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Introduction
"Week four into semester one and I give up. I have drawn on all my experience and 
knowledge as an English teacher but I am still unable to get the majority of students in 
my classes to answer questions or contribute to discussions. I ask comprehension 
questions in my reading class, yes-no questions in my freshman class and opinion 
questions in my reading class and they all receive the same 'tumble-weed-blowing-
across-the-front-of-the-class' reaction. I know that some of the students have an answer 
or opinion to give (because it is clear to see on their papers), so what is going on? What 
is making the students so passive and reticent? Is it them or is it me? 

The above passage contains the 
thoughts and complaints running 
through my head at the end of my 
fourth week of teaching in my first year 
at KUIS. I was really enjoying the work 
and I loved the general progression of 
the lessons, but I was hitting a brick 
wall with my attempts at eliciting 
answers, opinions or any real voluntary 
class participation. I have taught in 
Japan before but I have also taught 
people from over thirty different 
nationalities and although I realized that 
the lack of class participation is not an 
exclusively Japanese trait, I was really 
beginning to think that particular 
features of the Japanese culture, such 
as group identity, humbleness and 
deference to the teacher, were leading 
to the students in my classes at KUIS 
avoiding classroom involvement. 

The Theory
As a result, I began to conduct some 
research into the issue of classroom 
participation, expecting to find a wealth 
of articles to support my opinion that it 
is the culture of the students which is 
the underlying cause of a lack in 
classroom participation. However, in 
contrast, I found that most of the 
articles concluded that it was the 
'climate' of the classroom which was the 
greater variable (Sidelinger & Booth-
Butterfield, 2010; Cutler, 2007; 

Fassinger, 2000). In this context, 
'climate' refers to the construction and 
atmosphere of the learning 
environment, and the majority of the 
research concluded that a co-
constructed (by students and teachers) 
and positive climate would help the 
class to become more participatory and 
less passive (Sidelinger & Booth-
Butterfield, 2010). Furthermore the 
research showed that the connectedness 
of the students was more important 
than other variables such as class size, 
and that the teacher should take the 
initiative in constructing a classroom 
where students felt connected and 
supported (Marzano, 1992). 

The fundamental issue at play here was 
that if the climate of the class was the 
more important variable in encouraging 
student in-class 
involvement, then my attitude towards 
'responsibility' for the passive and 
uncommunicative classroom 
environment must change. Previously I 
was blaming the in-class problems on 
the culture of the students, which was 
in effect was putting the responsibility 
for classroom interaction onto the 
shoulders of the students. From a more 
knowledgeable viewpoint I realized that 
the majority of the responsibility lay 
with me, as the teacher, to encourage 
an atmosphere where classroom 
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participation was comfortable for the 
students. Maybe then, I shouldn't give 
up on asking questions and trying to 
initiate discussions, but rather re-
conceptualize the way in which I 
structured the classroom environment 
and interactions. That meant that it was 
necessary to implement some 
immediate practical changes in the 
class.

The Practice
I decided to reassess the way in which I 
conducted my classes. In the first few 
weeks of the semester I had tried the 
traditional style of 'teacher at the front 
initiating the questions and discussions 
approach' because I had been teaching 
with this style back in England. There, 
my mixed-nationality classes worked 
well with the majority of students 
taking the initiative and the class 
becoming like a 'think-tank' or a 
discussion group. Shyer or more passive 
students were encouraged into the 
discussions and the classes moved along 
with energy and productiveness. But this 
approach failed in my first few lessons 
at KUIS. It wasn't that students had 
nothing to say, but that there existed 
invisible barriers to them saying it front 
of the whole group. As a result, 
beginning with my reading group, I 
turned everything circular.

I set up reading circles where students 
worked in groups of four or five and had 
specific roles such as summariser and 
word-master. Each group sat around 
tables in a circle and all the groups 
together formed a circle around the 
room. I sat in the middle on my 
(wheeled) chair and moved in and out of 
the groups as needed. Then after each 
group had prepared, they conducted 
their group presentation by each 
student taking their turn to speak in 
their group. The group leader was 
responsible for making sure everything 
went to plan. My job here was not to 

teach but to facilitate and this was 
proving instantly more effective than 
standing at the front of the class trying 
to pull out answers and ideas from 
students. In line with Sidelinger and 
Booth-Butterfield's suggestion of 
encouraging in-class student 
connectedness (2010), I found that by 
arranging small groups I was helping the 
students to relax and this was allowing 
them to state their opinions and 
contribute to the task at hand. I also 
found that the students were much 
more willing to ask me questions when 
they were part of a small group than in 
front of the whole class. 

With my writing group I also turned 
everything circular. In the essay 
feedback sessions, I had previously gone 
through important points in a 'linear' 
fashion where I asked students, from my 
position at the front of the class, for 
their ideas regarding corrections or 
improvements that could be made. My 
aim was to generate a group discussion 
but it failed and ended up like a lecture, 
which was not the kind of approach I 
wanted in my lessons. I began my 
'circular approach' by organizing the 
tables and chairs into 6 circular areas 
where each one had worksheets related 
to specific areas of essay feedback, such 
as spelling, formatting, referencing and 
structure. The students organized 
themselves into groups and went round 
to each 'station' for about 10 minutes 
and worked on that area of their essay. 
One of the stations was where they 
could sit down with me and have a small 
group discussion of the strengths and 
weaknesses of their essays. The students 
appeared much more comfortable 
talking about their essay with me in a 
small group than in front of the class. 
My Freshman class went circular too. I 
wanted to generate a discussion of the 
best reading material to use for 
language study and had tried it from the 
traditional 'ask questions from the front 
of the class approach'. This didn't really 
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work and it seemed like I was lecturing 
again (or talking to myself) and so in the 
next lesson I changed my approach. I set 
up 6 circular groups and each one took a 
different text type. After twenty 
minutes of filling out a worksheet, in 
groups, on the merits and demerits of 
each resource, one group member 
transferred to the group on their left to 
present their material. After two 
minutes the same presenter went to the 
next group and so on until all groups had 
heard about all the reading resources. 
Then we all voted together on the best 
material for that class. It worked 
amazingly well.

Conclusion
Working in circles doesn't only mean 
working in small groups. I have done 
classes where we have all sat around the 
outside of the class and used dice to see 
what the task is; rolling a 1 meant 

introducing your book to the person on 
your left and a 2 meant turning to the 
person on your right and asking them 
five questions about their book. I have 
found that these kinds of activities have 
gone a long way to building a co-
constructed and comfortable learning 
environment for the students. This in 
turn, as supported by results in the 
previous research studies mentioned 
above, has led to increased co-operation 
and participation in the class. I have 
also seen that my role in class has 
changed from 'teacher-at-the-front' to 
'facilitator-in-the-middle', and in a 
learning environment where we 
encourage self-directed learning and 
decision making, this is a much more 
efficient and productive position to be 
in. Going forward, I plan to include as 
many of these circular kinds of activities 
as possible in my classes.
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