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Abstract

This study examines student feedback and discusses the implications of classroom management practices on a
newly developed e-Learning course at a private university in Japan. The course was initially intended to be taught in
a blended style: students would engage in autonomous language study online whilst also attending in-person group
lessons on campus. With the advent of COVID-19, however, and the concomitant restrictions of on-campus activities,
the course was rapidly modified to allow students to take the group lessons online. Student feedback on the course
was collected via an online questionnaire given to the students in the final week of the semester. This paper reports
on one component of the questionnaire: student feedback regarding possible improvements to classroom
management. The results show a positive attitude towards the course in general; however, there were five key areas
in which students suggested improvements: explanations, speaking time, group work, task time and teacher
attention. Pedagogical implications and recommendations are discussed.

Keywords: computer-assisted language learning, blended learning, remote learning

Introduction

In the spring of 2020, Rikkyo University replaced its existing e-Learning course with a newly
designed programme. The previous course design required students to attend class in a computer
lab once a week for 14 weeks, using the e-Learning software provided by the university. The teachers’
main task in the classroom was to help troubleshoot any problems the students had in using the
software. Whilst students were physically present in the classroom, they were entirely responsible
for their own learning.

The new course was designed to give students further autonomy whilst also providing them with
motivation and opportunities to use the language they were studying. Instead of meeting in the
classroom for all 14 weeks to study on a computer, students were now expected to study outside of
the classroom using commercial software on their own devices and attend three group lessons in the
classroom in which they would learn business English and practice the grammar and vocabulary
they had studied online.

The course objectives were as follows:

a. To help students develop a practical communication ability essential to effectively function in

cross-cultural business contexts.

b. To help students become autonomous learners and establish good study habits via e-Learning

(regular exposure to the English language).

c. To help students improve their TOEIC scores.

(Mishima, Rappeneker, Farmer, Machi & Paxton, 2020, p. 7)

In order to achieve these objectives, students were expected to:

1) Complete 40 e-Learning lessons, and spend a minimum of 15 hours using the software

2) Complete a diagnostic test and three practice TOEIC tests

3) Attend the three group lessons and finish whatever homework the teacher assigns
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4) Attend the first and final classes of the semester for orientation and review respectively

Almost every first-year student in Rikkyo University was required to take this course. The
majority of English teachers in the Center for Foreign Language Education and Research taught the
course for the first time in Spring 2020.

Background

The rise in the number of COVID-19 cases in Japan in early 2020 meant that the university
policies regarding on-campus activities changed significantly. Many classes were now to be conducted
entirely online. This semester was also shortened from 14 weeks to 12 weeks. Furthermore, teachers
had to learn how to use new tools, such as Zoom and Blackboard.

Within this context, the syllabus and course requirements for e-learning needed to be modified.
Instead of 40 lessons, students were now expected to complete only 30 lessons. Instead of 15 hours
of study on the software, students now needed to study on it for 12 hours. Further, the example group
lessons were modified to work online. Finally, e-Learning classes typically have over 100 students and
the original 4-group plan would have around 25 students in each group, similar to other communication
classes; however, with the reduction in weeks, the same class size was split into 3 groups of students
instead of 4. This meant that each group was slightly larger than had been previously planned.

These changes to the syllabus and course expectations were relayed to teachers at the faculty
development conference. However, it seems likely that many teachers were overwhelmed by the
abundant changes occurring to all their courses. It is within this context that the course was
conducted, and the data collected.

Data collection

Data were collected from 3673 e-Learning students via an online questionnaire conducted in the
last lesson of the 2020 spring semester. All but 9 of the respondents were first year students (99%, n
= 3664). The survey was emailed to each teacher of the course, who then asked their students to
complete it in the last class. All respondents consented to have their data collected.

The survey was conducted in Japanese, and the vast majority (99.9%) of written responses was
also in Japanese. The survey contained 17 questions:

1) The name of the respondent’s teacher (this datum was ignored during the study)

2) Four Likert scale questions regarding student attitudes towards the software

3) Two Likert scale questions about the respondent’s effort level and autonomous learning

4) A question asking on which devices respondents used the software

5) Seven Likert scale questions regarding attitudes towards the course and its effectiveness.

6) Two open ended questions asking which aspects of the course were useful, and which could
be improved.

7) Each of the Likert scale questions were statements with the following five options to choose
from: 1) strongly disagree, 2) disagree, 3) neither agree nor disagree, 4) agree, and 5)
strongly agree.

A complete analysis of the survey is beyond the scope of this paper. The purpose of this article
is to examine findings that emerged from student responses to question 17 of the survey which
asked “ZDaA—2DED L) hmEBE LA WERWETH, 7 [“What aspects of this
course do you think could be improved?”] As such, the method for data analysis introduced in the
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following section will only detail procedures used for that one question.

Data analysis

Of the 3674 responses to the questionnaire, 1546 contained a suggestion for improvement. Each
suggestion was translated into English initially via machine learning tools (DeepLl) and followed by
manual correction of poor translations. Each suggestion was then given a descriptive category. Using
a constant comparison method of iterative analysis of the data (Glaser & Strauss, 2017) After An
inductive analysis of the various categories, the suggestions were finally coded into 6 major themes

Table 1
Code descriptions.

Variable Definition Representative examples
BRENTTLAZ 77 PV —LTR7 7 — 271l #
UHEARH 7208, ZZICE2 ETO—AMHOHED:
%, RT7 V= ETREDELLZVGEDR S 1o
Responses regarding the way the oo DT, WENTEORZWS T, HEICHT
Classroom teacher runs the classroom. (e.g., how | 2Kj[E]Z 85> L TIZ L >, [There was an opportunity to
students are interacted with, how work in pairs in the breakout rooms in the class, but
management . .
groups are assigned and how much there were many tasks for one person to get to that point,
spent on tasks in class.) and there were many cases where the students did not
get to work in pairs. Therefore, I would like to see a
reduction in the amount of in-class assignments or more
time allocated to them.]
HODEFLEFEDL Y AV ZRATEETELDHT
Responses regarding the e-Learning TRHRVWDT, 222 REBEBIXRETER V2 LR
Software N . .
software. 9. [You can’t pick and choose which grammar lessons
you are weak in, so I think that should be improved.]
Really English {22WTTEH, A7 v EThv=
VIREFHLVWERCETL, TLARERTVL
RFEDS D02 % L9 D TI2HFE & a9 2 L= 13 e Bl
Responses regarding the syllabus, or U £ L7, TOEICIEFER S 75 < TlE7% o
Course hov;)the courfe s rugn overythe ’ WO TRRIZ T2 XD Ly A VECTHW L 72 558
design cemester. RWwaDTld &, [As for Really English, I think it is
’ difficult to cheat online and I think it is more time
consuming to look it up; thus, I felt the quota of 12 hours
not necessary. I think it’s better to judge by the number
of lessons rather than the time.]
Respon§es regarding t.he b I)D LTORICTRHEZ L2 aY 2N Ieh o7 T
appropriateness and difficulty level of
Content . . 9, [I wanted to know more about how to get a good
the content presented via the e-Learning
. score on TOEIC.]
software, and in group lessons.
HEEZRZ EEIC, AV arRATRE RT3
Responses regarding the physical BROOT, HPFEBETOENILE, My eyes
Physical |, P 8 & e phy and shoulders were very tired because I spent a lot of
impact of online learning. . . .
time looking at my computer and phone when doing my
assignments.]
Responses regarding technical issues
‘ the st'udents experlenced‘vmt'h online F oy MeXF RO OWAECH 2 4. [The fact
Technical |learning platform (e.g., with internet e .
. . that it is difficult to type text into the chat.]
connections, problems with Zoom, the
student portal).
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students suggested for improvement, with 36 subcategories. Definitions and examples of each major
theme can be found in Table 1.

Figure 1
Students’ suggestions for improvement

Content
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Software
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Technical
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Physical
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management
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Course design
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Note. This graph depicts the breakdown of the 1546 responses to this question.

As can be seen in Figure 1, the two most common aspects of the course that students felt could

Table 2

Classroom management code descriptions

Variable

Definition

Representative Examples

Explanations

Regarding explanations and
instruction language.

B L IABHAETIHEL TOEESL, HE0IEF vy I
THERAATNS LMoY £3, [It would be helpful if you could
speak the important parts in Japanese or write them in the chat.]

Speaking
time

Responses regarding time
spent on inter-student
communication in breakout
rooms.

LIDBL, T A 2777 b L— L DRRIDH UL B B\ TER DI
NTELTEERWELA, [ thought it would have been
reassuring to have a little more time in the breakout room to check in
with each other.]

Group work

Responses regarding issues
completing tasks in
breakout rooms.

TN—T77—=20% DIz, [Group work is difficult to do.]

Task time

Responses regarding the
amount of time allocated to
tasks.

RENTHE) TEDERDL ., HEZEBLEN AW LD T
DT, BRHIFFEN T P A 2HPHIC L TIEL v, Fh, 38
FEEENICIRN TR E R0, ZOHIEETWE I VoL,
FERFFENICIRE TSNS o, & v ) FEHEZ ISR LT
L \», [There are many materials that are scheduled to be covered in
class, and there were times when I was unable to read them. Thus, I
would like the materials to be limited to what can be covered in class.
Also, I would like to see a clear standard for whether assignments
should be submitted in class, on the day of the class, or during class
time.]

Teacher
attention

Responses to teacher
feedback or direct
one-on-one interaction from
the teacher.

RANBOEGFERZIANLBEDZ TR > TS &) AT aAH L
TR, V=7V y AV TRIELEZBEED 7 4+ —F Ny 7%
BLTHOWIRE TS, ROFEIZORBZDTIE R LS
7z, [I am fully aware of the burden of one teacher taking on a large
group of students, but I thought that if I could get a little feedback on
the assignments I submitted in the group lessons, it would help me
learn better the next time.]
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be improved were classroom management (approximately 27%) and the e-Learning software itself
(approximately 27%), followed closely by the overall course design. The focus of this report is to
examine deeply the responses related to one theme that emerged from the coding—Classroom
Management.

We focused this report on the findings related to classroom management for two reasons. First,
this was the issue that students reported on the most. Second, although software issues were also
highly commented upon, as teachers, we have limited ability to mediate technological issues. Thus,
we felt that a deeper analysis of the issues related to teachers’ classroom management would help
others mediate their experience in teaching the course as we have more ability to control our
practices than the technology being used.

The coding procedure for this theme consisted of broadly summarising the primary concern of
each suggestion (Table 2).

Findings

This section introduces the findings regarding student suggestions for improved classroom
management. Following this report, a discussion about the practical implications and future
considerations will be examined.

Figure 2
Student suggestions for improvement of teacher classroom management.

Task time...

Teacher
attention
7%

Group work
11%
Explanati...

Speaking time
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Five themes emerged from the students’ suggestions regarding classroom management:

1. Explanations: Simple instructions that are posted in writing and can be
reviewed later

The most significant suggestion reported by students at 57% (n = 237) was related to having
instructions or explanations that they could understand more easily. Some students struggled to
understand the instructions and then, as a result could not do their assigned tasks. Also, students
reported feeling unsure about their understanding of English instructions, for example, “%5572 17T
FHHZINZDT, BB THIEDBIEL VOPERT S I ENTERNDT, HAETDOH
DA L &L ¥ L7z, 7 [“Since the explanation is given only in English, I couldn’t confirm
whether what I was doing was correct or not, so I felt that I wanted an explanation in Japanese.”]
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2. Speaking time: Regular opportunities for students to practise speaking English

The next most requested improvement, at 15% (n = 62), was a request for more speaking time.
Some students felt the lessons were ‘one sided: (“iffin& D— N EEIZL>T WS, 7
[“One-sided lessons from the instructor.”], whilst others seemed to miss the opportunity to interact
with peers (“bIHIDLIEDDALEET (ERELH, discussions £% 7 %) BESVE L ol 7
[“T wanted more opportunities to talk (exchange opinions, discuss, etc.) with other people.]”). Thus,
they indicated they didn’t just want to listen to the teacher, but more opportunities to speak with
others.

3. Scaffolded group work: Clear goals for group work, and regular monitoring of
breakout rooms

Students also offered suggestions for improving the way that group work (in breakout rooms on
Zoom) was handled (11%, n = 45). Some students felt difficulty in speaking up either due to the
breakout group size or unfamiliarity with group members. For example, “@1® T&IHIANE DA 74
YETOIN=T7 T =13V L L D27 TY, 7 [“Working in a group online with people I've
never met before was a bit challenging.”], “AED3% > 7= D THBIZERET LR LR E L, 7
[“There were a lot of people, so I felt nervous about speaking up.”]). Other students noted that very
few, if any, participants in the group work sessions spoke at all (“}VLERDFFA3\>” [“Long periods
of silence.”], “Z/N—7"FT 4 AA v avPWEWRS T 12T L TWied o7, ” [“The group
discussion was almost non-functional because no one spoke.”]). Finally, several students felt that the
goals for the group work were unclear (“b 9L 7NV —7"7 =7 ONEZ TP DT HBHL T
13 L\, 7 [“I would like the teacher to explain the contents of the group work more clearly.”], 2" )V
— 77 =7DLEICHLHIVLIETHNEZHMEIC L TIZEL Vv, 7 [“] would like the teacher to clarify
what we should talk about more during group work.”]).

4. Task time: Sufficient time to complete tasks, considering the challenges of online
learning

Approximately 10% of student suggestions (n = 43) were for more time to complete tasks,
especially considering first year students’ unfamiliarity with Blackboard, the university’s main
content management system (“‘FZENTHEKbLSELRIFNUIROLWY X703 -7, HEHEHIC
INDHATHU2DICOEOST 77y 78— FOEPIRDS 2T L3 ICBETE TW o
Tt T TE R o, SECKEIEMT 2RHED o7 DT, LoX EREDIR-> T
ZORDECERHZBE oA KON, LI ZRAZIFHELTUILL Bd o7, 7 [“When 1
had a task that I had to complete in class, I couldn’t complete it because I didn’t understand the
Blackboard board system well enough, even though I was working diligently. I didn’t have time to ask
questions to the teacher or my friends, so I didn’t want them to assign me a task that I had to finish
after class time unless I had a lot of extra time.”]). More generally, students suggested that they be
given more time to complete tasks in class, or less tasks overall. For example, “$Z3€ A & — F 23 {
T, V=73 —=FB%b o7\, 7 [“The class moves ahead so fast that I can’t finish the
worksheets.”], “bZHENE L BEISBLAID 2, 7 [“Classes are fast, and I can’t keep up with my
assignments.”].

5. Teacher attention: Personal feedback from the teacher, individual attention during

class
Overall, 7% of students (n = 27) felt a lack of attention from the teacher during class, and whilst
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the difficulty of individual attention in a large class was recognised, students still felt as though they
could benefit from more teacher interaction (“ A%\ E W) Z b HBHD, ~A—ADERT- L
PELIDLRUTDLIT TR L2572 TT, ” [“There were a lot of people, but I would have liked
them to pay a little more attention to how each person was doing.”], “¥ZZEIZ K 3 5 EfED EDIL >
DTOEDOE D ANDOK)NID I Dp7e L& 72, 7 [“] felt that the number of students in the
class was too large and that there was not enough support for each student.”]). Additionally, students
desired feedback on classwork they had completed. Teachers graded classwork on Blackboard, but
in some cases, they did not offer feedback (“BlED K%z a3 x> b LTH L, ” [“I want the
teacher to comment on the shortcomings of my assignments.”], “¥%3& CTf1 o 72 #EIC DWW T, /5
ThhroGAEEIHEEZE S0 7 nE BunE Lz, 7 [“If I didn't get a perfect score
on an assignment I did in class, I wanted to know what I did wrong.]”).

Discussion

1. Explanations & Requests for Japanese Instruction

The overwhelming majority of respondents were first-year students, with presumably little-to-no
experience with online learning via Zoom or Blackboard. To help reduce the cognitive load that
students in a new technological environment face, some basic steps could be taken:

e Teacher instructions given ‘live’ should also be available on the learning platform (e.g.,
Blackboard) for reference for the students. This allows students to reference instructions that
they may not have correctly heard, and to look up unknown words. In large classes, such as
e-Learning, this also allows students the option to correct their own misunderstandings
without interrupting the flow of the class.

e Reiterating key points and instructions in Japanese may help students feel more confident
about their own understanding of the instructions and should be considered an option for
classes that require it.

2. Speaking Time

Giving students regular opportunities to discuss the content of the online lectures allows
students to confirm with peers that they have understood the assigned tasks. Additionally, in a course
that mostly focuses on listening and reading skills, discussion allows students the opportunity to use
their newly learnt language in practical ways. To achieve this, teachers could do the following:

e Schedule brief but regular breakout rooms, giving students a speaking prompt and a short

task to achieve every fifteen minutes or so.

e As students in the e-Learning course only meet for a third of the semester, designing in-class

tasks that prioritise speaking opportunities and use language they are learning could be
beneficial.

3. Group Work

Orchestrating online group work can be convoluted in the best of circumstances. At the start of
the 2020 academic year, when most students and teachers had little experience with online learning,
it was particularly difficult. With that in mind, here are some suggestions to streamline the process:
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¢ Provide students with language to facilitate turn taking

e Endeavour to check on each breakout room at least once per lesson, making sure to encourage
speaking and checking for potential issue causing behaviour (e.g., students leaving both
cameras and microphones off)

e After group work, ask students to report their breakout room partners’ answers, to provide
motivation for speaking during group work

eStart classes with group-based ice breaking activities designed to reduce breakout room
speaking reticence

e Show students how to call you for help

e Show students how to view all group members on one screen (gallery view)

4. Task Time

As with group work above, a lack of online teaching experience meant that teachers were less
able to accurately gauge the potential length of in class tasks. Even with experience, planning out
activities for online classes can be problematic. The following suggestions may prove helpful in doing
so:

e Allow students to complete tasks outside of class time without penalty

e Use shared collaborative documents where you can see their progress or Zoom'’s reaction or

polls features to determine when students have completed tasks and adjust the workload
appropriately

e Plan your classes flexibly, allowing for certain tasks to be omitted if time does not permit

e Plan for unexpected interruptions due to technical issues

5. Teacher Attention

e-Learning classes typically have over 100 students enrolled students, with weekly group lessons
of more than 30 students. It can be challenging for teachers to continuously grade and give feedback
to in-class assignments. However, students desire interaction with their teachers, especially when
they are given less than perfect grades for an assignment. Some possible methods to achieve this are
as follows:
e Use Blackboard’s built-in rubric system to quickly grade and give feedback to students.
e Reserve a portion of time at the end of online classes for questions from the students. This
allows students who want specific feedback a time they know they can speak to you.
e Encourage student questions via chat, and provide example language for asking questions
(e.g., “What does X’ mean?”, “Can you explain the task again please?”)
e Use online questionnaires such as Google Forms to allow students to ask questions
anonymously
e While students are doing group work quickly go into each group and ask them if they
understand the task and encourage them to ask any questions.

Conclusion

This study provides a detailed analysis of one finding that emerged as part of a larger survey of
student evaluations of a newly developed blended e-Learning course. The findings indicate that
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students’ e-Learning experience could be improved with enhanced attention to five areas of classroom
management: clear explanations they could reference after class, ample speaking opportunities,
scaffolded group interaction, more consideration of the task in relation to the students’ contextual
challenges, and enhanced opportunities for teacher-student interaction that enables individual
feedback and for students to ask questions. In addition, this paper suggests a variety of strategies to
mitigate the issues raised. Considering the relative dearth of online teaching experience at the start
of the COVID-19 pandemic, a future study could follow up and examine what, if any, changes in online
student experiences have occurred in the last two years.
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