
In the muddle of the 
data
This column is being created to help 
researchers who are in the middle of their 
data-collection and who wish to reflect 
on the possibilities and potentials in their 
projects from that sometimes muddled 
point of view. Too often we write papers 
at the end of our research and the 
messiness, doubts, and excitement are 
not always seen in the final reports and 
articles. In these short reflective articles 
we hope to capture some of the thinking 
on the fly that might help other 
researchers as well. We fully expect them 
to end with a series of questions that the 
researchers are asking themselves.

Ideal classmates: 
Research notes
Tim Murphey

I am writing this on May 16, 2012. In the 
second week of April my research team 
members Joe Falout (Nihon University, 
Japan),Tetsuya Fukuda (International 
Christian University, Japan), and I gave 
beginning of the year surveys to our 
students as usual. Yoshifumi Fukada is 
collaborating online with us from a 
sabbatical at University of Hawaii, USA. I 
have only done the data input for one 30 
student class and was very excited by the 
open ended answers to question #39 
below (1-38 were only Likert scale 
questions, 39 and 40 were open ended): 

39. Please describe a group of classmates 
that you could learn English well with. 

What would you all do to help each other 
learn better and more enjoyably?

39. いっしょに親しく英語を学ぶクラス
メートのグループがどのようなものかを

想像して書いてみて下さい。より上手に楽
しく助け合って学ぶにはどうすればいいで
しょうか。

Brief Background

We have been doing beginning and end of 
semester surveys for several years now, 
dealing with multiple aspects of 
motivation generally, and adapting 
surveys as we progressed. At the 
American Association of Applied 
Linguistics (AAAL) conference this year we 
presented two papers, both of which 
Zoltán Dörnyei came to. Perhaps due to 
Dörnyei’s work on the Ideal L2 Self System 
(Dörnyei, 2009), I proposed two new 
terms during our presentations that I 
thought would be more proximal and 
productive: Ideal Learning Self and Ideal 
Learning Group. My teammates 
immediately started theorizing with me 
on what these concepts might entail and 
how we might use them in our research. 
In order to tap into the Ideal Learning 
Group, question #39 above (as well as a 
set of Likert questions) were added to our 
beginning survey for 2012. 

Back to the Future

We did the surveys with over 300 students 
in April and we are still busy inputting 
data into our Excel files. The first 30 I did 
were so exciting, I shared them with my 
colleagues on Friday May 11. Basically 
students were saying five processes were 
important, see figure one.
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Figure One:

Getting to know each other / making 
friends (12)

Using English (liking it, willing to 
practice, enthusiatic) (16)

Helping each other, caring for each other 
(not just with English) (5)

Being positive (smiling) (3)

Accepting of mistakes, not laughing at 
each other but with each other (3)

(Content responses from 24 students: 39 
identifiable items into 5 categories, 19 
females and 5 males, all Japanese native 
speakers)

Our research team has a standing 
agreement that our research should 
always benefit the students and be shared 
with them. So for the benefit of the 
students, I told my research team I 
wanted to immediately loop this data 
back to the students (Murphey & Falout, 
2010) so they could see it and possibly be 
inspired by it or to somehow combine it 
with all the other data from the 300 
students and loop it back to them, as 
soon as possible. My feeling was that if 
they could see what everyone thought 
were “good classmates,” it would also 
help them be that “good classmate.”  
Then we realized, in question #39, we 
were actually asking for students to 
describe “ideal classmates” to learn with. 
Through asking students to think about 
this and list these characteristics, they 
were also describing the kinds of 
classmates that they ideally should be. 

In many religions in the world, they have 
some way of saying this Golden Rule: 
“One should treat others as one would 
like others to treat oneself.” The thing is 
that it is usually easier to start with 
asking how do you want others to be 
(your ideal classmates). Once that is 
clarified, then we can more productively 
ask, “How would your behavior change if 
you could be an ideal classmate?” 

Emotional contagion (Hatfield et al. 1994) 
is another track of research that we are 
following and paralleling it with mirror 
neurons research (Iacoboni, 2008) which 
neurologically explains why emotions are 
contagious. For example, one student 
recently reported in his action log:

“What made me upset was my partner was 
reluctant to join the class around the beginning 
of the class. I felt unpleasant inwardly but I 
managed to keep my composure.”

Another in the same class reported:

“My partner kept speaking and making me laugh 
all the time. I am wondering why he is so funny!”

We suspect that this impact of students 
upon students is huge. In fact, the most 
frequent comments in my class action 
logs the first few weeks admit to being 
shy and somewhat scared, and then 
feeling relieved that they could make 
friends in class. To summarize, if others 
do not show that they like you where you 
are, you do not like yourself where you 
are. And you are probably not going to 
learn much. More than that, the people 
around you probably won’t learn much 
either due to negative contagion. 

My colleagues agreed to go straight to 
question #39 and look at those results 
first so that we might loop it back to the 
students. Early reports are showing that 
students in other universities concur with 
those first 30 that I analyzed (these are 
mostly science and other non-language 
majors in contrast to mine who are 
language majors). So in the next few 
weeks we will be giving this information 
back to the students and asking for their 
impressions once again for a second round 
of data. 

Questions and Ponderings

Still not clear whether we are going to 
use Figure one (based on 30 students) or 
combine those of all 300 students? 

Still need to formulate the exact 
questions we are going to ask students: 
Perhaps ask them to rate the importance 
of each of the processes? Then ask to 
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what degree do you think you could be an 
ideal classmate in this way? 

July 4 Update

In early June, the whole research team 
was so excited by the answers to question 
#39 that we rapidly did the data input 
and came up with 16 general codes from 
the 488 students by mid June. We looped 
these back to the students, asking them 
to rate each item in three ways: 

a. This is important for successful 
learning.（学習の成功にとって重要であ
る）1 - 2 - 3 - 4 - 5 - 6

b. My classmates have done this so far 
this semester.（私のクラスメートは今学
期これを行った） 1 - 2 - 3 - 4 - 5 - 6

c. I have done this so far this semester.
（私は今学期これを行った） 1 - 2 - 3 - 4 - 

5 - 6

We also left lots of room for reflections at 
the end. We plan to do an end of 
semester survey as well (which mirrors 
the initial survey, except #39 will ask how 
they have changed this semester). 
Needless to say we are in the muddle of 
data and truly looking forward to the 
summer when we can crunch it all and 
see what is happening. [Perhaps an 
update in PeerSpectives 10]
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