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Teaching Large Classes of
Unresponsive University Students

Jun Harada
(Rikkyo University)
Robert Brock

\ (Tokyo Metropolitan University

Abstract
We describe classroom management

strategies to achieve lesson aims for large classes
of low-level, unenthusiastic students taking
compulsory university English courses. We
emphasize socialization and negotiation to adjust
course content to student interests and
emotional states. We divide lesson tasks and
activities into small steps, give explanations
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bilingually, and motivate student achievement
through teacher attention and positive feedback
to improve their self-esteem.

Introduction

Social lives are sacrificed for three years to
pass entrance exams (Brown and Yamashita,
1995); six years of English in school and juku
creates students who may show little interest in
English. University is a social release for most,
while some are burned out from years of
“examination hell.”

Required classes may allow only 4 or 5
absences per semester; then students fail and
must repeat. Students have few expectations so
programs taught to passive, unmotivated
students make it a struggle to achieve lesson
objectives in a leaden atmosphere.

The authors have developed strategies to
find common goals with students through
negotiation to increase their motivation. We
prioritize student needs and goals by including
their interests in lesson planning; during class we
provide task-based instruction divided into
achievable steps. Feedback at each step increases
student self-esteem.

Motivation

Unmotivated students show characteristic
behaviors. They may not respond to questions,
follow instructions, or ask for explanations. They
may chat with friends in Japanese, and fail to
complete activities within their abilities. These
conform to Brophy’s (1996) definition of passive-
aggression; in a whole class like this, they do not
see their behavior as a problem. Ryan’s (1995)
students thought sleeping in class was not bad
behavior, nor did they expect him to react.

Teachers can negotiate mutual goals to focus
on solutions and remove antagonistic “them and
us” attitudes (Fisher & Ury 1991). Scharle and
Szabo (2000) point out that learner autonomy
develops when the learner is an equal partner in
goal setting. It is easy to reach agreement on
broad benefits such as passing the course and

interacting with every student. Questionnaires to
elicit students’ interests reveal more specific
skills they want to acquire, which are then used
to create more satisfying lessons.

Student Self-Esteem

Teachers can take advantage of student
resistance: Students only interested in dating
practice expressions for dating; students avoiding
homework learn strategies to finish it quickly.
However, these narrow interests can disguise a
lack of self-esteem, which is a serious issue,
though frequently ignored (Dornyei, 2005). It
may result from focusing on grammar, rather
than living language (Izumi, 2009). Students
worried by basic terms such “subject, verb and
object” to the point of physical malaise (Harada
2009) need self-esteem restored by focusing on
communication, and activities which include
praise. Grammar follows when positive feeling is
established.

Small steps

Self esteem is maintained by breaking
activities into small steps. For example, a lesson
using adverbs of sequence ( first, then, next...)
breaks into 4 stages for a high level class; but
extra steps (shown by +) are included for
underachievers, who need more encouragement,
praise or individual instruction. Teachers check
that each student has completed each step.

1. Choose something you can do that isn't easy
+ a trivial example is okay.

2.  Write it down and + add first, etc.

3. Explain it to your partner + partner gives
feedback to show understanding

4. Write down what your partner told you +
include first, etc.

5. Change roles.

6. Tell another student what your partner told
you.

Additional stratesgies
Finishing incomplete tasks for homework
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reintegrates super-underachievers, and
overcomes absence or lack of attention which
impede passing the course.

English-only instruction (Ford, 2009) is
sometimes effective, but underachievers cannot
develop proficiency without Japanese support.
Teachers should give instructions bilingually,
repeat as necessary, and re-use the instructions
in later lessons. In Brock’s writing class for 40
high-level students given English-only
instruction, only 62 percent reported that the
instructions were clear in a post-course
questionnaire. In a low-level class of the same
size given bilingual instruction, 86 percent
reported clear instructions. This suggests that
bilingual instruction helps clarify tasks at all
levels.

Teachers can allow students to speak
Japanese then help translate. “Discovered”
expressions are used in class, a Community
Language Learning technique (Larsen-Freeman,
1986). Self-expression also leads to occasional
communication breakdown learning experiences
(Granena, 2006).

Conclusion

Large classes of apparently unmotivated
students require the teacher to adapt quickly to
change the atmosphere and achieve lesson aims.
Student motivation is improved by establishing
mutual goals, while confidence and self-esteem
improve through making tasks smaller and more
easily achievable, providing bilingual
explanations, and chances to make up unfinished
work.

Under their inert surface, unresponsive
students have a willingness to learn and can be
motivated to do so. Teachers can pique interest
and provide motivation and energy to help
students reach their potential. By interacting
without fear of rejection, teachers can become
sensitive to student issues, become able to help
students find the real world of learning.
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CALL for submissions

The JACET newsletter is seeking contribu-
tions (about 700~1000 words) from members
for upcoming publications. Papers should focus
on EFL teaching issues, methods, practices or
successful lesson plans in Japanese post-
secondary educational institutions. References
should be cited in APA format (the 6th edition).
Please send your article as an email attachment
to the JACET Newsletter Committee (jacetnews@
gmail.com). The deadline for submissions will be
July 31, 2011. You will be informed as to the
status of your submission within about two
months from the time we receive it.

2540



BHMSE

AR O/ AR AN T DT, F
23 FEFEDOMBIC BN THFEHREZR G EIN
Xl DS BEUHLLIFET,

fmEstREC

WHARBXENS 3AHUENREEE L
MY R T RARIRN 7RI DD TV E T
R ENTERBDARITIBOLID BRENHL
FEFEgE L, ~HERWEAZBHO W
LTHBLET,

S5 T HARBEBEER O _#/etic
CHERRZ VI EE Ui, DX DEEHL LI
9, BMARZEOILIATR eI e, BILLWY
HEdH 2 CHEREWIEE K L, EHEILHRL
FFEI

e, 755 [RELFI—T—) Ziih
LE L7, 2EOEROIISHZBRHHLTH
D&Y,

wREZE
B R EBEET - KT
Z 8 E KRAEET - HIAEKRY
RIEZEE HONS - KECUbRY:
HIFETARL - TR
Robert Hamilton « BHiA K2
Maggie Lieb « BlG R

20114E7 H 1 H¥EfT
FirE AN KEEHGEEEEY S (JACED)
K& iR m
FATHT T 162-0831 HLEUEBHTEKREFAT 55
#Han (03) 3268-9686
FAX (03) 3268-9695
http://www. jacet.org/
FURIFT T 252-0021 JeRdifk s 13-46-12
B 27 A
#Hah (046) 251-5775

2541 (20) JACET #fE




