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Responses of lower-proficiency Japanese university students
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Joel P. Rian'

Abstract
Communicative Language Teaching (CLT, or the Communicative Approach) promotes the idea of
students talking to each other in a foreign language with a teacher guiding them. However, in reality
it can be difficult to implement. Particularly in the Japanese context, shyness and apathy among
students toward speaking English in class can be persistent and vexing hurdles. In classes with
students of low English proficiency and motivation, it is easy for instructors to give up on the idea of
getting students to talk to each other in English.

This paper discusses the implementation of a CLT-based classroom design outlined by Murphy
(2013a, 2013b) that promotes semi-structured group dialogues. The responses of 125 students after
12 weeks of instruction using this design revealed positive attitudes toward classroom activities.
Tentatively, these results support the idea that even students with lower proficiency can actively and

enthusiastically participate in English conversations in class.
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1. An Uncommunicative Reality

Japanese pre-tertiary English classrooms
have traditionally been teacher-centered and
passive learning environments (Shimahara,
1984; Hino, 1988; Gorsuch, 1998; McVeigh,
2001). A majority of students enter university
having been put to at least six mandatory years
of English study that includes listening to
lectures and copying, translating difficult
reading passages, and memorizing language
forms and vocabulary in order to pass
examinations (Nozaki, 1993; Anderson, 1993).
One of the unfortunate results of the
test-oriented nature of Japanese pre-tertiary
English education is that students are trained to
think that they must produce “correct” English.

Teachers, on the other hand, are under
pressure to produce students who produce
“correct” English. At best, students may be able
to pass written tests, but some feel disappointed
that their efforts have yielded them very little in
terms of communicative competence in English
(Falout & Maruyama, 2004; Falout & Falout,
2005). These students may be unenthusiastic
toward attending more mandatory English
classes to fulfill credit requirements, or toward
the prospect of having to deal with more
grammar, memorizing more vocabulary,
parsing and translating more reading passages,
and studying for more testing of language form.

This problem may, in some ways, be an
inevitable one. However, the increasing number
of demotivation studies with respect to English
language learning that are coming from Japan
(Ushioda, 2011) suggests it is a problem that is
worsening over time. Japanese shyness in the
foreign language classroom (see e.g. Cutrone,
2009; Doyon, 2000; Miller, 1995; Helgeson,
1993) is yet another factor for instructors to
contend with. Shyness, low motivation and low
proficiency cari threaten to undermine the
enthusiasm of even the most dynamic and
well-meaning instructors.

However, it is an untruth to assume that low
proficiency students do not have enough means
to communicate in a foreign language. In the
real world, imperfect English is used for
successful communication every day. If
teachers create an environment where imperfect
English is permissible as long as it
communicates, they improve the chances of
engaging the interest of students with low
proficiency, and of motivating them or
re-motivating them toward the idea that
learning to communicate successfully in
English is within their grasp.

2. CLT in the Japanese EFL Context

Communicative Language Teaching, or
CLT, is a desirable goal in many foreign
language learning environments. The word
“communicative” is attractive. It reflects the
movement in the 1960s and ‘70s away from
previous teaching methods that were deemed
‘un-communicative.” CLT seems ideal for
Japanese students whose pre-tertiary system
has failed them in terms of fostering the ability
to communicate in English. In actuality,
however, there is a considerable gap between
what CLT means and what actually goes on in
classrooms, as well as disagreement over its
appropriateness to the Japanese context.

According to Richards & Rodgers (2001),
CLT “refers to a diverse set of principles that
reflect a communicative view of language and
language learning and that can be used to
support a wide variety of classroom procedures.
These principles include:

@ Learners learn a language through using it
to communicate.

® Authentic and meaningful communication
should be the goal of classroom activities.

® Fluency is an important dimension of
communication.

® Communication involves the integration of
different language skills.

® Learning is a process of creative
construction and involves trial and error.

(p-172)”

In particular, however, as Humphries (2012,

p.490) states, “Regarding classroom dynamics,

CLT requires a change from traditional

teacher-led instruction to learning environments

where the learners become active participants

in the construction of knowledge (Kern &

Warschauer, 2000; Richards & Rodgers, 2001).”
The question for many instructors considering

shifting  their  teaching style toward

student-centeredness is: to what degree?

A distinction between a weak version and a
strong version of CLT was proposed by Howatt
in 1984. He stated that the weak version
promotes integrating communicative activities
like information gaps and controlled dialogue
practice into a broader or existing language
teaching program, and that the strong version
“advances the claim that language is acquired
through communication (p.279).” In other
words, the strong version focuses on providing
students with opportunities to communicate
with the language from the very beginning, and
helping them figure it out as they go along. As
he summarized it, “If the former could be
described as ‘learning to use’ English, the latter
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entails ‘using English to learn it’ (p.279).”
Liao (2000) adds that “the weak version is one
which attempts to integrate a communicative
component into a traditional language program,
(p.15)” and that the strong version is more
independent of traditional elements such as
grammatical explanation, error correction and
drills. He comments, “Teachers who have been
used to the traditional method may find the
weak version easily [sic] to understand and use
than the strong version. This is perhaps a
reason why the strong version is less popular
than the weak version (p.15).”

Whether to implement a weak or a strong
version of CLT is, in some cases, a matter of
instructors doubting whether their students are
capable and/or willing to engage in the
autonomous conversation that strong CLT
seems to call for. They may fear a ‘deafening
silence’ in the classroom when suddenly
students have no script to read, no word lists to
memorize. Or, they may wonder how they can
assign grades fairly without testing for mastery
of language forms. Some instructors are
looking for ways to engage their students in
communicative tasks, but are confronted with a
perceived lack of linguistic ability or
confidence in their students, so they revert to, at
best, weak forms of CLT. As Littlewood (1981)
put it, these weak forms focus on classroom
tasks that “aim to equip the learner with some
of the skills required for communication
without actually performing communicative
acts (p.8).”

The classroom setups such as the one
outlined by Murphy (2013a, 2013b) represent a
shift from the so-called weak version of CLT
toward the strong one. I wish to emphasize the
word foward here, because “strong” is not
necessarily better than “weak,” and a classroom
design need not be exclusively one version or
the other. It is my intent, however, to present a
case that adds to Murphy’s (2013a, 2013b)
assertion that a ‘stronger’ implementation of
CLT is possible in Japanese university EFL
classes, even mandatory ones and at lower
proficiency levels.

3. A Strong CLT Classroom Design
Murphy’s classroom setup evolved from an
impromptu  mid-semester experiment. A
classroom routine for higher-proficiency
classes at one university was introduced to a
class of lower-proficiency students at another
university, in an attempt to get the lower-
proficiency students to engage in conversation

for longer periods of time. Murphy (2013b)
found that students’ speaking times during oral
tests increased when they were freed from
feeling that they had to adhere to using words
and phrases modeled in textbook dialogues.
Under this new classroom routine—one that
promoted in-class conversation practice as the
number-one priority—these lower-proficiency
students became more engaged in classroom
conversation practice activities as well as in

-speaking tests. Subsequently, the instructor

abandoned the textbook-based activities that
used scripted dialogues altogether, developed
this group-discussion/debate classroom routine,
and implemented it in all of his classes.

It is tempting to refer to this classroom
design as the “Murphy Method” because it
alliterates well and is easy to remember.
However, while the particular classrooms

* Murphy (2013a, 2013b) describes may be

unique, the idea of devoting large amounts of
class time to practicing English conversation is
not unprecedented. Azra, lkezawa, Rowlett &
Vannieuwenhuyse (2005) refer to the
Immediate Method, whereby “material taught
in the class is immediately used in order to
have conversations on the spot (p.1).” In the
classroom design outlined by Azra et al.
(2005), a topic and appropriate language are
introduced, followed by sequenced
conversation practice in pairs and groups.
Murphy’s (2013a, 2013b) design is similar in
principle and, interestingly, was devised for
similar reasons. The Immediate Method was
developed by French teachers at the University
of Osaka, who encountered in their classroom
environments
large groups; low personal motivation; great
differences in knowing and speaking the language
among students in the same group; bad
homework habits; no opportunities to speak the
language except in the classroom; few teaching
hours; no lab, no audio or video material; no
guarantee that students will attend each week
(Azraet al., 2005, p.3).
There are, however, some differences between
the Immediate Method and Murphy’s (2013a,
2013b) design. For example, in the Immediate
Method described by Azra et al. (2005),
conversation content is relatively simple
(“When is your birthday? How was your
vacation?”) and use of the L1 is permitted and
encouraged (“What is in English?”)
Murphy’s design, on the other hand, assumes
students can already handle basic language
structures and more complex conversation
topics; if some students appear unable, it
assumes they will learn from other students
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who can as they go along. Also, although use of
L1 is not strictly prohibited in the in-class
conversations, it is expected in the conversation
tests. The commonest ground between the two
designs is that they both invest heavily in the
hypothesis that interaction is essential to the
process of language acquisition (Long, 1996)
and, accordingly, in the idea that conversation
tests are an integral part of the EFL learning
experience (Azra et al., 2005).

It may therefore be tempting to refer to
Murphy’s classroom design as a variant of the
Immediate Method. It should be noted,
however, that the term method has various
definitions with respect to language teaching
and learning. Lange (1990) observes that
foreign language teachers’ attraction to the term
began in the late 1950s as a way to remedy
‘language teaching and learning problems.’
(p.253). The philosophy of method fits well,
perhaps, with behaviorist theories about how
people learn language—not unlike the way
organisms respond to stimuli—that were
popular at the same time that the notion of the
language teaching method came into vogue.
Bell (2003) also comments that the term
method is challenging to define. He states,

Methods with an uppercase M seems to mean a
fixed set of classroom practices that serve as a
prescription and therefore do not allow variation.
Brown (2000) defines method this way when he
argues that “virtually all language teaching
methods make the oversimplified assumption that
what language teachers “do’ in the classroom can
be conventionalized into a set of procedures that
fits all contexts™ (p. 170). For Kumaravadivelu
(1994), a method “consists of a single set of
theoretical principles derived from feeder
disciplines and a single set of classroom
procedures directed at classroom teachers™ (p.29).
Richards and Rodgers (2001) add that methods
are relatively fixed in time, leave little scope for
individual interpretation, and are learned through
training (p.326).

Murphy’s (2013a, 2013b) classroom design is,
therefore, better thought of not as a method but
as a framework, with the potential fit any
classroom context where the instructor wishes
(a) to maximize student speaking time and (b)
to focus on developing students’ conversational
competence and confidence. The only
assumption necessary on the part of the teacher
is that even low-proficiency students can and
will use English in conversations in the
classroom, for extended periods of time, if they
are provided a sufficiently accommodating and
encouraging environment.

3.1 Classroom Design Element #1:
Group Discussion/Debate

The first element of the discussion-debate
classroom design is small-group discussions on
a topic that can be argued from opposing
standpoints. Are video games a good thing or a
bad thing? Are mandatory English classes useful
or a waste of time? Should parents raise children
with a ‘hands-on’ or a ‘hands-off’ approach?
Any topic is potentially viable, as long as it can
be argued from differing viewpoints. Instructors
may introduce topics any way they like, pursue
them to whatever depth they choose, using
whatever materials, activities and language they
deem appropriate. The goal is to set up a
framework of a discussion that students can
explore, add to and build on with their own
ideas and their own language.

After the topic and a few example statements
have been introduced, students form groups of
three and must engage in a conversation. The
rules are simple:

(1) Members must use their best English.
“Best English” means whatever English they
can muster, and whatever English makes sense
to the others. This includes imperfect or
grammatically incomplete English. Students’
English must be considered “good English” as
long as other group members understand.
Instructors are free to offer “better English” to
whatever degree and frequency they like. In
cases where students don’t understand one
another, a prime opportunity exists to encourage
the use of communication strategies, such as
asking for repetition, clarification or definition.
In the context of the Immediate Method, Azra et
al. (2005) and Marchand (2010) refer to these as
‘meta-communication’.

(2) Members cannot all agree. Regardless of
what students might actually think, they are
required to stock arguments from both sides of a
topic. Taking positions on a topic is first-come,
first-served. For example, one of the three
students might say “I think video games are
really great!” A second might agree: “Me too!”
The third student is left to argue from the “video
games are not good” viewpoint. Members can
try to persuade the others, but the all-can’t-agree
rule must be upheld throughout.

(3) Members must keep the conversation
going. ldeally, the goal is to argue from a given
standpoint by cross-examining what the
person(s) with the opposite standpoint say(s).
This interplay can approach a “debate” when
enthusiastic students try to “win” the argument,
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however, ultimately the goal is simply to keep
the discussion going by asking and responding
to questions. For students with lower
proficiency and motivation, participating in a
conversation in English for over five minutes
without long pauses or breakdowns is a
considerable achievement.

Group members are rotated frequently, and
the conversation starts over each time. Between
group rotations, the teacher may solicit
arguments and answer questions from students,
add to or refine student-generated language,
and record relevant elements on the blackboard
for students to copy. During iterations of
conversation, the instructor may circulate and
monitor, as well as jump in to conversation and
demonstrate arguments. This is particularly
helpful for groups who may be struggling to
keep the conversation going and need
individual guidance.

The group discussion routine, with its three
basic rules, attempts to treat two persistent
afflictions that can fuel students’ reluctance to
speak. The first is fear of making grammatical
errors. Since pre-tertiary education focuses so
heavily on preparing students to take
examinations, most students have been trained
to think that making grammatical mistakes, or
producing imperfect language, is bad. Further,
and perhaps particularly in Japan, it can be
embarrassing to make mistakes in front of
classmates and/or a teacher. In this
group-discussion activity, however, accuracy of
language form is downplayed: If an utterance
makes sense to the other person, it is good
enough. If it doesn’t make sense, in order for the
conversation to proceed, clarification must be

sought and the statement rephrased until it does
make sense.

The second is fear of having to express
personal opinions that might run contrary to
others. Again, this may be a particularly
sensitive fear in the Japanese context. In an EFL
class, being spotlighted and compelled to utter
an opinion with only rudimentary linguistic
ability, and with people one might not be
familiar with, can be a jarring experience for
some students. In this group-discussion system,
language mistakes are not penalized, and
ad-libbing and role-playing are encouraged.
Since not all members of a group can agree, and
since a preferred or easier-to-argue viewpoint
might be snatched by the other two group
members before the third says anything (e.g.,
many university students enjoy video games), it
is necessary to be ready with defensible
arguments from both sides of the topic. What
one truly thinks about any given topic is,
therefore, sufficiently protected. After all, the
other group members might be role
playing—deliberately taking the position
opposite to what they really think.

3.2 Classroom Design Element #2:
Group Rotation

The second element of the discussion-debate
classroom design is group rotation. Students are
put into groups of three, and systematically and
frequently rotated to form new groups with new
members. Figure 1 provides an illustration of
this group rotation in a classroom with a typical
desk layout and 30 students. In addition to
groups of three, one pair and one group of four
are included for illustrative purposes.
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Figure 1. Group Rotation

“A” students move clockwise and “C” students
move counter-clockwise (or vice-versa). “B”
students stay seated. For classes whose
numbers are not divisible by three—for
example a group of 25 or 26 students—one or
two groups of four are possible. Pairs are
possible, however, pairing puts two students
directly at odds with one another, which may
be alarming for very shy or very low
proficiency students. In a group of four, one of
the three letters “A™ “B” or “C” can be
doubled. In a pair, there are only “A” and “B.”

The instructor has the option of assigning
letters to students or, when students get used to
the routine, allowing them to choose their own
letters. When the instructor chooses, it allows
him or her to assign the stationary “B” position
to less confident, less proficient, or otherwise
less motivated students, who may initially feel
intimidated by or averse to moving around to
other groups.

Groups may be rotated any number of times,
at whatever intervals the instructor deems

appropriate. On average, each round of
conversation lasts about 7-10 minutes, but the
instructor can switch groups whenever it seems
like students are slowing down. Rotating
groups achieves two things: 1) it promotes
randomness, avoiding cliquing and clustering
of students, and 2) it makes it difficult for
students to avoid participation—or rather, it
allows other students to become active models
of active engagement with the speaking task.
Ideally, this sense of active participation
becomes infectious. This routine alone can
easily fill a standard 90-minute university class
period, and is sustainable over any number of
weeks, depending on the number of topics the
instructor wishes to cover and on whatever
supplementary activities the instructor wishes
to include.

3.3 Classroom Design Element #3:
Testing

Testing includes two parts: A written test and

a conversation test. In a class of 30 students or
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fewer, both parts can be accomplished within
one 90-minute class period.

Written tests. The written test is given during
the first 20 minutes of the test period. Students
must list five positive and five negative
arguments about a given topic. Phrases are
acceptable. After that, students must write a
hypothetical conversation where members of a
pair or group disagree. An actual sample test is
provided in Appendix A.

Conversation tests. Conversation tests are
conducted within the remaining 70 minutes of
the test period. The conversation tests follow
the in-class pattern exactly: groups of three
students are chosen at random, must navigate a
discussion on a topic in English, and cannot all
take the same position.

Grading. Grades are a 50-50 average of the
two parts. For the written part, students are
individually given an A, B or C based on (a)
how much they write, (b) how many statements
or ideas they generate, and (c) how well they

argue from both sides of a topic, in the context
of a conversation. For the conversation part,
students are individually given an A, B or C
based on (a) how much they contribute to the
conversation, and (b) how well they argue from
the position they choose. Table 1 presents
sample grading criteria and an illustrated
sample grading scale.

Grading criteria and scales are adjustable, as
well as the degree to which the grader chooses
to include accurate language form in the
assessment. It should be reiterated, however,
that the goal of this classroom design is fluency
over accuracy; imperfect written English, just
like imperfect spoken English, is worthy of
credit as long as it makes sense to the grader.
The grader may offer “better English™ in the
form of feedback comments to whatever degree
he or she thinks appropriate. When students’
written ideas are completely unclear to the
grader, they can be marked as such (“What do
you mean?”).

Conversation (50% of grade)
Talks a lot, leads conversation, asks questions, asks for clarification (What
“A” | do you mean? etc.), argues from point of view, helps others “build” or
“balance” conversation, offers original ideas.
«g” Participates in conversation, answers & asks questions, asks for clarification
when doesn’t understand, argues from point of view.
“C” Participates a little in conversation, but avoids topic, answers questions with
simple responses. Isn’t familiar with points of view / possible arguments.
Writing (50% of grade)
WA Writes a lot. Includes many arguments from both points of view. Includes
original ideas as well as those reviewed in class in a creative conversation.
«g Writes some, includes some arguments from both points of view, Includes
arguments discussed in class.
w o Writes some, but goes off to;?ic. N_ot many arguments from both points of
view. Not much element of “discussion / debate’.
Speaking A+ A e (6 C-
Writing A+ A B C C-
Total A+ A B+ B C+ C C-
105 100 90 80 70 60 50
e B ]

Table 1. Sample Grading Criteria
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Grading considerations. For conversation
tests, accommodating a class of 30 requires
efficient engineering. For example, 10 groups
of three students each within a 70-minute time
frame allows an absolute maximum of 7
minutes each, including time it takes for groups
to change. Azra et al. (2005) comment that the
presence of onlooking peers may be one of the
main pressures that cause students to fear
speaking, and so in the Immediate Method oral
testing is, when possible, conducted apart from
other students (p.8). If, as I have done, the
instructor chooses to conduct the tests outside
of the classroom—for example, in an empty
adjacent classroom—a maximum 6 minutes per
group is more realistic. Oral feedback about
performance is desirable during classroom
practice sessions, but during tests the teacher
says nothing except in extreme circumstances,
and assumes the role of silent observer and
note-taker.

Instructors who experiment with this
classroom design may feel at first overwhelmed
or bewildered by the task of grading.
Conventionally, language tests assign points to
correct language forms. Language forms lend
themselves well to point values because they
are concrete, consistent, and quantifiable.
Because this classroom design de-emphasizes
accuracy of language form, a more holistic
approach to the grading process must be
adopted. In principle, the idea is to add points
for language and ideas that students are able to
produce, rather than to take away points for
language or ideas that students have been
taught but fail to remember.

Instructors will have to find an appropriate
balance between correcting students’ written
and oral language forms and recognizing
students’ contribution of arguments and ideas.
They will also have to find the appropriate
amount of feedback to provide. Instructors may
wonder how much of this feedback is actually
taken in by students, or whether it is worth the
effort. Volume of feedback aside, perhaps the
most important element is demonstrating the
act of providing feedback. Even a few short
comments and corrections on written tests are
an indication that the instructor is giving
personal attention to the language that the
student has generated. Just like during oral
practice in class, it is not feasible or necessary
to correct every student error. If something is
genuinely unintelligible to the instructor, he or
she can indicate so by commenting “What do
you mean?” This helps demonstrate the “ask for
help/clarification” communication strategy.

The underlying philosophy of this testing

system is that the tests are an integral part of
the learning process. This philosophy reflects
that of Azra et al. (2005), who state,
In itself, the conversation test is an essential
piece of oral practice. Students face a teacher
and have to perform. They are naturally nervous
at first but experience has shown that they feel a
real sense of achievement after succeeding in the
task that was assigned to them: conducting a
conversation, however simple, in a foreign

language (p.8).

In both classroom practice and in tests, all four
English skills are covered: students listen and
speak to each other, and they read and write
what is on the blackboard and on handouts.
Testing is simply a more formal, intimate
sampling of the group discussions that go on in
the classroom.

4. Classroom Design Implementation

Implementation of Murphy’s design in my
own classes was gradual, and not without
trepidation. My experience teaching at the
Japanese university level has been primarily
with non-English majors in mandatory English
classes. This classroom atmosphere has
included low language ability, low motivation
toward language study, and minimal
engagement during presentation and controlled
practice of basic language structures. “I can’t
get them to talk,” “My students are so
apathetic,” “They just won’t do anything” were
frequently heard complaints among colleagues
teaching similar classes.

I had been working on developing a
syllabus  that focused on  practicing
communication strategies through timed
pairwork activities. These activities were
generally popular even in classes with lower
motivation, and tended to generate short
“bursts” of engagement in English. In reality,
however, the total classroom speaking time was
minimal. A form of semi-controlled practice,
the activities required little creativity from the
learners, and language patterns and speaking
content became very predictable. Further, my
tests seemed inconsistent with what went on in
the classroom. Oral and written tests
superficially covered the four skills. However,
for example, many in-class activities involved
student-student pairwork, while oral testing was
student-teacher (see Rian, 2009).

What 1 really wanted students to do was
speak as much as possible in English, in class.
Murphy (2013b) had noticed that, using a
textbook-based conversation format that
required students to memorize portions of
textbook script, his students would often
attempt to “complete” the conversations with as

_8_
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little language and in as little time as possible.
This may have been an effort on the part of
students to minimize the risk of using incorrect
language. After he switched to an open-ended
conversation design, where there were no
scripts to memorize, he noticed that students
were more willing to talk for longer periods of
time, using whatever language made sense to
the other group members.

The idea was appealing to me, however, I as
a teacher was also avoiding risk. I, too, had
fallen into the trap of blaming the
students—believing that some of my classes
were incapable of anything more than
manipulating and reciting simple language
patterns. In other words, I too was “fully vested
in the idea that lower-proficiency students
could not—or would not—handle open-ended
speaking tasks, or anything beyond controlled
practice of basic language forms (Murphy,
2013b, p.85).” Further, I concluded that my
materials and syllabus, while they were
teacher-designed, were at best an amalgam of
tasks whose only unifying element was that
they somehow dealt with English, and had been
generally popular among students whom I had
perceived as being not able or willing to handle
something more challenging.

| first experimented with the design in one
class, an elective course titled “practical
English” (J&FIZEE, Oyo Eigo) 1 was teaching
at the time, with about fifteen 2™ and 3™ year
humanities-major students. They had varying
levels motivation and proficiency, but had
explicitly commented to me that they wanted
“more chances to speak in class” than the short
timed-conversation activities I had planned.

[ experimented with a variety of topics,
including fast food, movie theaters, illegal
downloads of music, school uniforms, juku,
entrance exams, attendance policies, voting,
TPP (Trans-Pacific Partnership, a multinational
trade agreement that is currently a contentious
topic in Japan), and mandatory English classes.
The topics were only loosely related in some
cases, some borrowed directly from
debate-focused textbooks, and ranged from the
mundane to the esoteric. For each topic, I
prepared a very simple worksheet with two
columns for “plus” and “minus” aspects. I

provided vocabulary only as necessary, and let
the students come up with most of their own
arguments. We covered one topic per week for
the last six weeks of both Spring Semester and
Fall Semester 2011.

Two observations struck me about the
experiment with this classroom routine: (1) that
I was doing less talking during class, and (2)
that sometimes 1 found myself interrupting and
cutting off student conversations in order to
rotate partners or groups, otherwise they would
just keep talking. I spent more time wandering
around the room, dropping in on conversations
and offering advice. It was also the first time I
tried student-student speaking tests, rather than
teacher-student. During conversation tests, the
same thing happened: in some cases I had to
cut them off, or we would run out of time and
not be able to finish all tests during the class
period.

The following year, 1 continued the
experiment in five English classes at Hokkaido
Information University (HIU), which are
mandatory for 1% year students and elective for
2" _ 4™ years. I retained most of my previous
syllabus, but condensed the material to open up
the final five weeks of Fall Semester 2012. I
used two topics that had been popular in the
first experiment: attendance policy and
mandatory English. Each topic took two weeks,
and the final fifth week was devoted to writing
and speaking tests. This time, there were 25-30
students in each of five classes.

It worked well enough that I decided to keep
going. [ edited out half of my syllabus to open
up all of Fall Semester 2013 for the classroom
design, and implemented it in all six of my
mandatory English classes.

Further, 1 added a warm-up activity that
offered practice with making questions and
asking other students opinions and experiences.
An excerpt from the handout on the topic
“mandatory English” is provided in Table 2. In
this activity, students circulate and must
convert the statements to questions, asking
other students until they find someone who
answers “yes.” They then record the answerer’s
name. Free talk guided by follow-up questions
like “Why?” as well as note-taking are strongly
encouraged.
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Find someone who . . .

Name | Follow-up / Free Talk NOTES

... enjoyed English classes in high school. -> Why?
Q Yes
... hated English classes in high school - Why?
QO Yes
... has used English in the real world. - When? Where? With whom?
O Yes
... thinks that all Japanese students should study -> Why?
English.
Q Yes
... wants more opportunities to practice speaking -> Why? How?
English in class.
O Yes
... prefers teacher-centered classes. - Why?
O Yes
... wants something to change in English -> For example? > Why?
education in Japan.
Q Yes

Table 2. Excerpt from “Find Someone Who” activity handout

In the Table 2 example, some words that may
be unfamiliar to students are underlined. These
may be glossed briefly before the activity
begins. The circulation time may be for as long
as the instructor sees fit. Ten minutes is a good
rule of thumb, but this can be shortened or
lengthened according to student engagement.
After students sit down, the instructor can
solicit responses and jot them on the
blackboard, highlighting and/or adjusting any
language as he or she sees fit. As a segue to the
group discussion activity, the instructor may
wish to categorize some student responses into
“plus” and “minus™ columns on the blackboard.
These statements may be used by students as
arguments in the group discussions.

5. Student Response to the Classroom
Design

[ have noted that student responses to
experimental implementations of the design
have been positive enough to continue working
with it. However, this is a teacher perception.
Studies by Gorsuch (2000), Samimy &
Kobayashi (2004), Taguchi (2005), Kurihara &
Samimy (2007) and Nishino (2008) have
examined factors that influence teachers’
perceptions of CLT, highlighting teachers’
feelings that CLT is difficult to implement in an
environment that puts priority on teaching to
exams. On the other hand, Savignon & Wang
(2003) observe that

Whether communicative language teaching is
seen to be difficult. effective. or is rejected as

inappropriate. reports on its implementation
have been based mainly on teachers™ perceptions
of communicative language teaching (Li 1998).
Only a few studies have investigated learners’
views (for example. Schulz, 1996). and fewer
still, learner views of communicative practices in
the classroom (p.225).
Savignon & Wang (2003) examined the
perceptions and attitudes toward EFL of 174
Taiwanese first-year Taiwanese university
students’ perceptions and attitudes toward EFL
based on their pre-tertiary experiences. Results
indicated that
learners expressed negative attitudes toward
grammar-based instruction and positive attitudes
toward a more communicative approach. These
findings corroborate those of Huang (1998) who
found Taiwanese senior high school students’
view of the ideal way to learn English to be
through the use of English (ibid.. p.239).
Huang’s (1998) and Savignon’s & Wang’s
(2003) studies dealt with student perceptions
and attitudes toward EFL learning in the high
school context. Two subsequent studies by
Yoshida et al. (2012) and Gamble, Aliponga,
Koshiyama, Wilkins, Yoshida & Ando (2013)
modified Savignon & Wang’s (2003)
questionnaire and surveyed Japanese university
students about their attitudes and perceptions of
CLT not at the pre-university level, but at the
university level. Where a contrast between
traditional teaching methods and CLT is
concerned, the studies by Yoshida ef al. (2012)
and Gamble et al. (2013) both yielded a result
similar to Savignon & Wang’s (2003) study:
that students strongly favored CLT over
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traditional, grammar-based instruction.

While these studies have responded to the
call for more research into how learners
perceive CLT classroom practices and have
suggested that students generally prefer CLT to
traditional form-focused learning, they do not
give a detailed account of what those classroom
practices are. Murphy (2013b) reported an
increase in student’s speaking output as a result
of switching from textbook-based classroom
activities to the group rotation design outlined
above. However, he observed also that “It is
one thing for the instructor to look at test data
and to surmise the efficacy of the lesson, but
another for the students to report whether they
felt their language ability improved and
whether the teaching material and class style
were beneficial (Murphy, 2013b, p.421).” In
order to assess his students’ attitudes toward
the classroom design, he administered a short
pilot survey to 138 of his students in Fall
Semester 2012. The survey included 11
Likert-style items, but in addition, a final,
open-ended  question  solicited  student
comments about what they thought about the

class. Several are excerpted below.

® | can speak English a little. [ like speaking English
more. I thank this class.

® Speaking English connects with confidence.

o [ YT EETZIa=r—arikTil
DHEENRH > TRMN -7 [Every time—without

fail—there was a chance to communicate in English.

which was good].
® T ?O 7Y T A Tspeaking abilityh’ A3 > 7= [My

speaking ability got better in this class]. (p.426)
Murphy (2013b) reported an overall positive
survey response, commenting that “The survey
data in this report suggests that cobuilding
spontaneous dialogue with classmates helped
students improve ability and left them with a
higher sense of accomplishment and positive
attitude toward their ability to communicate in
English (p.427, my underline).”

Because I had adopted his classroom design
for an entire semester in Fall 2013 and had
been perceiving a similar uptick in student
engagement and language production compared
to the classroom activities I had been using
before, 1 thought it appropriate to solicit my
students’ attitudes toward the activities with a
pilot survey of my own.

During the 12" week of Fall Semester 2013,
I gave a survey to students in all six of my
general English classes at HIU. Accounting for
absences, 125 out of a possible 155 responded,
a response rate of 81%. 93 were first-year
students, and the remaining 32 were mostly
second-year students. English is not mandatory
for 2" year students at HIU, however, two

years of language study is mandatory, and
many choose a 2" year of English to fulfill this
credit requirement. Since I had not had the 2™
year students in my first-year class the previous
year, | used exactly the same syllabus as the
first-year students.

Five items surveyed whether students felt,
as a result of being in the class,
(1)that their confidence

conversation improved,
(2)that their ability to express themselves in

English improved,

(3)a sense of accomplishment from having
communicated in English,
(4) that the class design was an effective way to
practice speaking English, and
(5)that training in communication strategies
was helpful for the conversations.
Students were asked to rank how much they
agree with each of the statements on a scale of
1 to 5. Each statement—which I translated to
Japanese and had checked by a Japanese
native—had a space for comments below.
Comments were encouraged—in English or
Japanese—but | emphasized that they were not
required. A final two open-ended questions
solicited comments about (1) what students
liked most about the class, and (2) how they
would improve it. Although the first five items
were set up in Likert fashion, it is a pilot survey
and does not attempt statistical treatment. |
have presented the results of the five
Likert-style items as simple counts.

The studies by Savignon & Wang (2003),
Yoshida ef al. (2012) and Gamble et al. (2013)
employed a large survey instrument (more than
50 items) that relied on Likert data exclusively
for student responses. Dérnyei (2003) observes
that responses to open-ended questions are
difficult to code in a reliable manner, and so
many professional questionnaires avoid them.
At the same time, he notes that open-format
items can provide a far greater ‘richness’ of
answers than only quantitative data, and so he
recommends experimenting with them (p.47).
Further, Savignon & Wang (2003) comment
that “the statement of learner attitudes and
beliefs about classroom language teaching
practices on a Likert-type scale may or may not
be an accurate reflection of learner attitudes
(p.240).” Student comments offer a more
personal appraisal of what they think about the
classroom design they experienced. I have
presented student responses and comments to
the five Likert items, unabridged and verbatim,
accompanied by my English translations [in
brackets] in Table 3. A summary analysis
follows.

with _ English
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ITEM 1. (N=125) Ebbht MB | mERL
As a result of taking this class. | felt my W<BS B> R4 Bbiwv | bRw
confidence with English conversation Neither

. | N
improved. Sg'g;legely Agree agree nor Disagree ?I:::;fei re sp:ns e
ZOBELBU T, BETRFETHHEE disagree
N I o 21 50 48 4 2 0
Comments:
() 5—%5BwvE, [lthinkso.]

(2)
3)
4)
(5)
(6)
@)

(%)
)

(10)
(an

(12)
(13)

(14)
(15)
(16)
a7
(18)
(19)
(20)
(21

(22)
(23)

5 —HPTHASAIE LT ONABCERICZ LT, bRALBEMIIEZL I LV IRFLILA
N, ZOBETHEMNDWIZEMT, [When a foreigner talked to me in town once. I was able to answer
without getting nervous. thanks to the confidence I got in this class.]

5 —EFEE#AN 2L 7272, [l lost the sense that (speaking in English) was difficult.]

5 —T&ERVWTERNWERBSTHITELSE KD ! [l totally thought I couldn't (converse in English),
but after all. I found I actually could!]

5 —ASRVIZERESENHEDLND, & BIEN DV, [At least. maybe I got the confidence that I was able
to talk using my own English.]

4 —1FADLY LT EBEN DV =KMT S, [Evenitonly a little, I thought I got a little bit of
confidence.]
4—F77%7, BEBEZEZARLSBRWTRVWEERIIE-TWD, £HLb, bobkbo LRFE
KRIFNFE o720 FHLFRESH N EN S LB S, [Not yet. | have to remember more words. If 1 can do that. I'll
be able to converse better. ]

4—TELH>RBETHLRLDZ LAbA o7z, [lunderstood that even approximate words convey
meaning.]

4 —HEREOEEL 2RO IZT TE R B TYERZELRTER 620D b, [(It raises
confidence) because rather than just reading textbook language you have to make your own statements. |

4 -3 LABEBREIZ/Z2 Y Z 5 T, lololol [Rather. maybe I got too much confidence! Lol]

4 =T AV BTV THTENRY T HTY, [IfI went to the U.S.. for example. maybe I'd be able to
manage. ]

4 —FEFES LV, [Wonderful.]

4 —ZDHEETHIEL-7-DOTE H B ET, [Even this (kind of) English conveys, so I thought (I got
confidence).

4—aIaEEMbZELEHEES, [ have acommunication disorder. so conversation (is difficult for me)]
Author's note: sentence was unfinished.

4 —FHD A L FEEHMNEIZFH =, [ got more conversation ability than at the beginning (of the
class)].

4 —HEDANE HLEEEN TE 7=, [Iwas able to talk to a foreigner.]

4 —FERIZRFTFETE ., SAANZA L, [Iwas able to talk to a foreigner.]

4 —HEETRETHHEN VL EVER S, [We (normally) don't have any chance to speak in
English. so I think (this experience) is good.]

3—BEE TV VAR > TV =& B S, [Ican't go so far as to say I got confidence, but at
least I was able to handle it.]

—ET, 2 TR HT 735 (%) [l get carried away when 1 talk. :-) ]

3 —HBARARLZA 5 OK A, [(Talking in English) is OK. perhaps, if it's with other Japanese.]

33— LE [Alitle]

3—WICHNDHEENDEIZBRELI-OT, Lo L5 L & 5 & B9, [Rather, | understood how little
ability I had, so I want to study more.]

(24) 3 —FEHTLE I 225bh b7, [Inactual life I don't know how well I would do (in conversation).]
25) 3 —FE=HTRBOVNBKEV, [Istill have a strong feeling that I'm not good at it.]

(26) 2 —%F CETOBEEIFDOMNEM oz, [Ididn't get that much confidence.]

ITEM 2. (N=125) Lhomt BB

As a result of taking this class, I felt my

M<BS | BS ARV BbRv | bRy | mERL

'fibility to express myself in English (FRIFA) | Strongly Agree a::;hlf;r Disagree Strongly No
improved. Agree disagree disagree response
- = e g 3 .

Comments:

(27) 5—EETZEDREIXF 7, [l understood the importance of speaking.]

(28)
(29)
(30)

5—L7zE8ES, [Ithought so.]
5 —f#fi BA7p B EE COUEDMEND LI/ o 7=, [l became able to make simple sentences. ]
5—1BL HHEE% ¥ 7=, [l learned comprehensible English.]
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(31) 5—Absolutely.

(32) 5—Thank you.

(33) 5— HATHEELLITVELTRFELRFTVI RV OT, BHRYDEEL1-<SATEEDLIRoT:,
[(In the class activities) you have to squeeze out your best English and converse. | became able to use my best
English.]

(34) S—EEHDEFENHEZI-LES, [l think the number of words [ can say increased.]

(35) S—FHTHFDE-1=Z,ELI—E o UILWNEEIHHIFEREI LN TEALIIT /27, [In particular, |
became able to use English (phrases) for when you want the other person to repeat (what he or she said)]

(36) 4—1{5hBHEHIEL T _EL FL7=, [Whether | make sense to the other person aside, (my ability) went up.]

37) 4—PLF2RIMANOWI=K AT B, [Little by little I got the ability to express myself (in English).]

(38) 4—Fh 729, [To the best of my ability.]

(39) 4—ELLAKTHRWOTEHI>TVWAHEET T, [Because I didn’t have to speak perfectly. I (conversed)
using the words I know.]

(40) 4—{EbDEEEZEZEZLHETEOTUVWNERES, [I think (the class) was good because you think of English that
communicates.]

(41) 4—ZEEEEEIFITIRBIIAEo 7=, [My resistance to using English diminished.]

(42) 4—%5 | EERT 8L oK VEEL TUEL W EDDIEEN TN ARSI HED, [English phrases such as
asking (the other person) repeat their question, or asking (the other person) to speak more slowly seem like they
will be useful in the future.]

(43) 4—DOMBEFETLR~FULNOWSBLWLD T, [(1 agree) because using the words you know to talk seems good.]

(44) A—FHERIEL VLT ORZDIENTE, (I gradually learned simple words.]

(45) 4A—RADOHEFICTRMLUATLY TEBLIT 2o T=RMNT B, [It feels like [ became able to create (English)
expressions more than (I could) before.]

(46) 4—BEEEL M L= A ARFERII 2= — 2 al i A £S5 7=, [Not only English, but my ability to
communicate in Japanese also went up.]

47) 4—LITHKEEBICL THLHERB X B L5172 57=, [Anyway it was the first time [ wanted to try putting things
into English.]

(48) 4— S ETRERXDAHDERKFETLIN, ZORETTNIT HEWSHOAHERIZE ELELTZ, [Up until
now I had only experienced English conversation in formulaic script, but in this class my ability to ad-lib
definitely went up.]

(49) 4—FFENMKTH, HFER 7=, [Even without English ability. I was able to participate.]

(50) 4—\VWTAF 4T HBUDLEINTA2o7=, [I was able to come up with good ideas.]

(51) 4—EWRZ O BEATIETE IS BHYRI<AedI LD, [Restating and speaking with simple English
helps you convey meaning.

(52) 4—fHEASEICETITFEEDEDTENDN 7=, (1 leamned that you can communicate by restating things in
simple words.]

(53) 4— Pz AF v —R KX TRETHIENTEBELIIT/ o7, [I became able to do English conversation by
mixing in gestures.]

(54) A—53IBIRNHENHE TELE FATUNHZTWLNAL, FELTTELYV S ELZEED, [When |
couldn’t think of the English (in class), the teacher stepped in and helped. It was fun to talk, so I think my ability
went up.]

(55) 4—»L EA->THERD, [l think (my ability) went up a little.]

(56) 4—3FTRITITRND, TEBHDE-THHEEELIME X, [You start to want to talk (in this class). But |
could only use the words I knew.]

(57) 3—EMBIEEDIHFFEIYE /25, [ remember more (English in this class) than in the other Basic English
class (I have).

(58) 3—HEEEZTEE> CHETILTHLIIT/2 7=, [l began to want to try speaking English.]

ITEM 3. (N=125) Ehbhe W<

As a result of taking this class, I felt a HM<B> B> xR | Bblw | blw | EERL

sense of accomplishment with English Neither

conversation. ¢ SXg:eg:y Agree agree nor Disagree (Si:::;fel)e, res]:(())nse

ZOREEBUT, HEFENTEREND disagree

ERRRD DT, 26 66 21 6 0 6

Comments:

(59) 5—Absolutely.

(60) 5—&THEERDLHIT/2o7=, [I became able to talk a lot.]

(61) 4—EBEARIEEL %72 TH R, [You don’t have to use perfect English (in this class).]

(62) 4—FZEZIZ, [Barely.]

(63) 4—HFEVHEREEL L TVVBEWIRELIZL A 7=, [I didn’t really feel like I conversed in English.]

(64) 4 —This class very interesting!

(65) 4—HLI=, [A little bit.]
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4—CIER BT CHREFEL THIENRD - 12D TEREITH ST, [(The class) felt like it was not only
about learning grammar, so | felt a sense of achievement.]

3— B THRTEAL ~ULIZITAR2> TV VR, [I'm not at the (English conversation) level I'd like to be.]
2 —DFAZEMENST-DTEINT B/ 7=, [I got tongue-tied a lot, so I don’t think (I felt a sense of
accomplishment.)]

ITEM 4. (N=125) , ., | EBEme BB
I think this cle(xssroom design is an effective MBI B> —gl;fi_tﬁbr\ BbR\ | by EEZL
i i ish. Strongl . Strongl No

L& 64 55 5 I 0 0

Comments:

(69) 5- EKRFEORBREZESOLREFLLEDIITL. TREIVETHBAFONITHRDH LB D, [Tthinkit's
important to learn conversation phrases. but for me speaking practice is more effective.]

(70) 5 —And [ was becoming want to study English more.(sic)

(71) 5—Z2&8BZEMNRWVWERES, [llike that (the classroom method) made me think.]

(72) 5 —FEERE LB, [Practical training (like this class) is also important.]

(73) 5 —BWTEET L ORGP & h 7=, [lunderstood the importance of listening and speaking. ]

(74) 5 —HEFLITTEL T DTHN DW= EE S, [We talk only in English, so [ think that improved my
ability.]

(75) 5 —BHOEEIIHFECHD/ILGHLEOTHEN LB S5, [My English made sense to the other person,
so I think (the classroom design) is effective.]

(76) 5=\ THLEETMHOLRITZD LB S, [Wetalkalot. so it's easy to remember. ]

(77) 5 — Ll EARWHIEETT, [There's nothing better than (this classroom design)].

(78) 5 —ZEDOANLHEFEEFETEMNTET, [l was able to talk to many people.]

(79) 5—7-< EAETZ ENERFES UP TR -7-, [The fact that we talked a lot is connected to improved
conversational ability. ]

(80) 5 —REPLOWELDOTHRMTHSH LU F L7z, [Theclass is conversation-centered. so I felt it's
eftective.]

8 5—FEETHZ LixETHRELLEWVET, [Ithink actual (conversation) practice is very important.

(82) 4 —Yes. but I think depends on our speaking skill.

(83) 4 —Iunderstand English convasation (sic) is not so difficult.

(84) 4 — THFITEULAUL, A THULN] 2TV DA, ZIRMIZEE S, [Ithink the statement "Anything
goes as long as the other person understands" is effective. ]

(85) 4=V LF 2N TEIENTSH (FEKFEIZ) [I have a sense that. little by little. [ got used to (English
conversation)].

(86) 4 —FEE D > TV I RFFHIZA D [It made me want to talk.]

(87) 4 —¥ELFFIBEBND Lk, LTHLHERBER2LTREEY, HENRPNEN LS IFVLERLEES Z
L 723%\ >, [(This classroom design) really gives you confidence that you can get used to English conversation.
(On the other hand.) I often felt the need for ability with vocabulary and sentence structure. ]

(88) 4 —H A4 B & B ET, [(This classroom design is) pretty darn good.]

(89) 4 —Z DIFEIXTIESL LA o 7=, [This class was wondertul.]

(90) 4 —5FETLRNEONEBIZ 5B THTEZOTE DB WET, [Even L. who thought I could
never speak (in English). could do it. so I think (the classroom design is effective)].

O 4—BHAMICEFTHLM, HEOLWVETZMIT DD TEV, [Personally I still think (speaking is)
difficult, but I could listen to other people so I think it's good.]

(92) 4 —FELRFEED I LARWNMD ETH-DIZ/A o 72, [We almost never get the chance to talk in
English. so I think it's worth it.]

(93) 4 —RFEAXNLO LUV EA D, [Our conversation skill level goes up.]

(94) 4 —fAINZ L5 H LB HDTERFEN LET S & E S, [1want to (try to) say something, so [ think
that English conversation ability improves.]

95) 4—FFTHHICLVZLLr IRV EBHAANETI 2= — 3 h kD, [Rather than just studying
we get a little chance to talk to a foreigner. ]

(96) 4 —F L < T& THRMIEEVLET, [Ithought (the classroom design) was fun. so I think it's effective.]

97) 3—THLHEARANREEZFEL THAETTEBRICAALTE LZEDLVIZSWER S, By

MERL VY, [However. (in class) Japanese are speaking (in English) with other Japanese: it might not be
understood if we were talking with a foreigner. I'd like more (practice with) basic English sentences.]
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ITEMS. (N=125) Yhiome <R
Communication strategies (e.g. “What do WES B> Sz | Bbiw | bhy | BERL
you mean?”) were useful in in-class Neither

coilversationf and tests. . SK'O"g'y Agree | agreenor | Disagree | Strongly No
AIa=f—3a AT TP —(What do gree disagree disagree | response
you mean?72E) i, REHOHELFFED T

BT, 54 55 15 1 0 0
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Comments:

(98) 5—FXa=f—ar AT TV—TELREENKDI-D, [Conversation is successful with communication

strategies.]

(99) 5— BAREEZ BERIT/2oT=, [I started to use them naturally. ]

(100) 5 — FAKBRDE S 7= FED—FF, LV EEVE THEOFIAHED TETHRIIHELT, [As a last resort, when |
was at a loss (in a conversation), (strategies) were helpful.]

(101) 5 =M FMATEE WO DB DDBIRNVERIT R B EN D72 o 1= L B, [I think the number of
instances when I didn’t know what the other person meant and I left it at that declined.]

(102) 5— And I want to use outside.

(103) 5 —FHEEMNITHIFE X ED, &IZSL>7=, [ used them in (the) Eiken (interview in English). Useful.]

(104) 5— Communication is link.

(105) 5 —ZNABHDNOIREN IR T=>TVD LB ET, [We can use these (strategies), so that’s why I think the

class is successful.]

(106) 5—tHHFIZHENZLIZD AT > TOBDEMHRNEEICBERBTI LN TEDLINT R0 T, MRS
27z, [ was able to task the other person to restate when I didn’t understand, and also to restate what I said.

Very useful.]
(107) 4— £LfFE- TV ET, [1 use (strategies) a lot.]
(108) 4 — BN MO RVEEE, &
didn’t know (what others) words (meant).]

2K EABER [=#/] T&/=, I made good use of (strategies) when I

(109) 4 —IEME, HEDEFESTA, [To be honest, I don’t use them much.]

(110)4—EBRITFEIZ LA TEDDT good. [They’re something you can actually use, so (I think they’re) good.]
(111) 4 — W72 D 2 AOTIRIZIL-D, [They’re useful when you’re at a loss (in English conversation).]
(112) 4 —F& LTV —REF X DHIENTE-, "Say again, please!”72E, [I learned useful phrases like “Say again,

please!”]

(113) 4 — W >7=BFIZfE 2 7=, [1 used them when I was at a loss (in English conversation).]

(114) 4 —{EVVEL =, [1 used them.]

(115) 4 —7=FIZ/ 3y EH TETHES, [Once in a while they just come right out.]
(116) 4 —H TH ASAANTZELONT B TH XIS TE 7=, [When a foreigner talked to me in town, I was able to

respond.]

(117) 4 —EBRZfEZ DD H B, [(Strategies are) good because you can actually use them.]

(118) 4 —BhiF 7=, [(Strategies) were helpful.]

(119) 3—=BFEVFEDLRDTTE | o TBABU =, [1 didn’t use (strategies) much, but others did.]

Table 3. Student Responses to Items 1-5

6. Discussion of Survey Data

For all numerical responses to items 1-5,
positive answers (agree) outweighed neutral
and negative answers (disagree). Positive
answers to Item 2 (English expression ability
improved), Item 3 (sense of accomplishment),
and Item 4 (classroom design effective)
significantly outweighed neutral and negative
answers. Generally, this trend suggests that
even non-English-major students of lower
proficiency and in compulsory English classes
perceive a “strong CLT” classroom design as a
means to practice and to build confidence in
communicating in English. The comparatively
higher incidence of neutral answers in Item 1
(confidence toward English conversation) may
reflect an innate Japanese tendency to
self-efface, or to avoid display or admission of

self-confidence. In other words, it may reflect
hesitation to admit confidence in general, not
only toward communicating in English.

When it comes to getting lower-proficiency
students to practice speaking English in class,
several students offered these comments:
® #3 [I lost the sense that (speaking in English) was

difficult.]
® #4 [l totally thought 1 couldn't (communicate in

English), but after all, I found I actually could!]
® #90 [Even I, who thought I could never speak (in

English), could do it, so I think (the classroom

design is effective)].

Two interesting contrasts also emerged: First,
many students indicated the refreshing nature
of not being required to use correct grammar,
or the realization that imperfect English can in
fact be communicative (#5, #8, #13, #33, #39,
#61, #84). On the other hand, others observed
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out that they realized firsthand how little
English ability they had, how limiting that
imperfect knowledge can be, or that they need
to study more in order to converse better (#7,
#23, #56, #67, #87, #97). Second, some
students indicated they value the practical
nature of the group conversations, in some
cases as a refreshing change from other classes
that center on language form and reading from
a textbook (#9, #18, #48, #72, #79, #81). Other
students pointed out, however, that the group
conversations are between native Japanese
speakers, and so students may feel that the
experience might not be as effective as if it
were with other speakers, for example, with
native English speakers (#21, #24, #97).
Further, numerical responses to Item 5
(communication _strategies helpful) were
significantly positive. Communication
strategies—including the usefulness of asking
for help, restating, and using gestures—were

addition to the comments for Item 5. This
seems an encouraging indication that the
inclusion of communication strategy training in
the syllabus is perceived as valuable. This
feedback tentatively supports Dornyei &
Thurrell’s (1991) position that strategy training
builds confidence, facilitates improvisation
skills and linguistic creativity, and is fun for
students (p.22). I believe, therefore, that the
usefulness of explicitly teaching and practicing
communication strategies for this particular
classroom design deserves the attention of
future research.

The two open-question items (“What did
you like most about the class?” and “How
would you improve this class?””) garnered 171
written comments, which are too voluminous to
include here. I have broadly categorized many
of the responses under several themes, and
excerpted several salient comments from each
of the items, in Table 4. A brief commentary

mentioned in comments to Items 1-4, in follows.

OPEN ITEM #1. “What did you like most about the class?” No. of
ZOREDLNEZ DAL LB ETH ? (125~ BEEITELTFE, ) Responses
The class was fun. exciting. not tiresome. 26
The teacher was energetic, motivated. helpful. 15
Interaction with other classmates is good. 19
The classroom design offers practicum. a chance to speak English. 18
Class is not language-form focused. demonstrates that imperfect English can be communicative. 32

Excerpted comments

(1) IFADRAILE—TPDDONYTHEZABETHVWEBWELT, BALEBAMICAEICBMTEDEIAR
EBUWUNEEVVEL 7, [ thought it was great to be able to interact with everyone in the class, and that I was able to
actively participate in the conversations.]

(2) ELWEEZFEIZENKELOTIIRL MBI DT DIEEE LU HAFEOR LT, EENEFER
B & T DL KRB FE IS NAI LN TET-, ZINED272L B, [For someone with an
aversion to English like me, being in a class that focuses not on using correct English but rather on the act of
communicating to the other person afforded me more of a closeness with English than usual. I thought that was
good. ]

(3) BEVEELW) EEEEDRITHOWD, mhDETEDL L~ NAL, ELWHEEEZ SH7eTHU, [You
don’t have to use stiff (difficult) English. You can restate things until the other person understands, you don’t
have to use correct English.]

(4) ETHRHEREIA, LEILELDNOIENRVDDLIEFENEFRATH, BMLLIEVITRFLIZRND,
[(T liked) the strong sense of freedom. You don’t get hung up on grammar, so even people who aren’t good at
English feel like they can participate (in conversation).]

(5) BRETIHIEEREDILREBACBEN 27T E | ZOREEZII 2T, HEAKEETHLAILD
TeZBTEMNTEDLDNDT= | FRATRIIHTIUT W EWZEE, [Up through high school I didn’t think I
could make sentences or remember words, but after taking this class, 1 learned that even simple English
conveys to people, and (so I think) everyone should take this class.]

(6) HEFBEIMTITRKKFELL TRBRTESHI L, [(1 like the fact that this class is) not English study but
conversation experience.]

(1) BHADEZONRNEIROIINTANEANNSFE~BZE, [ learned expressions from others that I couldn’t
come up with on my own.]

(®) LIAKRFERM ST LICEAK B TOBOT, BIEOMHM ThHT L2 BRAETIC B A7 7T
REEIZBIMY HTLHTES, [The main goal is to achieve successful communication. so you participate in
conversation naturally without feeling like you’re studying.]
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EIEMERICLDDILT, B ARYORIERIT GO IHE>TOTH) TR WA, 87
HLERIZ TREETE DA, [(1 like) the point that you can have conversations even with only simple words, and
that. without getting stuck on stereotypes, you can use your own English expressions and it's OK if it makes
sense to the other person. even if it’s not correct grammar.]

OPEN ITEM #2. “How would you improve this class?” No. of
ZORFEE LR DD, HARTIIMELE T REZLBOETH 2 (R~ AH resp;mses
ICBZTIZEYY,)

Nothing 21

Go slower, use easier topics, etc. 7
Introduce / teach more words, expressions. 13
Improve student participation 5

Excerpted comments

(M

(2
3)

“4)

(5)

(6)

HAEYNEFERBHNZ A DD TLAROAIZES TIE DUV LR NEBAST=D T, EOIADIELE X
TRAUTNNEEVVEL 7=, [I think that there are those who are not very outgoing and don’t want to interact
with other people, so it might be good to take these people into account.]

BENARSTRICZELAL TV b &D,  [During fall semester we only did the same thing over and over,
so it got boring. ]

HAFBOEILICL LR ANDNE, Mo TOBBEELAMEZ 2 2t | EFL THREENT L /37— 27
2 TL#9, [More emphasis should be put into prohibiting Japanese. Since we can only use the words we know,
conversations become repetitive.]

BETYH, \EYIRTONWTEZ SR ME OB, HEE LS TET, BATELLHFMEZ <o THREEIC
HWBE TATTHTT, bokiELRT b LRV E BT, [It would be good to have homework or
out-of-class time to think about topics. I thought, if students brought dictionaries and were given preparation
time before conversing, there might be more ideas and it might be easier to converse.]
BATERIERFELTO0, IRV FEEZ THIDLHIIELBNET, bo LBERHX THRLLEWD
IRFFbLH o7z, [We converse in groups of three, but it might be a good idea to change the pattern
sometimes. | also wished we would learn more words.]

e TLBL, KEFLE TITEHORELFEL TV TIALNT, TDS NV —FIRFENRTERD,
NEYWETEHRWERS, [Some students, once they get used to the routine, just chatter in Japanese with

neighboring students, so they can’t engage in English conversation. This is something to fix.]

(7 L<EEEDADPIRE IKESIERIDZTIUT, 2EFEOL~VR EnRBERVVET, [If you make sure to rotate
the students who can speak well, I think the level of the entire class would go up.]

(8) BHMHLEANT D, [lwantto participate (in conversations) of my own will.]

Table 4. Student Responses to Two Open Items

Responses to Open Item #1: Many students
indicated the class was fun, however, the most
frequent comments indicated that students liked
the fact that the class activities were not
language-form focused, and they demonstrated
that imperfect English can be communicative.

Responses to Open Item #2: While many
students indicated no change to the classroom
design was necessary, some took the trouble to
suggest improvements. It is crucial to carefully
consider comments such as these, because they
are the best representation of what other
students might be thinking but not be willing to
say. It is also important to acknowledge that,
despite teachers’ best efforts, not every student
will become enthusiastic about engaging in
English conversation. Not all students will want
to participate. Comments #1 and #8 hint at this,
however, in some cases reticence may point to

an aversion to communicating at all, rather than
to communicating in English, and may reflect
the type of student who is perfectly happy with
the student-passive, teacher-centered nature of
traditional lecture classes. Poor attendance
among a few students (for example in morning
classes) can also be problematical. Some
comments suggest that things which irritate
instructors—for example, poor attendance or
poor effort on the part of some students—may
be just as irritating to other students as it is to
instructors. Finally, as comments #3 and #5
suggest, constant consideration of how much
attention to appropriate vocabulary and
language form to introduce is important, even
in a “strong CLT-based” classroom design.

7. Considerations and Limitations
The results of this survey would seem to
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indicate strongly that even lower-proficiency
learners are welcoming of a CLT-based
classroom design, and tentatively support
findings by Savignon & Wang (2003), Yoshida
et al. (2012) and Gamble et al. (2013) that
students favor CLT over traditional,
grammar-based instruction. It must be firmly
acknowledged, however, that the survey results
presented above are teacher-solicited, and so
one must remain mindful of a potential “halo
effect.” Students may have answered the survey
items in a way they think they “should,” or in a
way they think the instructor might “like.”
Further, the survey instrument used in this pilot
study is small, as well as the number of
students surveyed.

A future study needs to ask more questions
to a larger number of students, preferably
periodically over time. A future survey
instrument could employ the categories in the
Open Item #1 and #2, or use recurring words
and phrases in student comments, to generate
new survey items. Or, if time allows, a direct
repeat of the survey instrument used by
Yoshida et al. (2012) and Gamble et al. (2013)
would allow for a contrastive analysis between
student populations.

If we take the student responses to this pilot
survey at face value—that even
lower-proficiency students value, can deal with,
and even enjoy a CLT-based classroom
design—then it would seem that whether or not
to implement it is not only a matter of whether
the students can handle it but also whether or
not the instructor can handle it. I have already
discussed that some teachers perceive CLT as
inappropriate in Japan because it does not
maximize a focus on teaching and testing
language forms—something that is requisite for
preparing students to take high-stakes, written
examinations. At the university level, the
pressing need for perfecting language form
among students is greatly diminished, but the
mindset among instructors may not be.
Language forms are easy to attach point values
to, and thus they may afford a more objective
and fair means to generate students’ grades.

Some teachers may fear allowing “incorrect™
English to “fossilize” in students. | would argue
that allowing a fear of speaking English at all to
“fossilize” in less proficient, less motivated
students is, in many cases, a greater worry.
Finally, there is a perception that CLT places
no importance on language form altogether,
which is untrue. As Thompson (1996) observes,
“the exclusion of explicit attention to grammar
was never a necessary part of CLT (p.10).” The
classroom design outlined in this paper allows

for whatever degree of attention to form the
instructor wishes to include. In my opinion,
first-year university Japanese students have
already encountered enough language forms to
enable them to communicate in a simple
conversation. Many of their other university

English  classes, meanwhile, sufficiently
continue the traditional form-focused classroom
designs.

In many ways, the classroom design
discussed here reflects the nature of English in
real life. For example, while it may be
unnatural for Japanese speakers to speak
English with fellow Japanese speakers, it is far
more likely that students will encounter
opportunities to communicate in English with
other non-native speakers, and with others
whose proficiency level is not the same as their
own. Further, students will not always do well.
Good conversations may happen one day and
not-as-good ones may happen another.
Conversation test partners are in some ways a
luck-of-the-draw, and so students will have to
learn to deal with a variety of idiosyncrasies of
conversation and interaction with other
students.

The design may also, at times, seem like a lot
of work for the instructor, mentally and
physically. Handling oral and written
conversations with butchered grammar may test
the temperament of even the most patient
instructors, particularly those who might
otherwise want to micromanage the language
output of their students. On the other hand,
however, amid the rubble of broken English
can sometimes be found treasure. Students will
generate unique arguments and turns of phrase
that may never have crossed instructors’ or
other students’ minds. These can be harnessed
and recycled in future iterations of conversation
by both students and instructors. In other
words, it is an opportunity for the instructor to
learn from the students as much as for students
to learn from the instructor and from each
other. Finally, while both students and teachers
will at times become aware of the limits of their
communicative competence, they may also in
turn discover hidden ability.

8. Conclusion

The current literature suggests that CLT has
been generally difficult to implement in the
Japanese context. Although the results of this
and other surveys have indicated that students
want or prefer CLT-based classes, others have
hinted otherwise (e.g. Matsuura, Chiba &
Hilderbrandt, 2001). I have outlined my
implementation of this particular classroom
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design, and provided student responses that
suggest it works well and is valuable even
among a population of lower-proficiency
non-humanities-major students. How it can be
improved and/or implemented in other
classrooms is a matter for future research and
exploration.

The best lesson we can learn from this
classroom design is, perhaps, that anyone can
do it and make it work. It is at the same time a
classroom design as well as a philosophy,
soundly rooted in the notion that students
whom we might label as low proficiency or low
motivation can—and will—speak English in
the classroom, given the right conditions and
with the right encouragement. It suggests, too,
that those conditions depend largely on how
willing the teacher is to create and allow them,
and of instructors having confidence in students
as much as students having confidence in
themselves.
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Appendix A: Sample Written Test

KREEBI-II SA47vJP Name (@—-=% or JE30)

Fall 2013 Writing Test #2 l Sample Student

. 752 <A FRAEELDHLS, |
“Yutori Education”
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5.£\:gc fime 15 e Con Velase. 5. can’t gfgdx alene ggoglg 1is Sgigzdglz
B ASALBSADHEERIT LS, | cont Stucly.

HERBHRMB, ;oY - AL RVSERIIT LS,

Hint: ASADLBIALBBINT. To LHILOSTHI L L LTEEEES I, 2FL 5H) LRVE S !

Hint : For example %{{f 5 v A3 {lF),

A:T think “ Yutori Education” is (a) a good 1d
:Oh really? I think _a. bad ideo.

() a bad idea.

fosa ) A winy? \pany
A4
N B utovi Educatio 1 L Cause blu eo N 'Y r"(u'fo\ri Peo?(l’ s
Cavit Stmely 4.

h. But H SR ’ [ on Stud
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