educational practices in vocational contexts by addressing the constraints that have been found and expanding on the existing findings.
6.3 Final Reflections

All things considered, the results offer insightful information about the challenges associated with incorporating online IST into vocational education. The research identifies avenues for improving student outcomes and the educational experience in China’s higher vocational colleges through addressing content linkage, standardising objectives, thorough evaluation methodologies, and realistic implementation tactics. Future studies and legislative changes aiming at developing a more efficient and just educational environment can build on these findings.
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