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Encouraging Participation in the Classroom
Maximillian Gumble

For teachers in Japan who have come from abroad, R — ey |

; - — 1
particularly English teachers, there s "‘ ”. - ool
are a number of difficulties that one faces in the B

classroom. One that seems to trouble teachers in
various types of schools, as well as at multiple
grade levels, is classroom participation. It can be
difficult to encourage students to volunteer to
speak out loud in front of their classmates. It would
be easy to simply say that Japanese children are j '/
more shy than children raised in other cultures.
However, this is reductive, stereotypical, and
dismissive of some real factors that can affect
student behavior.

In my experience, Japanese students are not necessarily more shy than American
students of the same age, in fact, some are less shy. For example, I don’t think that a class of
American high school students would ask me on the first day of class if I have a girlfriend and
what type of women I like. I believe that the reason many Japanese students are reluctant to
participate verbally in class is due to social pressures from their school environment.

First, in my experience, Japanese students are wary of making mistakes, which leads
to reluctance to speak out. This wariness possibly comes from a fear of being admonished. If
students fear being openly criticized, accosted, or even physically punished, it could certainly
dissuade them from trying anything that could cause them to make a mistake in front of a
teacher.

Secondly, the Japanese educational system’s focus on constant test preparation and rote

memorization may play a role as well. In Japanese schools, particularly at the

®  junior high and high school level, English education becomes a means to an end.
© The end is standardized testing, often for entering a high school or university.

6 Therefore, students are encouraged to focus on memorization of questions and
answers, without being given chances to practice using the language for
themselves. Therefore, students can feel a lack of confidence in their abilities,
as well as a lack of ability to think critically and answer questions that fall outside of a set form.

All of this being said, there are ways as teachers that we can help students to feel more
comfortable speaking out and volunteering in class. The first step, of course, is creating a
setting in which students feel safe making mistakes. When teaching, it can be easy to feel
stressed and frustrated with students, but it is always important to communicate to them both
verbally and non-verbally that they are allowed, and in fact encouraged, to make mistakes. In
my classes, the students make pieces of paper with their names on them, which they can raise
when they want to volunteer. When they volunteer, even if they make a mistake or give an
incorrect answer, they can earn a sticker, which gives them a bonus point towards their final
grade. In this way, students are rewarded simply for trying.

Also, it is important to give students time to practice speaking and constructing words
in a safe environment, such as with a partner. The more students are able to practice expressing
their ideas and opinions openly to each other, the more willing they will be to eventually speak
out in front of the class. In my classes, I try to have students do pair and group work as much
as possible to give them time to practice expressing themselves to one or two of their friends,
which can build their confidence as well as allow them to get feedback from their peers.
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Ultimately, Japanese students are not less likely to speak out in class because of some

inborn shyness of the Japanese people. Rather, they are conditioned by their circumstances. A
teacher’s job is not literally to relay material that students then memorize in order to take a
test, but rather to build and maintain a setting where students feel comfortable and encouraged
to learn.Therefore, students’ willingness to volunteer and participate in class can be seen as a
measure of the teacher’s ability to create a positive and effective learning environment in their
classroom.
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