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Abstract

With the arrival of the COVID-19 pandemic, English teachers across the
world were faced with the prospect of teaching their classes online, many
for the first time. This in turn led to the challenge of adapting or creating
courses for the online environment without the benefit of experience to fall

back on.
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This research paper describes a piece of action research exploring the reac-
tions of a group of Japanese university students to a bespoke online course.
The course was designed specifically to work in the online learning envi-
ronment and was produced with the aim of increasing students motivation,
their ability to collaborate and to learn independently. A more traditional,
textbook-based course was also taught online to the same group of students
and so opinions were canvassed on this as well. This course was taught in
largely the same manner that it would have been in a regular, bricks-and-
mortar classroom. Although this is more of an exploratory study than a
piece of comparative research, comparisons between the two courses have

been made where relevant.

Students were surveyed at the beginning and the end of the course to deter-
mine the extent to which they enjoyed each course, their perception of the
ability to collaborate, to learn English, their motivation, time spent in front
of a screen and several other factors. Alongside this. the teacher as an ac-
tive participant observed and also reported his findings to provide additional

qualitative context to the observations and experiences of the students.

Students indicated a clear preference for the online bespoke course. It was
evident from their qualitative feedback that they enjoyed making the pre-
sentations and learning presentation skills, having a lot of chance to speak
English, and developing topic-specific and complex vocabulary. They also
found the online course to be both collaborative and motivating. However,
at the same time there was an overall consensus that this new course re-

sulted in less English being learned, compared to the traditional course.
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Introduction

The Coronavirus pandemic arrived in Japan during the middle of January
2020 and, although it was several months before case numbers began to
rise in earnest, many universities including the author's moved all classes
online for the first half of the academic year (April to August). Online
learning had not typically been used in Japanese university education prior
to the pandemic so this represented a significant challenge for teachers and
students. As case numbers continued to rise, a decision was made for many
classes to remain online for the second half of the academic year (September
to January) , including the two classes subject to this study. This research
builds upon the author’s previous early exploration of online teaching dur-

ing the Coronavirus pandemic (Legge, 2021) .

The author tentatively established in his earlier research some value in us-
ing the online teaching environment as both a starting point and a key fea-
ture of lesson planning and creation, as opposed to merely adapting more
traditional offline resources. In particular, it showed the benefits of a more
collaborative online learning approach. As a result, a decision was made to
explore these ideas further as a piece of action research. The author was
responsible for teaching the same group of students two courses per week
and so a plan was made to convert one of the two classes into a more be-
spoke online offering, using the lessons learned in the previous research to

create a new semester-long course.
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The other class was to be taught in a more “traditional” way. Primarily,
this course continued to use the textbook and attempted to closely approxi-
mate the physical classroom environment online. In this context, traditional
equates to a class taught broadly in accordance with the Presentation, Prac-
tice Production (PPP) method, a lesson format often used in the CELTA
(Certificate in Teaching English to Speakers of Other Languages) training
method (Howard 2010) under which the author was trained. Harmer (2001
p82) referred to the PPP method as the “main default model for teaching

new language forms’ .

Given the relative success of the more bespoke online approach I had previ-
ously implemented (Legge 2021) it was tempting to change both courses.
There were two reasons why a decision was made not to do so. Firstly, the
positive response from this approach seen in the first research note was
based on one isolated class and, thus, the evidence to support the change
was limited. It was decided that changing an entire online teaching ap-
proach on the basis of such limited experience seemed overly risky and so
a more cautious bespoke/traditional course split was decided upon. It was
also considered that having two different types of course might add some

much-needed variety.

Secondly, there was still a large amount of IELTS material and practice to
cover and following the textbook represented an efficient, predictable, and
‘safe’ way in which to do this, even though it was feared that classes might
become less collaborative and less interesting, especially towards the end

of the semester. Although previous experience had suggested that students
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might not necessarily enjoy these classes as much, there was the reassur-
ance that they would at least be exposed to the elements of the test and
chances to practice them in sufficient quantity. It was therefore decided that

one of the courses would continue to be taught in a more ‘traditional’ way.

Japanese Students

It goes without saying that there is no such thing as a standard Japanese
student and that each has his/her own attributes and approach to learn-
ing. Nevertheless, it is worth acknowledging the perception by some that
Japanese students, or at least those that have had a “typical” Japanese
education, may not be well versed in critical or reflective thinking (Suzuki
2002) . Swan and Smith (2001) for example have observed that “" What do
you think of-+-? discussions can be full of long and painful silences.” (p.
309) . Whilst some, such as Holliday (2005) , might argue that these view-
points can be reductionist, culturist or even colonialist in nature, it has cer-
tainly been the author’'s observation that these described traits, although
certainly not universal, are often evident in students written and spoken

activities in class.

Japanese students are also mostly used to a classroom environment in
which the teacher dominates, with students themselves taking a much
more passive role, answering questions when asked but otherwise acting as
note-takers. Swan and Smith (2001 p.309) argue that an English learning
environment based on communication and collaboration may make students

feel uncomfortable, at least initially.
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The magnitude of the task of learning a foreign language is generally
considered to be greater the more distant (lexically, grammatically, cultur-
ally, functionally) it is from the native language of the user (Corder 1979) .
Since the English language and the Japanese language are distant from one
another, it is widely accepted that Japanese students find English to be dif-
ficult to learn (Swan and Smith, 2001 p.296) .

Another challenge is that, despite the almost ubiquitous mantra of English
teachers in Japan towards their students that it is “ok to make mistakes”
many still find the prospect of saying something incorrect or irregular to
be more embarrassing than saying nothing at all. As a result, silent stu-
dents are a recurring issue (Swan and Smith, 2001 p. 309) . It has been my
experience that students can be slowly encouraged out of a reticence to
speak and contribute to classes, but this takes time and requires an open
and collaborative atmosphere in the classroom to be created, built on mu-

tual respect and trust.

Literature Review

Defining Online Study

There is a rapidly growing corpus of literature pertaining to online study,
notably since the onset of the global pandemic, and it would be remiss of
this paper to seek to cover all elements of it in detail. At the same time,
the term online learning is a broad one and, especially given the massive

increase in classes taking place online under the pandemic, seems increas-
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ingly insufficient to explain the broad gamut of approaches that individual

educators have taken to it.

As a result, it is perhaps helpful to break down the concept of online learn-
ing a little further. A useful starting point is to look at the main types of
online learning. Ryan (2001) opted to categorize online learning into three
distinct areas: asynchronous independent study, asynchronous interactive
study, and simultaneous/synchronous interactive study. Online Zoom class-
es, as featured in this study, would be classed as synchronous and interac-
tive, since students take part at a pre-determined time and study in pairs

or small groups.

A New Environment, Stress, and Isolation

Despite their differences, both classes in this paper represented a relatively
new way of learning for teachers and students. Typically, university classes
in Japan are offered synchronously and in-person (Jung & Suzuki 2006)
and attendance in class is both recorded and credited in students grades.
In these classes, the teacher often plays the predominant role and students
learn passively, a feature which it has been argued is “preferred by many

[Japanese] learners” (Jung, Kudo and Choi 2012 p. 3) .

Stress may result from a lack of familiarity with technical tools. Al-Fudail
& Meller (2008) termed this type of stress “techno-stress’ and intimated
that it could apply to both students and teachers alike. However, since both

students and the teacher had had at least one semester of learning online
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through the Zoom platform, it is possible that this stress would have been

mitigated by experience.

Brown (1996) wrote about the impact that physical distance can have on
students and how it can lead to learner isolation in his study of off-campus
students who dropped out of further education. Hara (2000) discussed this
learner isolation in terms of frustration and confusion stemming from a
perceived inability to communicate with faculty members, confusion over

instructions or a difficulty in finding information about courses.

Screen Time

It is evident that the move to online teaching under the pandemic resulted
in a huge increase in the amount of time spent Japanese university students
were spending in front of a screen. It is often stated that spending too much
time in front of a screen can lead to increased stress amongst students (Ge
et al. 2020) . An increase in screen time has also been shown to create ad-
ditional health risks such as poor sleep (Lissak, 2018) and greater progres-

sion of myopia (Wong et al., 2021) .

Collaboration

In my previous research note (Legge, 2021) , the characterization put for-
ward by Dillenbourg and Schneider (1995) of group work falling into two
distinct categories, collaborative and cooperative was discussed. Collabora-

tive learning involves students actively working together on a task, each
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contributing towards a shared goal. Cooperative learning on the other hand
involves the splitting up of tasks between students and, to a certain extent,

students working to achieve their share independently.

There are numerous benefits of a collaborative environment for students.
Henri and Rigault (1996) argued that it leads to greater student autonomy
since students can ask each other for help as opposed to relying on the
teacher. Pressley & McCormick (1995) similarly concluded that collabora-
tion results in more verbal interaction amongst students, especially where

the teacher takes less of an active role in the lesson.

Richardson and Swan (2003 p. 69) argue that the online environment can
indeed be instrumental in this as it enables the teacher to take a step back
more easily and act as a facilitator, allowing the students to take charge of
their own learning. This gives students the opportunity to work more closely
together and develop stronger bonds as a result. Bray, Aoki & Dlugosh (2008)

found this to be of particular importance to Japanese distance learners.

Despite the clear benefits of a collaborative environment, Jung, Kudo &
Choi (2012) raised the issue that an expectation to collaborate can also be
stressful, particularly in an online environment where it may be more diffi-
cult to ascertain that co-collaborators are doing their fair share of the task.
Equally, they argued that this may be exacerbated by the notion that inter-
personal relationships develop more slowly online, and students may take

longer to trust each other.
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Motivation

In Legge's previous research note (2021), motivation was discussed
through the framework of Dérnyei and Otto's Process Model of L2 Motiva-
tion (1998) and this model was instrumental in some ways in the design of

the online bespoke course.

The first stage, the Preactional Phase, involved the setting of goals and
Dean et al. (2012) suggest that doing so is important in ensuring that stu-
dents can stay motivated and invested in their learning. The Actional Phase
of Dérnyei and Otto's model requires tasks and subtasks to be generated in
pursuit of the intentions and goals of the teacher and students. In this case,
it comprised the adoption of a presentations-based model and a decision on

which seven topics to include.

The Postactional Phase was represented by the evaluation of students and
the creation of plans for students and teachers in the future. In practice this
is difficult to carry out at the end of an online course, particularly if there
are restrictions on end-of-semester examinations (Legge 2021) . However,
if Postactional can be taken to refer to evaluation and planning after indi-
vidual activities and tasks (as opposed to at the end of the whole course)
its relevance to an online course such as this can be seen. In fact, by under-
taking evaluation and planning as the course takes place, it is possible to
make changes that benefit both teacher and students in the remainder of

the course.
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Independent Learning and Research

Price et al. (2017) argue the importance of independent learning, especially

in the development of online courses

“Online course development, particularly in the asynchronous mode,
should epitomize independent learning, which should include opportuni-
ties for feedback, review, and reflection—all of which should resonate with

the purpose.” (p94)

Further to this, efforts were made to incorporate feedback, review, and
reflection specifically into the online bespoke course as, without these, it
is very difficult for students to learn independently. Shearer (2003) also
argued that learner autonomy takes on a bigger role in online classes than

would be the case in the traditional classroom.

One of the ways to increase learner autonomy is to require students to
undertake tasks they perceived of as “difficult” or, rather, more difficult
than they have perhaps been used to. This can be achieved through
choosing topics of which students have little or no experience, in turn
fostering a greater requirement for independent learning and research.
Far from stifling students, it has been shown that the more complex top-
ics can in fact enable students to perform better. (Locke and Latham,

1984) .
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Research Questions

There are three research questions that this paper seeks to address:

1) How did students perceive the two classes, in particular the be-
spoke online class?

2) How did I perceive the two classes, in particular the bespoke on-
line class??

3) How can this feedback be used to inform future online teaching?

Research Method

The research took place over the course of a 15-week university semester.
It was decided that data would be collected from students to be considered

alongside my own observations as their teacher and the course creator.

I was responsible for two classes on consecutive days with the same group
of students. These students were a group of Japanese undergraduates par-
ticipating in a study abroad preparation program. All were studying for and
planning to take the IELTS Academic English test. Both classes cover all

four IELTS Academic skills and the same textbook is used for each.

The data from students came in the manner of two questionnaires. One
was given to students towards the beginning of the course (Week 4) and
the other just before the end (Week 14) . The purpose of this was to get a

snapshot of students impressions at the start and to attempt to see how/if
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this changed over time. This was particularly of interest given the author’s
previous study of motivation and the difficulty in measuring it as an evolv-

ing construct (Legge & Wagner, 2019)

Google Forms was utilised due to its simplicity and students familiarity
with the Google suite of tools in general. Google Forms is also often used by
my university as a tool for canvassing opinions, preferences, and availability
so it was deemed to be a good option. The questions were written in Japa-
nese and checked and clarified with the kind help of a bilingual colleague.
Although English classes were all-English, since the goal of the survey was
to establish students perspectives and canvass opinion, it was felt that
conducting the questionnaire in their native language was likely to produce
more reliable responses and reduce the amount of time taken to complete

the survey.

Since I wanted to get survey responses from as many students as possible
while, at the same time, not adding to their already heavy administrative
burden, a decision was made that students would complete the question-
naires during class time. This necessitated a short and simple survey with
15 questions. Only the first question (Which course did you prefer?) asked
students for additional qualitative clarification in the form of 5 sub ques-

tions.

While it would have been useful to ask additional qualitative questions
throughout the survey, this would have resulted in the questionnaires tak-

ing up an excessive amount of class time and it was deemed to be unfair
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on students. While taking the time to reflect on the courses in this way is
likely a useful exercise in students overall awareness about their English
ability in general (Legge & Wagner, 2019) , it was felt that students would
not necessarily see completing the questionnaires as helping them with
their IELTS preparation. As such, a short, streamlined questionnaire was
developed, front-loading the qualitative, more time-consuming questions in
order to avoid students getting bored or frustrated as the questionnaire

wore on.

It is however worth pointing out that qualitative feedback in this research
was not limited to the questionnaire responses of students. One of the bene-
fits of conducting action research in this way is that it allowed me to closely
observe the students, to talk to them and to draw conclusions as the course
progressed. Every opportunity was taken to do this, and this qualitative

feedback has been incorporated into the Teacher’s Perspectives.

The Two Classes

Both classes were delivered using the Zoom videoconferencing application.
Zoom was chosen for several reasons including but not limited to students’
familiarity with it, its wide range of features, its ability to be used on differ-

ent devices and the ability to use it free of charge.

Classes were 90 minutes each and took place at the same time on Tuesdays
and Wednesdays. The same nine students were enrolled in each class. All

were first year university students with an English level of between A2 and
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B2 on the CEFR scale. All had been selected for and belonged to the uni-
versity study abroad preparation program but were members of various de-

partments (International Relations, Business, Economics and Social Studies) .

It was decided that the Tuesday class” would follow the more traditional
format, using the Cambridge University Press textbook, Complete IELTS
4.0-5.0. It would be classified as simultaneous/synchronous interactive
study since it took place live in a virtual classroom using the Zoom vid-
eoconferencing application. The lessons would usually begin with a brief
introduction to the topic, followed by some speaking practice in Breakout
Rooms. This would often involve discussing pictures or asking and answer-
ing basic questions in pairs or small groups with the teacher monitoring by

moving from room to room.

Having introduced the topic and practiced any relevant vocabulary, stu-
dents would undertake Listening, Reading or Writing-centred activities,
once again in pairs or small groups in breakout rooms. The teacher would
advise on techniques, give feedback, and check answers. There would al-
ways be additional speaking questions related to the topic and the teacher
would monitor this practice in breakout rooms, giving feedback and error
correction in these rooms and feedback to the whole group on frequently
occurring errors in the main room. Homework would be longer sets of

Reading or Listening questions or full Writing tasks.

The Wednesday class” would take a completely different approach. Based
on the findings of the previous research note (Legge, 2021) , I sought to de-
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velop a course based around what I perceived to be the positive and nega-
tive attributes of the online environment. It was felt that if I could dovetail
the course as closely as possible with these observations, the students
would get a more bespoke online experience instead of a course that had

simply been adapted.

As a result, I tried to design a course that would introduce more independent
or self-directed learning, more collaboration and more independent research.
It was decided that a presentation-led format would achieve these objectives,
whilst at the same time helping students to develop the necessary IELTS
skills of Listening, Reading, Writing and Speaking. This course would be
synchronous in parts, but it also had elements of asynchronous independent
study (students preparing their presentations by themselves) and asynchro-

nous interactive study (students preparing their presentations together) .

Students were required to deliver seven presentations, one every two
weeks. On the other interim weeks, the presentation topic would be intro-
duced, pairs or groups would be set, and students would be given an oppor-
tunity to ask questions before beginning to prepare by themselves and to
conclude their preparation for homework. Zoom sessions would be held dur-
ing these weeks although they would typically be short, taking only 15 or
20 minutes of the allotted 90-minute session. Students were given a great
deal of autonomy as to how they wished to prepare for the presentation the
following week. Some elected to continue using Zoom. Others preferred to
use the social messaging application, Line. Others preferred to log off, work

independently and then to reconvene later in the week.
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The presentations would be 5-7 minutes in length and would be followed
by a Question-and-Answer section of about the same length. Although
questions were to be asked predominantly by the students themselves,
the teacher would also ask questions of each group or pair. Homework for
preparation weeks was simply to prepare and produce a PowerPoint for the
upcoming presentation. For presentation weeks, homework took the form of
an individual reflection on the presentation with three sections - 1) What
I/we did well 2) What I/we did not so well 3) What I/we need to improve.
These were submitted to the teacher each week and comments and feed-

back were given.

Although the planned IELTS textbook was no longer used for the Wednes-
day course explicitly, that is not to say that either it or IELTS preparation
skills were disregarded. In reality, quite the opposite is true. Presentation
topics were expressly chosen to give students a chance to develop vocabu-
lary and language often encountered in the IELTS test. Furthermore, an
emphasis was made on students presenting and analysing opinions and
ideas in a logical manner. Extensive time was dedicated to Question and
Answers at the end of presentations, representing an approximation of the

IELTS speaking test.

In other words, the presentations course was designed to build not only stu-
dents’ language ability across all four IELTS Academic Test skills (Listening,
Reading, Writing and Speaking) but also their academic skills of research
and presentation. Although IELTS was frequently referenced by the teach-

er, its relevance was usually implicit in tasks, especially when compared to
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the other traditional IELTS class. Nevertheless, the core purpose of this
course remained to prepare students for the IELTS test to help them to get

a qualifying score to study abroad. As a result, the presentation topics were

chosen specifically to facilitate this. Details can be seen in the table below:

Table 1

Online Bespoke Course Presentation Topics

Topic

Target IELTS Sections

Target IELTS Skills

1. A Japanese Prefecture

Speaking Task 1,
Speaking Task 2

Description, selecting details, pre-
senting an overall picture concisely

2. The US Presidential
Election

Speaking Task 3, Reading

Vocabulary about politics, govern-
ments, initiatives, taking key mes-
sages from complex texts

3. An Analysis of
the Coronavirus
Response of a Country

Writing Task 1,
Speaking Task 3, Reading

Examination and interpretation of
data, giving opinions on the efficacy
of initiatives, taking key messages
from complex texts

4. A Unique, Interesting or
Inspiring YouTube
Channel

Speaking Task 2

Providing a detailed, informative,
and interesting account of something
you personally like

5. A Social Problem and
Solution in Japan

Writing Task 2,
Speaking Task 3

Discursive essay preparation, logical
argument and reasoning, critically
examining one s own culture/soci-
ety

6. Sales Pitch

Speaking

Expressive language, persuasive
language, tone, emphasis

7. If our Class were the
Government

Speaking, Writing

Hypothetical situation training, con-
ditionals, vocabulary about politics,
governments, initiatives (Review of
Topic 2)

Ethics

Permission to be part of the study was sought from students before the

first questionnaires were given out and it was made clear that they were

free to withdraw at any stage of the process under the BERA Right to
Withdraw guidelines (BERA 2011 p6) .
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Students’ names were not used and questionnaires were submitted anony-
mously. The students’ English ability was deemed to be of a high enough
level that this could be explained to them in English. Students were invited

to ask questions after this explanation although none were asked.

Although the questionnaires were submitted digitally through Google
Forms, physical printed copies were made for the purpose of easier analy-
sis and annotation. These were only seen by the author and did not include
any name or student data. These will be securely disposed of on publication

of this research paper.

Results and Analysis

Since an identical questionnaire was given to the students early in the
course (Week 4) and at the end of the course (Week 14), the results for
both are displayed below side by side. The questionnaire responses com-
piled below basically fall into three different types. As previously men-
tioned, the first type, Question 1, comprised an overall preference indication
with five follow up questions (denoted in this paper as i/ii/iii/iv/v and
provided in full below) to offer further qualitative insight. This will be dis-

cussed below under the subheading Section A.

Subsequently, Questions 2 to 6 once again asked students to indicate a
course preference, but this type of question did not ask for additional
qualitative clarification. These questions will be discussed below under the

subheading Section B. In the final type of questions (Questions 7 to 15) stu-
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dents were asked to respond to statements on a Likert scale. These scores
were then converted into averages for ease of comparison. These will be

discussed below under the subheading Section C.

Teacher observations and perceptions are included under several of the sec-
tions below. In most cases the students responses closely resemble what I
observed as their teacher and thus for brevity I have not included addition-
al commentary from my observations in such cases unless I feel there is
something particularly worth highlighting. However, there are several areas
in which my impressions and those of the students diverge, sometimes con-
siderably. In such cases I have endeavoured to offer a plausible explanation.
In doing so I have been conscious of a desire to avoid speaking for students
or second-guessing them but rather, to offer an alternative perception. As
their teacher, this is based on an interpretive constructive perspective and
must therefore be considered through the lens of my own background and

experiences (Creswell 2003) .

Section A

Table 2
QI. Which course did you prefer? (n=9)
Week 4 Week 14
TRADITIONAL 2 2
ONLINE BESPOKE 3 6
BOTH THE SAME 4 1
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Week 4

Initially, there appears to have been little difference in students course
preferences, with a relatively even split across all three possible responses
at the Week 4 mark. Further context for these figures can be found in
the students responses to the follow-up questions attached to Question 1.

These questions were as follows (translated from the Japanese)

i) Why do/did you prefer [TRADITIONAL/ONLINE BESPOKE/
BOTH THE SAMEJ?

ii) What do/did you like about the [TRADITIONAL] course?

iii) What do/did you not like about the [TRADITIONAL] course?

iv) What do/did you like about the [ONLINE BESPOKE] course?

v) What do/did you not like about the [ONLINE BESPOKE] course?

The two students who preferred the traditional course did so for differ-
ent reasons. One felt that it enabled him/her to specifically study towards
the IELTS test whereas the other found that the preparation time for the
presentations course took too long. Interestingly, one of the students who
preferred the online bespoke course also mentioned that preparation took
a considerable amount of time but that the ability to research and learn
about new things by him/herself was fun. Another who preferred the on-
line course said that presentations were a good way to study English and
learn about the topics themselves at the same time (F'L¥ 75— arix

PEREOMIRIZH 2L L, TNENDFEFITOWTHMIRTE S5 5) . The final
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students to prefer the online bespoke course felt that it offered greater op-

portunity to practice speaking (SPEAKING DIZ ) DI EHIFEE 22 5)

A variety of different responses were offered to Question ii. Several re-
ferred to the opportunity the course gave for building interpersonal re-
lationships through speaking exercises. Of these, one mentioned sharing
ideas and opinions (7 I A AL M KX HEE LG o720, BREETAHZ
EDFETT) |, others spoke about the importance of speaking together in
groups (—FHIFE L DIX T IV —TDORFEDEFETT) . Interestingly, specific
references were made to friends or friendship (7' LA 2777 MV —ATRANE
WEETHF LTV A L2 X) . Despite it being a more explicitly IELTS course,
only one student referred to IELTS in his/her answer (IELTS OREZHY
o T 2720, IELTS DT A MDAV % O0LI LA TELDT, ZORHEHN

WEES)

Six of the nine students claimed either not to have anything they disliked
about the traditional course at this stage, or at least nothing specific (412
HN FA) . Of the others, one student said that he/she did not like Speak-
ing and another said the same about Writing. No additional detail was given
in either case. The remaining student said that he/she did not like Reading
but only because of a perception that he/she was not good at it compared
to other students and this made him/her feel bad for inconveniencing the
rest of the group () =71 > 7, 7272 I TF20 5T, ZIV—7"7—27 Dl
BV =TT IBALN TER WS, BAEDRIIRE R CTHLIRZWARD
127%%).
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Students who liked the online bespoke course at this stage did so for a
number of reasons. Some simply liked giving or practicing presentations (7°
LRGN TE L EZAHFETY) while others enjoyed collaborating
with other students (fiDEFEEILFEESE TR MEZ LA TE D720, ZEL
V») . One student spoke of the ability to use difficult vocabulary and natural
English as well as how much feedback from the teacher was valued (3§83
DMK AT 7 VAR L TW A EEDFE T HARELEZR STz LW
HEEZ i 72 b B L RN ET, HEld, 71— RNy 7 ThAPEDTNS
PO OTRP o7 ERNET).

A similar number of students claimed to have no specific elements of the
online bespoke course that they disliked (XU 7w i—hMIHhFTHA).
Those who expressed dislikes framed them mainly in terms of the amount
of time required for preparation outside of class (H4;DFE LD TH I 7
W E, CLWEIEE ) LTHIEIRZH > TRREZ L 2T HUTWIT 2wne 2 b
T9) . One final student referred to his/her own weakness, Q&A, being a
source of displeasure (EEEILEDTHFLOTIHETIEIHYFEA) .

Week 14

By the end of the course, preferences appeared to have shifted quite consid-
erably with two thirds preferring the online bespoke course. The reasons
for this preference were once again somewhat varied. Two mentioned that
the course gave them a good opportunity to learn new vocabulary (157
WHEERHIS 2 WEHE NN L0 5TY), (FLEY T = a v 2HFETIES
LT, ZDOMEYZIZHETHHLVWAF Y77 =D 720, L EREKL
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F1L72), one mentioned that he/she liked the course because he/she likes
speaking (A¥—F 723727 5) and two mentioned enjoying mak-
ing presentations (7'LY¥ U DATA FaELZ EHUF&7255) . Finally, and
perhaps most interestingly or all, two students made specific reference to
being able to apply the presentation skills they had learned in other lessons
(TLEYT =2 arZFHIENELL, Effiz 32 L2231 0RFEOTLE
YTUERE ) BFE NI LTIzDIl o TR D ZENEBR LR T VD),
(B THANT, B TEREIED, BETDLECIRD D, BHORFETT
LYY &L EEITHEIOND) .

The two students who preferred the traditional course both referred to its
perceived relevance to their study abroad aims. One framed this in terms
of the IELTS test saying it helped them to prepare for it (7 A MIDWTX
{5 7:28) whereas the other spoke of the course giving them the skills
they would need to study abroad (FFZIZDOWTOAFIVT v TR TEELH)H) .

In the responses to Question ii, students once again gave a wide variety of
responses. Many referred to being able to practice Listening, Reading, or
Speaking (no students mentioned Writing) although it is not clear whether
this was in the specific context of IELTS or in English learning more gen-
erally. Two made specific reference to learning through the textbook (FF}
HERBLC, HanWEL WAL LNTELSR), HEEORBEIIONT, 75
AXA NeBZHHLE LA L), the latter in the context of being able
to do so through speaking to other students. This collaboration with class-
mates was mentioned by another student who also wrote not only about

enjoying speaking together but also the opportunity this presented for cul-
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tural/social exchange (AY'—F 27 OFE T, 7 TAAAL M EPFETEET
WENHLDT, 7IFAAL N TE LTI ETY) .

Once again, a number of students failed to point out anything they specifi-
cally disliked about the traditional course. Of those who did so, three gave
skill or IELTS section-based responses (Writing, Writing Task 2, Speak-
ing) . There were two detailed responses, one of which referred to the stu-
dent feeling like he/she did not have enough vocabulary to perform well in
the class (FEHAVED %2 {CTHW%Z 2% %) . The final student made refer-
ence to the difficulty in speaking online, although it is not immediately clear
from their response as to whether this is referring to the student them-
selves or the structure and format of the course (4> F4 > TOF/Z -7

DT, FF LI EEITHR D o7 1T .

The answers to what the students liked about the presentations course
can be broadly split into four categories. Three of the students wrote about
enjoying preparing for and doing the presentations (7L ¥ %352 &),
Two mentioned the ability to acquire new vocabulary CHr L\ #EL W HLEEAS
%2 &) . Three said that the course gave them an opportunity to learn
about things they didn't know before (“RT7IZ7% o7z A&, 71 %AsS/EH
LTWwb9obIZ, GFTHMS Lo/l bbb I ENTEL L), which
seems in this context to refer to content more than language. One student
said that the course enabled him/her to see everyone's individuality (& A
ROMMENRR SN AT L), suggesting an appreciation for the ability to be

creative in the online bespoke course.
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By the end of the course, more students were able to identify something
specific that they didn't like about the online course, although 4 students
did not. There were 2 students who suggested that the topics were heavy
or difficult (7L ¥ v OFEENE/2\VIRETZ 572 O MEAl) | necessitating a
lot of preparation time. Another did not enjoy researching the presentations
(TLEYT—2aroWNELFHI~4%Z L) while another found that there was
too much technical topic-specific vocabulary (FFIFIFEDSL R, HFHH
R CE I L ETA) | Finally, one student found it difficult to contribute
to the Q&A sessions as the group size was large (FL¥ > 57— arnfHio
TAAN Yy ay T, )P LPANHOFAFHELL T\ . It is not clear if this
is due to apprehension about speaking in front of a larger group or due to

the sharing the speaking time with a greater number of students.

Teacher Perspective: The students response to the main question reflects
my observations in both Week 4 and Week 14. It was clear in the begin-
ning that students were unfamiliar with the format of the online bespoke
course, and many were new to giving presentations at all. It is therefore
unsurprising that there would be quite a wide split of opinion about which
course was preferable. By the end of the courses, the students did appear
to be more positive and engaged in the online bespoke course. They were
evidently researching the topics in depth and showed enthusiasm towards

what they were presenting.

As far as the qualitative follow-up questions were concerned, it was inter-
esting to hear that students had found the opportunity to make friends and

collaborate in the traditional course to such a degree. I had certainly un-
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derestimated the extent to which this would be possible in the traditional
course. From observing interactions in breakout rooms, I would suggest
that the tasks being undertaken were best described as cooperative as op-
posed to collaborative in many instances, especially towards the end of the
course. Of course, it was only possible to be in one breakout room at a time
and it is plausible that the presence of the teacher had an impact on what

happened in breakout rooms.

I also witnessed students using new vocabulary throughout the online be-
spoke course, which was then reused subsequently both in this course and out-
side of it. This vocabulary was often high level, technical and topic specific.
This was further supported by my observation and feedback from students,
both during the course and in their questionnaire responses, that many of

these topics were things that students were learning about for the first time.

Finally, the comments made by students about preparation time and the
amount of homework are both representative of what I witnessed. Students
were evidently putting in a great deal of work at home to prepare their
presentation slides and the presentations themselves. It was apparent from
an early stage that I had underestimated just how much time this would
take them. Nevertheless, I did not observe any evidence of students getting
fed up and putting in less effort as the course wore on. If anything, I would
say the opposite was true. Students presentations improved, they were
longer, there was more evidence of students using notes as opposed to read-
ing, there was more technical and complex vocabulary used and students

mdividuality was more evident towards the end of the course.
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Section B

Table 3
Q2. Which course offered more Self-Directed Learning? (n=9)
Week 4 Week 14
TRADITIONAL 5 4
ONLINE BESPOKE 2 4
BOTH THE SAME 2 1

Once again there is a moderate shift in perspective from the beginning of
the course where a majority of students felt that the traditional textbook-
based course offered more self-directed learning to the end where there is
more of an even split. Since one of the purposes of offering the online be-
spoke option was to increase self-directed learning, this would appear to be

a positive development.

However, it should be noted that any conclusions one might draw from this
would be somewhat rudimentary at best. Partly there is an issue of nomen-
clature in that both the term Self-Directed Learning in English and the
approximation HUEBFE  (jikokanritekigakushu) in Japanese, both of
which were used in Question 2, may mean different things to different stu-

dents or indeed nothing at all.

There are also limitations to how much simple ternary student responses
can reveal about students perceptions. This is borne out in the comparison
with almost identical Likert-Scale question asked subsequently (Question

13) . The somewhat contradictory nature of this pair of responses neces-
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sitates additional caution in inferring any conclusions in this regard. Were
it to have been practically possible, further qualitative investigation of the

initial findings here would have been beneficial.

Teacher Perspective: I found the results here to be quite surprising. My
understanding of self-directed learning is that it involves students hav-
ing greater autonomy and control over what and how they want to study.
There is no doubt in my mind that students had greater freedom to pur-
sue their own ideas and themes in the online bespoke course compared
with the traditional textbook course and this is what I observed. It might
be that students equate self-directed learning to be giving one's opinions
and ideas, in which case the opinion and idea based IELTS Speaking and
Writing questions in the textbook might have given them a narrow (and

perhaps comfortable) framework in which to do that.

Table 4
Q3. Which course offered more Student Collaboration? (n=9)

Week 4 Week 14
TRADITIONAL 1 2
ONLINE BESPOKE 7 6
BOTH THE SAME 1 1

Another aim of the introduction of the online bespoke program was to
build greater student collaboration into the online experience. As such it is
reassuring to see a large degree of consensus as to the more collaborative

nature of the online bespoke course both at the beginning and at the end.
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Teacher's Perspective: It was evident from watching students presenta-
tions that they many had worked closely with their partner and in an ef-
fective manner. Students talked about problem solving together in some of
their homework tasks and how they helped each other. Presentations were
often delivered smoothly, suggesting that students had thought carefully
about how presentation time was to be split amongst them and which stu-

dent would take on which role.

Table 5

Q4. Which course motivated you more? (n=9)

Week 4 Week 14
TRADITIONAL 3 3
ONLINE BESPOKE 5 5
BOTH THE SAME 1 1

Both at the beginning and at the end of the course, a small majority of the

students felt more motivated by the online bespoke course.

Teacher's Perspective: Students seemed to be more positive and engaged in
the online course throughout the semester. It was evident how much time
and effort they were putting into their presentations, in many cases beyond
what had been asked of them. Although motivation is difficult to observe
or measure, students certainly seemed to be motivated by the presentations

course in particular.
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Table 6
Q5. Which course helped you improve your English more? (n=9)
Week 4 Week 14
TRADITIONAL 3 7
ONLINE BESPOKE 3 0
BOTH THE SAME 3 2

Despite a perfectly even split at the beginning of the course, the shift in
perception that had occurred by the end of the course is particularly strik-
ing. Not one student felt that the online bespoke course offered the most
English improvement. Indeed, the vast majority felt that the traditional

course did so.

Given that, at the same time, 6 out of the 9 students claimed to prefer the
online bespoke course, it is hard not to draw the conclusion that, for stu-
dents, improving English was not the number one priority, at least in terms

of what they liked and disliked.

Teacher Perspective: This is an area where my observations and those of
the students diverge significantly. I witnessed students in the online be-
spoke course producing language at a much higher level than in the tradi-
tional course. Much of this vocabulary was used subsequently in speaking
and writing activities outside the presentations course. Students also spoke

considerably more on average in the presentations course.

One possible explanation for this divergent opinion is that students perceived

the textbook course to fit better with their own concept of learning. Certain-
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by, a course with a textbook where exercises are completed and checked, and
where steady progress is made through the pages is a practice that they are
Samiliar with. It is also one that in most cases has represented the vast ma-
Jority of their language learning to date. Therefore, if my contention that
students learned more English (or at least as much) in the presentations
course is in any way correct, it is clear that there is a significant perception
gap between teacher and students. It is important that students feel like they
are learning and so any future attempts to follow a nonstandard course de-

sign in future must also be able to demonstrate this to students.

Table 7
Q6. Which course helped you to get to know your classmates better? (n=9)
Week 4 Week 14
TRADITIONAL 2 1
ONLINE BESPOKE 4 6
BOTH THE SAME 3 2

The answers to this question would appear to indicate a strong perception
that the online bespoke offering allowed students more opportunity to get
to know each other, at least by the end of the course. It is perhaps the case,
however, that the distinction between responses in Week 14 is not quite as
evident as it might originally appear. The data in this question is in fact
contradicted in students responses to Question 14 so it would be remiss to

seek to draw conclusions on the basis of this question alone.

Teacher's Perspective: Students on the online bespoke course spent more

time working together in smaller groups. This extended time together
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likely allowed them to get to know each other better. Groups were assigned

m such a way that students worked with different pariners each week.

Section C

For this section average scores were created by multiplying the number
of responses by a numerical representation of each possible answer. These
numbers represented a score on a scale from 1 (“Completely Disagree”) up
to 5 ( “Strongly Agree” ). A higher number thus equates to stronger agree-

ment with the statement.

Table 8
Q7. I spent too long in front of my computer screen (n=9)
Week 4 Week 14
TRADITIONAL 344 3.0
ONLINE BESPOKE 3.22 3.78

Student responses were all towards the middle of the scale for this question
suggesting that they did not feel particularly strongly either way. It does
appear that students felt the traditional course had more screen time in the
beginning of the course but that the roles were reversed by the end. One of
the reasons for this could have been the increasing complexity of topics in
the online bespoke course, perhaps necessitating more research and prepa-
ration time in front of the screen. At the same time, it should be noted that
neither change is particularly large so, although the students’ preferences
have switched, both courses appear to have had similar amounts of screen

time.
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Teacher Perspective: Given that one of the aims of the online bespoke
course was to reduce screen time, it is disappointing to see that students
perceived this course as failing to meet that objective. In fact, it was also
my observation that students were clearly spending a lot of time preparing
their PowerPoint presentations and collaborating remotely, so it is unsur-
prising to see the students reporting in this way. A change of approach is

needed in future if screen time is to be reduced.

Table 9

Q8. There was too much homework (n=9)

Week 4 Week 14
TRADITIONAL 278 2.56
ONLINE BESPOKE 2.56 2.89

Again, student responses suggest a reversal in perceptions about the
amount of homework for each course, although once again the changes are
very slight and certainly could be due to natural response variation. If in-
deed there is a change, one reason for this could be a perceived increase in

the complexity of the presentation topics as the course progressed.

Table 10
Q9. The teacher talked too much (n=9)

Week 4 Week 14
TRADITIONAL 1.33 2.22
ONLINE BESPOKE 144 2.33

Figures for both courses were very low, at least at the beginning of the

course. This is perhaps indicative of a student-centred learning environ-
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ment where the teacher acts as a facilitator and allows students space to
be creative and collaborate. It is interesting to see that students also had
this perception of the traditional course. There was quite a large increase
in perceptions of the teacher talking too much by the end of the course, al-

though students still disagreed with the statement in general.

Teacher perspective: Whilst the response averages remain low, it was dis-
concerting to see a growing perception of the teacher talking too much in
both courses. This might have been due to materials and content becoming
more complex and perhaps requiring more teacher input, or possibly learner

Satigue in some students resulting in a more passive approach to learning.

Table 11
QI0. There was enough speaking practice time (n=9)

Week 4 Week 14
TRADITIONAL 4.33 4.22
ONLINE BESPOKE 4.67 411

Students on the whole were very strongly in agreement that the classes
provided them with enough speaking practice and, although agreement did

drop slightly over the course of the semester, it remained high throughout.

Teacher Perspective: I don't believe there to have been any less speaking
practice time offered to students in either course at the end compared to
the beginning. One possible explanation for this small fall in agreement
n Week 14 is that the materials and content of both courses became more

difficult as the course progressed. For some of the weaker students, it may
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have been the case that they found the course content too difficult towards

the end and thus were less able to engage with it, reducing their speaking

time as a result.

Table 12

Q11. The course was boring (n=9)

Week 4 Week 14
TRADITIONAL 144 1.56
ONLINE BESPOKE 144 1.56

Equally the students evidently did not find the courses to be boring and

this perception remained until the end of the semester.

Table 13

QI12. The course gave me a chance to think creatively (n=9)

Week 4 Week 14
TRADITIONAL 3.67 411
ONLINE BESPOKE 4.67 444

Both courses evidently gave students plenty of opportunity to be creative,

with the online bespoke course scoring particularly highly in the beginning,

perhaps because the high level of independence given was new to some

students. It is interesting that, while the perception of the online bespoke

course remained relatively constant, there was a noticeable increase in stu-

dents perception of creative possibility in the traditional course.

Teacher's Perspective: One reason for this might have been students be-

coming more comfortable with the types of question in the IELTS test, in
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particular in the Speaking and Writing sections, allowing them greater

ability to share and develop their own ideas and opinions.

Table 14
Q13. The course gave me lots of self-directed learning (n=9)
Week 4 Week 14
TRADITIONAL 3.89 344
ONLINE BESPOKE 4.22 3.89

There was strong agreement in Week 4 that the courses offered plenty of
opportunity for self-directed learning and this remained strong until the
end of the course, although both figures fell. It is worth noting that the
figures for Week 4 somewhat contradict the responses given to Question 2,
intimating that care should be given not to draw too specific conclusions.
One might, however, tentatively suggest that there both courses seemed to
have plenty of self-directed learning for students. The qualitative responses

to Question 1 also gave evidence to support this assertion.

Teacher's Perspective: Like the students, I also found more evidence of
self-directed learning in the online bespoke course. Students had a large
deal of autonomy and control over how to approach each topic and what
elements of it to focus on. At the same time, I am surprised to students
reporting a relatively large amount of self-directed learning in the textbook
course. My impression was that students tended to be confined to quite lin-
ear exercises and aclivities with less room for autonomy and creativity. It
is comforting to see that students still found opportunities for self-directed

learning in spite of this.
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Table 15
QI4. The course allowed me to get to know my classmates (n=9)
Week 4 Week 14
TRADITIONAL 3.78 4.0
ONLINE BESPOKE 3.78 3.67

The data here somewhat contradicts data given elsewhere. The relatively
weaker status of the online bespoke course in Week 14 is at odds with the

responses to Question 6.

Teacher's Perspective: I would have expected students to report that the
online bespoke course offered more chances to get to know their classmates,
as was the case in their responses to Question 6. Certainly, they spent
more time working in smaller groups in the presentations course. While
the inconsistency in the data illustrates some of the limitations of using
a relatively simple questionnaire, it does seem clear that students were in
general agreement that both courses gave a good opportunity to get to know

classmates. This was also borne out in some of the qualitative responses to

Question 1.
Table 16
QI15. The course was fun (n=9)
Week 4 Week 14
TRADITIONAL 3.89 3.89
ONLINE BESPOKE 4.33 3.67

Students clearly felt that both courses were fun at the beginning of the

course and this perception remained throughout. Nevertheless, it is worth
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noting that there was a considerable fall in the perception that the online
bespoke course was fun, to the extent that it was considered to be very

slightly less fun than the traditional course at the end of the semester.

Teacher's Perspective: For the presentations course, it is very possible that
the presentation topics had an impact on the perception of fun. The first
presentation topic, “A Japanese Prefecture” was a simple and light-hearted
mntroduction to the lesson format and the fact that prefecture choices were
generated at random introduced an interesting element of chance. The
second topic (which took place just before questionnaires were distributed)
The US Presidential Election was one of huge importance and interest.
Furthermore, given their ages and the infrequency of US presidential elec-
tions coupled with an absence of political education in schools, it was likely
the first time that many of the students had considered such a topic. Of
course, it is also possible that the novelty of giving presentations wore off

somewhat as the semester continued.

Limitations

Given the limited time available to dedicate to data collection from students,
it seems clear that a wider corpus of qualitative data would have been de-
sirable. From a positivist standpoint, it is clear that the number of students
is too low to extrapolate sweeping or broad conclusions since there is not
the range of responses that might be obtained from a larger group. There
are also contradictions and inconsistencies in responses, which is to be ex-

pected with a small number of participants and from surveys taken weeks
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apart. Nevertheless, the combination of students responses and teacher
observation do allow, I believe, for some interesting and illuminating ideas
and theories to be explored and my role as an active participant researcher
enabled me to observe actions and interactions that will shape my online

teaching in the future.

At the same time, it is admittedly difficult to ascertain how much of a role
the bespoke element of the Wednesday course plays. Though the course
materials and design were chosen to fit with the teacher’s understanding
of the limitations and benefits of the online medium of instruction, it is of
course possible that students simply preferred or disliked the course be-
cause it was a presentations course. Again, it is perhaps the more qualita-
tive responses of students and the observations of the teacher that must be
turned to in order to determine the likelihood of this. At the very least, it
has been possible to develop a better understanding of what students did
and did not like about the courses and this can bring about real, meaning-
ful improvements to courses I design and/or teach in the future. To that

end, the research has been of considerable value.

Conclusion

In response to the first research question, How did students perceive the
two classes, in particular the bespoke online class?, it should be noted first
of all that students preferred the online bespoke course. Students said that
they were able to learn about topics that they had not considered before

and to refine their presentation skills in the process. It introduced them to
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complex, new, topic-specific vocabulary. Students also claimed that the on-
line bespoke course in particular gave them a lot of opportunity to collabo-

rate.

There was broad agreement that both courses allowed students plenty of
opportunity to speak English and that they were enjoyable. Both courses
gave students an opportunity to be creative and for self-directed learning.
However, it was also evident that both courses resulted in too much time

spent sitting in front of a screen.

Further to this, specific comments were made about the high amount of
preparation and homework required for the presentations course, which
evidently made some students enjoy it less. It is regrettable in many re-
spects that some students felt additionally burdened in this way. Finally, the
almost universal perception amongst students was that they were able to
improve their English more in the traditional course, although this view is

at odds with my own perception of the students.

The second research question explores how I perceive the two classes,
once again with the focus being on the bespoke online offering. In prin-
ciple, most of what I observed fits with the views expressed by students.
I witnessed students in the online bespoke course using new vocabulary,
collaborating, and vastly improving their presentation skills and per-
formance in the Q&A sessions. In fact, I was consistently surprised by
the high degree to which students engaged with their topics, conducted

research and the levels of creativity and individuality that I witnessed in
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their presentations. Further to this, it seemed that students were devel-
oping closer bonds with one another through collaborating together each

week.

There was a downside to this - it was clear to me as the online bespoke
course progressed how much work students were having to put into these
presentations, especially as the topics became more difficult. It was clear
that reducing the amount of screen time students experienced was not
achieved in any way by the course redesign. In truth, regrettably, it ap-
pears that the new style course increased the amount of time in front of a

computer.

As previously mentioned, there was one area where students’ perceptions
and my own diverged considerably. This was in the fact that students felt
that they improved their English less in the online bespoke course when
compared to the traditional option. This was not my impression at all. In
fact, I witnessed a large increase in many students vocabulary deriving
from the presentations course. This new vocabulary was not simply seen
in the presentations themselves but also in the Q& A sessions and, crucially,
outside of the presentations class. This vocabulary was often topic-specific

and complex.

I would also frequently hear students using this vocabulary and expressions
learned in the presentation classes in the traditional class on Tuesdays and
I would see even more examples of this in students essays. Students  abil-

ity to answer IELTS Speaking Part 3 questions also improved markedly

— 170 —



An Exploratory Study of an Online English Class Taught Under -+

in many cases, and it is my contention that the more complex material stu-

dents were engaging with in the presentations course played a role in this.

The question is therefore why there is such a consensus amongst students
that the traditional course enabled them to better improve their English. It
is distinctly possible that the issue is in fact one of perception. Since the tra-
ditional course follows the style and approach that students are used to and
uses a textbook, it may well be that there is a perception that this is solid,
reliable proper learning. It may then follow that the online-bespoke course
with a focus on research and delivering presentations seems to be lighter

on English language content, at last in explicit terms.

The third research question asks how this feedback from students could be
used to inform future online teaching and perhaps this issue of perception
is a good place to start. Certainly, if I am to continue teaching parts of the
IELTS English syllabus through another medium such as presentations, the
English learning component within that must be made more explicitly clear
to students. It is not enough for students to simply enjoy the course - they

have to also feel like they are learning.

It does appear that more consideration should also be given to the
amount of screen time students encounter, especially where that screen
time occurs outside the classroom as homework. Although it is good in
some respects for students to spend a lot of time studying and learning
together, too much screen time and homework can be detrimental in a

number of ways. Doing the presentation preparation under stricter time
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controls in class would have been one way to achieve that, although do-

ing so would have been at the expense of learner autonomy.

While independent learning was evidently experienced and observed by
students on both courses, the presentations course did indeed give students
more opportunity to be in charge of their own learning. Students were able
to show their individuality and interests through how they approached top-
ics. Their creativity was evident through their presentation slides and the
manner in which they approached each presentation. Students showed a
capacity to research, digest and present topics which they were learning
about for the first time, without being explicitly told what to do by their
teacher. Efforts should be made to retain this independent learning in fu-

ture courses, wherever possible.

Finally, it seems clear that the ability to get to know other students and
collaborate is widely valued amongst students and, thus, any future courses
would do well to incorporate collaborative elements wherever possible. It is
also evident that students in this context appreciate the chance to practice
speaking and using English together and the ability to do so creatively and
in partnership with others. These collaborative features should be main-

tained and expanded upon in future courses.

Notes
1) For the Tuesday class, the terms traditional class and textbook class will be
used interchangeably.
2) For the Wednesday class, the terms online bespoke class and presentations

class will be used interchangeably.
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