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Encouraging Self-Motivation among Students
in an EFL Classroom in Japan

Claire Ryan
Email: <claire.ryvan34@gmail.com>

Ask any language instructor about the biggest difficulties they face in the classroom and many of them
will have the same answer: demotivated students. When a student doesn't want to take part in class, it
disrupts the learning environment and makes for an unpleasant experience for learners and educators alike. A
motivated classroom is an effective classroom. However, learners’ self-motivation may often be overlooked as
an important tool in language learning. This is noted by Kimura, Nakata and Okumura (2001), who say that “in
Japan the most popular teaching methods have been teacher-centered rather than learner-centered ... thus
the motivation of individual learners has received little attention” (p. 50). For students to fully engage with
their learning environment, it is essential that they feel motivated to study. From working as a business
English and test-preparation instructor in Tokyo for the last four years, | have found there are a number of
techniques and strategies that are useful for creating engaged and motivated learners. I'd like to share what
has worked for me in my role. By doing so, | hope to create a dialogue where other educators can contribute
their own suggestions and successful tactics.

In many cases, students in Japan are enrolled in an English course not because of their own interests but
because it is mandated by their university, their employer, their parents, or other external factors. This is
where the old adage comes into play: you can lead a horse to water but you can't make it drink. Conversely,
when students are motivated to learn and succeed, studying becomes second nature as a part of their daily
lives rather than a chore to be endured. Encouraging students to find this motivation within themselves is
critical, as explained by Dornyei, Muir and Ibrahim (2014), who note that “the achievement of clear goals
ultimately comes to fruition through a powerful surge of highly focused motivation” (p. 10).

For students to fully engage with their learning, they need to have a goal in mind to focus on. Not just
their company's goal - “If | learn English, my company will become more global” - but one that actively applies
to their own lives and future enrichment - “If | become proficient in English | will be a more international
person, | will be more attractive to international companies, and | will achieve my dream of working or
studying overseas,” and so on. This goal-setting with the use of an ‘I’ statement connects students to their
purpose of study in a more tangible way. The importance of individual goals for students which allow them to
grow their abilities is noted by Zimmerman (2002), who says that “self-regulated learners are proactive in
their efforts to learn because they are aware of their strengths and limitations and because they are guided
by personally set goals” (p. 66). Allowing students to define their own goals like this also benefits the
instructor, who can then tailor the lessons and materials to better suit the overall aims of their students.
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Another important aspect of a student’s goal-setting is that it must be easy to measure the outcome and
assess their progress towards reaching the goal. Students will feel more motivated when they can see they
are making progress - but how can we, as educators, show them their level of progress in a simple, accessible
way? If you ask students what they want to achieve, the answer “I want to improve my English” may be the
most common refrain. But it is difficult to measure ‘improvement’ with accuracy. A learning outcome such as
“I want to be able to make a restaurant reservation / phone call / presentation in English,” with practical
exercises to test students’ abilities, will be a far more achievable aim. These types of goals are measurable
because the students’ performances can easily be evaluated by the instructor through role-play activities. If
the student can use the language that they set out to learn in a real-life situation and is able to complete the
task with ease, they have clearly reached their goal. When they are able to achieve their goal in a classroom
setting, it gives them the confidence they need to feel they can then do it in “the real world” as well. With
this success also comes an increase in their motivation to be able to achieve further, more complex situations.

Allow me to share an example of how | put this type of goal-setting into practice in a classroom situation.
On this occasion, | was working with a group of adult learners for a week-long, intensive business English
course. Given the fast-paced nature of the course, | wanted to be sure to include time for students to reflect
on what they had actually learned each day. | felt this would give them the chance to be able to make solid
statements at the end of the course, where they would have a clear understanding of how their English had
improved in a tangible way. In order to do this, | set up some English “check-points” around the classroom.
These check-points consisted of large sheets of paper, each of which had a different heading or category,
which could be filled out by students at various times of the day.

The morning checkpoint included the title “Today | Will...” As students entered the room, they took a
sticky note and wrote their goal for the day. | had started the week by introducing the idea of SMART goals
(Doran, 1981) which should be Specific, Measurable, Achievable, Relevant, and Time-bound, so students
could complete this activity easily and with clear objectives in mind. Some example goals that the students
put included “Today | will learn five new expressions and use them in conversation with my classmates by the
end of the day.” Another check-point was planned for the end of the day, with a “Today | Learned...” theme.
As before, students took a sticky note and wrote down a word, expression, or language-learning technique
they picked up that day, and a note about how they could utilize it in their English communication in the
future.

At the end of the week, students reflected on the goals they had set and discussed with each other how
the use of these one-day goals helped them to focus their learning objectives for the day. They were easily
able to recall what had been taught in class each day when doing an end-of-day review and, when
questioned, could explain in detail about how they would use the language taught in their future work. |
believe that this came about as a direct result of setting a realistic target to be completed within a set
timeframe, something that was relevant to their learning outcomes, and that could be easily measured as
achieved or not achieved at the end of the day. This goal-setting technique was also something they could use
going forward to aim for bigger language-learning goals in their future studies and work overseas.

Another important aspect of self-motivation is that students should be encouraged to feel in control of
their learning. This may involve the instructor taking a more hands-off approach, by allowing students to work
together in pairs or groups to complete tasks, while monitoring the activities and providing support only
when truly necessary. In my experience, this can take a couple of attempts to get right. At first, students may
‘freeze’ when given a more relaxed rein and encouraged to work independently. Often an air of silence will
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descend over the classroom with no one willing to take the first step in leading a task or discussion.
Instructors may need to model at first: “Student A, please ask student B about this topic; student B, please
discuss your ideas with student A.” But in my experience, once students overcome the initial fear of working
outside such a strictly controlled environment, they flourish and are able to lead discussions with other
students and take charge in role-play activities. This improvement in independent interaction with their
learning materials and with the other learners allows students to take charge of their learning and further
motivates them to become more self-assured in their use of English.

Allowing a degree of flexibility in the amount of homework to be completed will also encourage students
to be in control of their own learning. Rather than overloading students with multiple homework exercises
related to all the topics taught in that day’s class, | present the homework assignments and ask them to
choose two or three activities that they found most difficult during the class and just complete those for
homework. This allows students to feel that they have their say about the direction that their English
education is progressing in, as well as removing the pressure and fear of strict punishment for not doing every
single assignment. Students quickly learn that doing homework is for their benefit - not mine - and this
method allows them to use it to their own advantage.

An unwelcoming or unfriendly classroom environment will, of course, undermine the learning potential
of students. It stands to reason, therefore, that a warm and safe space can be a place where students are
encouraged to flourish and express themselves without fear of negative outcomes. The task of creating a
pleasant atmosphere falls to the instructor from the very first day of the course. It is important to set
guidelines for what type of behavior is expected from students as this will influence the overall atmosphere of
the learning environment. As noted by Poupore (2015) “motivation needs to be supported by helpful
interpersonal interactions and/or scaffolding within a positive social environment” (p. 730). The ongoing
COVID-19 crisis creates a new challenge for educators in how best to create this welcoming environment
when not working face-to-face, but it is not something that we should shy away from trying to achieve,
despite the perceived difficulty. Online classroom rules can be established in much the same way as in a face-
to-face classroom. Students should be encouraged to mute when not speaking, and to use functions such as
the “raise hand” button on online platform Zoom if they wish to contribute; groups can be assigned to
“breakout rooms” which can be monitored by the instructor in order to work collaboratively on projects
before returning to the main room to present to the class; and positive feedback and reinforcement can be
provided by the instructor verbally or through the use of shared screen functions to highlight corrections and
areas for further study.

Another key point | would like to discuss for encouraging self-belief among students is how we react to
errors. As Firdaus (2005) notes, “praise can play a crucial role in motivating students . . . it can build self-
esteem and build a close relationship between students and teacher” (pp. 29-30). Students should be praised
for their attempts at using English, regardless of their accuracy. Only after praising or thanking the student for
their contribution should the instructor then focus on correction. If a student hears nothing but negative
feedback, one of two things will happen: they will become afraid to offer an answer, fearing the
embarrassment of being wrong in front of their peers, or they will become apathetic, thinking “Why bother
answering when it will probably just be wrong anyway?” Fearful or indifferent students will lose their
motivation to participate actively in class and will become withdrawn from the group and ultimately from
their learning. Conversely, if students receive praise for trying, they will be encouraged to keep trying -
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attempting to get the answer right next time to reach the next ‘level’ of praise. This kind of support in the
learning environment will greatly aid student motivation.

Finally, the level of self-efficacy that students feel regarding their abilities in English will also have an
impact on their outcomes. If students feel that they have a high level of competency in using English, they will
be more likely to set goals with a high bar, engage in conversations with others using English, and push
themselves to complete more difficult tasks. As Bandura (1994) notes, “people with high assurance in their
capabilities approach difficult tasks as challenges to be mastered rather than as threats to be avoided” (p. 71),
and nowhere is this more apparent than in the classroom. When students truly feel motivated in their
approach to studying English, this change in mindset becomes clear to see. Some examples of how this
increased confidence has presented in my classroom include students asking for classroom activities to be
tailored to better suit their learning goals, or taking the lead in group activities and explaining tasks to lower-
ability students.

Encouraging self-motivation among students of English as a foreign language is a key element in creating
an effective learning environment. Students should be able to realize the value of motivation and its impact
on their learning, but the effort made by the instructor will have a significant impact on how well this works
in practice. By making use of the various strategies outlined above, such as setting SMART goals, and
encouraging students to take charge of their learning outcomes, instructors can bring about a key shift in
their students’ attitudes to learning. This improved self-motivation can help students to thrive in their
learning environment and become more confident and assured speakers of English. | have used the methods
mentioned in this article to great effect in my classroom, and have seen the positive outcome that they can
have on students’ language learning. | would be interested to know of any other techniques Learner
Development SIG members have explored and found to be successful - or unsuccessful - in encouraging self-
motivation in the English language classroom.
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Reflecting upon an Attempt to Introduce Critical Thinking
to EFL Students in Remedial Education

Megumi Uemi

Kokusai Junior College

Email: <megumiuemi@gmail.com>

Teaching English at the current junior college has been one of the greatest challenges in my 10-year-long
career as an English teacher. What has made the experience so difficult may be the fact that most of my
students were those in need of remedial education, lacking basic academic or English language skills expected
at the university level. For them, elementary grammar rules such as third person singular or perfect present
tense were far from simple to grasp or exercise, and uncomplicated words like “difficult” and “different” were
almost indistinguishable and unspellable. Few of them were able to produce or comprehend more than just
textbook self-introduction, and to carry out even a casual English conversation with the students was a
laborious task for the teacher to handle.

When | learned the level of these students in my classes, | immediately thought this was not an ideal
place for me to pursue my original research interest, which was to explore how Critical Thinking (CT) should
be implemented into the instruction of Japanese English learners who, according to some scholars, face great
difficulty practicing the mode of thought (Atkinson, 1997; Fox, 1994; Ramanathan & Kaplan, 1996). The need
to teach CT to ESL/EFL students, especially those from Asia, has been contentiously debated among some
TESOL educators who perceive that the non-Western students have a harder time expressing themselves
critically in L2 academic contexts (Atkinson, 1997; Benesch, 1999; Davidson, 1998; Gieve; 1998; Fox, 1994;
Ramanathan & Kaplan, 1996). These non-Western ESL/EFL students are regarded as unfamiliar with the
sociocultural practice of CT as their L1 Western counterparts. Thus, if they were to acquire English, CT must
also be addressed in the classroom because the mode of thought defines and cannot be separated from the
fundamental concepts of the language as seen in forms of academic writing or public speaking.

| do not necessarily agree with some of these scholar’s interpretations that Asian, or Japanese students
for that matter, are somewhat deficient in their capacity as critical thinkers. | see that they have their own
socially and culturally accepted ways of showing controversial viewpoints, disagreements, or analysis
(Littlewood, 2000; Stapleton, 2001, 2002). | do, however, observe a tendency among Japanese students that
makes them unprepared to answer questions with reasons or verbalize their thoughts or experiences in
concrete words, even in their own language, and thus they appear unequipped with critical abilities,
especially in the eyes of non-Japanese English educators (Lasker, 2007; Dunn, 2014, 2015). With the new
educational guidelines published by the Ministry of Education in 2017 ($TF&E15EEH), greater
importance has been placed on the development of students’ ability to “think, evaluate, and
express.” ( TBEA - ¥I#TH - RIFH1 ) (MEXT, 2017) CT has been, even more importantly, recognized
as one of the key academic elements that need much training and improvement among students at the
university level in Japan (Sawa, 2005).

With all this said, nonetheless, teaching CT in English to my students, most of whom had not even
reached Eiken Level 3, sounded impractical or even nonsensical. With no substantial foundation of the
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language, there was no way they could use it to develop a thinking ability. Even content-based learning
seemed difficult; the students would struggle comprehending materials and not appreciate the lesson at all.
The only option | thought might work was the “entertainment” tools, such as pop songs, movies, or games,
because then | would at least have the students’ attention and they would enjoy “feeling like” they were
learning English. | thought this would be enough or even appropriate for the level of students | was
responsible for, because the most important or even the most challenging part of teaching students in need
of remedial education was to get them to become motivated and stay motivated. As Kiyoda (2010) puts,
“The difficulty of remedial education at the university level is that we (teachers) have to deal with those who
have lost motivation for learning” (p. 38). Tsumura (2010) also states that due to “the wall of difficulty and
ability,” ( TERZf - BEJJDEE) ) (p. 45) the academically challenged students tend to develop an aversion

to English and thus become indifferent to studying the language.

Thus, for a while, | put my energy into providing students with entertaining lessons to inspire their
motivation to study English. It seemed to work as no students particularly complained about the approach;
they were in fact very enthusiastic about the lessons. As | continued with the method, however, | felt that this
could not be the solution forever. | needed to challenge my students more, academically. As a mission of
higher education, students are not just supposed to be having fun in English classes; they should also be
learning how to think in the process of language acquisition. As Makino, Ishii, Suzuki, and Hirano (2013) point
out, although entertainment is an important element of good classes for students in remedial education, “the
quality of enjoyment” ought to be reexamined. Although students may prefer to be just entertained in
classes, they must also engage themselves in much deliberate thinking if they were to develop their
academic capacity. As Makino et al. (2013) further state, “How we can incorporate “the joy of thinking” into
communicative activities may be one of the factors we need to consider in reexamining “the quality of
enjoyment” (p. 183-184). But how does this involve my students?

With these thoughts and puzzles in mind, | watched my students perform in classes and what became
increasingly more visible was that lack of my students’ basic English proficiency was not a problem that
stemmed simply from how their foreign language was acquired. Obviously and unfortunately, it had more to
do with the students’ innate ability to learn and process things in general. Therefore, regardless of whether it
was in English or Japanese, students’ output performance in speaking and writing was poor, and their
comprehension from written and spoken language did not appear to be working fully. | became more
convinced that rather than just learning English, what needed attention is developing the students’ overall
academic skills, including their critical thinking (CT) ability, the area of my original research interest, if their
foreign language skills were to see more concrete improvement.

Thus, | decided to go back to the research and this time delve into the level of my students’ CT abilities in
their first language. | wanted to see what it is that the students first need to work on if they were to expect
progress in their academic and eventually language acquisition skills. | reexamined papers of my basic
seminar’s students (16 in total) written in Japanese and searched for some distinctive features that revealed
their thinking patterns. In doing so, | referred to Bloom’s revised taxonomy (Anderson & Krathwohl, 2001), a
framework that demonstrates six categories of how students acknowledge and process information or
knowledge into their cognitive system stage by stage: “remember,” “understand,” “apply,
“evaluate,” and “create” (Figure 1). The first two are the basic categories (“remember” and “understand”) for

n «u n u

analyze,”

building the remaining four higher-order thinking (HOT) skills.
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Bloom’s Taxonomy

Prodece new o cogingl work
Deai, sasarnts v G MOres e, dior, Arvesd e

Justity a stard or decisicn
eva l uate ARVANE, A2 daeed, LTS st ayport Vel aTtioue, welsh

Desw conmactions ameng idass
SATEENONE CEMRL 1%, COTANE, SONTaSL CTNBAS Sarine,

analyze epanatt castian, e

Usa Information s naw siuatiors

CULOIS INENENIANL SOMR D52 (UNIASTINE, NEREeet oOerae,
ahedale, mealh

Bxplain ideas or concepts
cAysaly, Jescrine phscase comaal ireaty Aocate recegele,
repat, salect, narulele

Recal tacts and Sasik concepts
detin, duptionts I porurlo, sased, sl

Figure 1. Bloom’s Taxonomy (Vanderbilt University, 2015)

Among these skills, what should be noted is the second category in which students show their
understanding of ideas or concepts through their ability to verbalize what they remembered in their first
category. In English-speaking contexts, self-expression through language may be more of a sociocultural norm
rather than a product of conscious effort people try to make, as it may be the case in Japan (Atkinson, 1997;
Carson, 1992). In such a verbally active Western society, an act of summarizing information or knowledge in
one’s own words and sharing it with others sounds like a natural thing people do, if they find the content
relevant in the conversation. This practice, however, does not seem to fit in a sociocultural milieu such as
Japan where language somehow did not develop as a tool of negotiation but more like an expression of
empathetic feelings toward others (Clancy, 1986, as cited in Atkinson, 1997; Nisbett, 2004). Therefore, few
Japanese people have grown up learning how to articulate their opinions or viewpoints under the current
school system, and what is promoted by the Japanese Ministry of Education through their rigorous guidelines
for “Active Learning” (MEXT, 2012) may be seen as drawing on traditionally embedded sociocultural practices
in the West such as debate or discussion.

Such a tendency coincides with what | found in my basic seminar’s students’ Japanese papers. Out of all
the 16 students, only three of them indicated in their writings that they had the ability to “understand” in
Bloom’s context, that is paraphrasing what they remembered from outside sources into their own words,
giving a clear thesis statement, and putting sentences in a coherent structure. The remaining 13 students
produced nothing more than information they had copied from the Internet (as Kuchikomi, 2010, and Dunn,
2015 also report), adding personal impressions at the end that they thought the topic was “interesting” or
that they felt the matter was “serious.”

In fact, this type of writing may be what most Japanese students are familiar with from high school. In
“Kansoubun” (B%A83Z) students are required to describe their subjective feelings or experiences rather
than show their understanding and provide objective analysis and interpretation that others might find
beneficial reading. Surely, while they are at their secondary school, they have not been introduced to the
know-how of writing a logically sound paper considered standard in a Western academic context (Dunn,
2014, 2015). (I personally know this to be the case, too, as | went to a Japanese high school myself and never
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learned it there!) Yes, they have worked on their memorization skills, in fact very intensively for occasions
such as school term tests and entrance exams; however, they have not been educated to use their own words
to describe or explain to others what they “remembered” and “understood” from outside sources as
described in Bloom’s taxonomy. Verbalization skills (gengoka nouryoku E&{t8E/1) and objective thinking that

underlie them are most notably what’s lacking in Japanese students.

Based on the observations above, | concluded that what | should first focus with my students is to
develop their verbalization skills, their ability to “understand” in Bloom’s context, by making them paraphrase
what they learned into their own words through increased amount of writing and speaking activities. |
decided that the training should start with Japanese or at least a mixture of the two if possible, so the
students would not be at a loss during the lesson. Thus, | devised a Learning Log in which students write
down with their own words (together with graphics or pictures if they want) what they thought was
important in the lesson and explain to others about it either in English or Japanese (see Figures 2 and 3
below). This Log allows students to describe and think out loud about what they learned with their
classmates and help each other understand the lesson better. As a result, active verbalization occurs, and
their input and output skills can be stimulated to grow. How this Learning Log differs from Kansoubun is that
the former expects students to use their objectivity and explain ideas and concepts, and the latter focuses on
their subjectivity and asks for articulation of their personal experiences or feelings.

——— e

TRl B e s bt o 4 g Wt e el W e ot

B g b

Figure 2. A sample page from student A’s Kokusai Junior College English Learning Log

The extract from student A’s Learning Log in Figure 2 shows important vocabulary and useful expressions
the student noted from the teacher’s lecture as well as the Japanese translation of her reading homework. In
the case of student B (see Figure 3 below), the student records her answers and the corrections for the
textbook’s exercises, as well as relevant grammatical points and key phrases the teacher highlighted during
the lesson.
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Figure 3. A sample page from student B’s Kokusai Junior College English Learning Log

The point is that the students learn by articulating and expressing in their own words what they have
been doing in the class and by explaining important points to their classmates, in other words through
expressing their understanding to other people. While students are encouraged to use their first language to
think and express ideas or concepts as it is described in Bloom’s Taxonomy, their overall academic skills start
to develop, and their capacity to absorb English can also grow. As English is a school subject which EFL
students must make a deliberate effort to learn, it may be a fair assumption that especially for these
academically challenged students, the possibilities for their English learning are enhanced when their activity
in English helps them to develop their academic abilities rather than simply perfecting discrete foreign
language skills for memorization and exams. As students become more comfortable and confident with this
active and reflective way of learning, then they can shift their focus onto foreign language acquisition more
fully.

When | first started teaching at the current college, | thought that it was nonsense to implement CT into
teaching EFL students in remedial education. After much pondering and studying, however, | have come to
the conclusion that it is worth guiding students through the development of their academic as well as
thinking abilities, using the process of English acquisition as a means to make it happen. Although these
students in need of remedial education might not have used the opportunity to learn what they were
supposed to while they were in secondary school, it does not mean they want to redo what they did then all
over again (Kiyoda, 2010). They now want to do it differently, and they want to do so as college students.
Thus, for now, | am going to keep using this Learning Log and see if it meets their needs, still pondering what
is best for my EFL students in remedial education, thinking critically on the way.
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Implications for Online Education: Reflections on

Earning an MA in TESOL through Online Distance Learning

Nobue Inoue
Niigata University of Management, Niigata (
Email: <up794335@myport.ac.uk> N i

The coronavirus pandemic has completely changed our lives and forced schools to reshape the idea of
education. As a university English teacher myself | had never taught a class online prior to Covid-19. | have
heard several news stories of students complaining about the quality of online education, which they claim
would not be worth the full price of tuition (The Japan Times, 2020). This was of great concern when my
university decided to switch to remote learning for the academic year beginning in April 2020 because | was
nervous about whether students would be satisfied with my delivering a class online. | assume that due to a
lack of educational expertise in distance learning many teachers in Japan feel the same way and are struggling
with how to keep their students motivated with this new teaching option.

Nevertheless, | might be able to gain insight into students’ perceptions of their online learning by
reflecting on my own experiences. | have earned a master’s degree in Teaching English to Speakers of Other
Languages (TESOL) by attending a distance learning program provided by a university in the U.K. As far as |
recall, | was the only Asian enrollee at that time, and most of the students were Americans and Britons.
Earning a master’s degree online in English from a foreign university provided me with the opportunity to
grow and develop as an English user and teacher, as well as a self-motivated student.

In this reflective story, | look back on my own online distance learning experiences, which | hope will help
explore how students perceive online education.

Overview of the Program

The master’s program | completed was a three-year online distance learning course designed to develop ELT
practitioners’ knowledge of linguistics theories and TESOL methodologies. It was composed of two core
modules, two elective modules, and a dissertation. The core and elective modules aimed to expand students’
knowledge of applied linguistics and TESOL, while students undertook a dissertation in an area that was
relevant to their own professional interests and work. | completed the program from 2015 to 2018. While
doing this, | also continued working as a study abroad counselor at a public university during the first year and
then became an English teacher at a private university during the second year.

Reflections on the Program Benefits

One of the most beneficial aspects of the program was its flexibility, giving me complete control over my own
studies. As long as | met assignment submission deadlines, | was essentially able to study anywhere at my
own pace, so | was able to balance getting a qualification with my full-time occupation and family life. |
remember | was particularly busy during the second year because | was under a lot of pressure while getting
accustomed to the new working environment. Working as a university teacher for the first time, while
studying for my MA, was a huge challenge. | assume that | would have sacrificed my work and family had |
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chosen to study via a face-to-face format. Fortunately, studying on a flexible basis enabled me to prioritize my
personal life when necessary, which alleviated my concerns about my postgraduate studies.

Another beneficial aspect of the program was that it followed the same course structure as the
university’s MA course delivered through on-site study. At first | was genuinely skeptical about online
education because | believed that online studies would not be as effective as in-person studies. | was
concerned that | might not be able to develop the knowledge and skills needed to become an effective ELT
practitioner as | would on campus. Happily, the course provided me with the opportunity to study the same
modules as the on-site study programs, but with no residency required. The program was well-designed and
covered key components of TESOL. Each module was strictly assessed by coursework that required students
to have a good understanding of the theories and methodologies. Even though the assignments were
challenging, they were returned with beneficial comments made by teachers to help students improve their
understanding. In particular, | had never read academic journals and books before the program, so writing a
literature review about an aspect of second language acquisition provided me with the opportunity to
establish my expertise in the field of second language teaching. | got a distinction in this assignment, but | was
also pleasantly surprised by the marker’s comments. He highlighted that my authorial voice could have been
more prominent, instead of just the plethora of theories and beliefs in the paper. This aspect helped develop
my critical thinking skills and the ability to reinterpret the existing material for conducting research.

The program also introduced the benefits of distance learning from the perspective of English learners.
This was in contrast to my experiences while studying abroad in Canada around five years before enrolling in
the program. At that time | studied at a rural community college as a full-time student for eight months.
Although my English improved dramatically by studying abroad, | assume that understanding difficult
linguistic and TESOL terminologies would have been more challenging if | had selected face-to-face format.
For example, while studying in Canada, | sometimes had difficulty following lectures taught entirely in English
and missed important information while taking notes. The distance learning program meant that | received
instruction mostly by text or recorded audio files and | was thus able to keep up with lessons at my own pace.
| also recall that during my studies in Canada | was overwhelmed by so much English reading and this
sometimes led to me giving up reading assigned texts. Fortunately, my reading for the program was very
successful; | found it much easier to read electronic materials than to read on paper because the search
function helped me locate key words or phrases and enabled me to focus on the most important sections to
read.

The final aspect of the program | found beneficial was not necessarily limited to its characteristics as
distance learning but one that would apply to any type of teaching format. | was fortunate to have an
extremely supportive supervisor who gave me clear guidance from the very first phase of the dissertation. As
| was interested in language training for those planning to study abroad, | conducted research on how to
develop an effective pre-departure orientation program for my university’s study abroad program in the U.K.
Even though | was already familiar with academic English writing, writing a dissertation was my biggest
concern about the program because | had never written a thesis in English. Furthermore, | did not know
anything about research methods in applied linguistics; nor did | understand the difference between
gualitative and quantitative approaches. My supervisor encouraged me to work on the dissertation by
providing regular Skype tutoring. Although he must have been exceptionally busy, he kindly spent a
tremendous amount of time supervising me closely. When | asked why he was so helpful, he said that it was
his job to take care of students. Thanks to his assistance, | developed my research skills tremendously and
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successfully completed my dissertation. If | had not received supervision from him, | truly believe that | would
not have been able to earn a degree.

Difficulties
Even though | was very pleased with the program, earning a degree by distance learning had its challenges as
everything | experienced was new to me.

First of all, when | started the program, | was not familiar with online learning platforms. For example, all
lessons were delivered via Moodle, the institution’s learning management system (LMS). | now know that
Moodle is one of the world’s most popular LMSs, but | had no idea at that time and was concerned about
whether Moodle would truly provide students with a suitable learning environment. Another system utilized
by the institution was a digital library called ebrary, which was intended to support those who were unable to
borrow books stored in the university library. | was also apprehensive because | had never read an electronic
book in my entire life before using ebrary. Although | was proficient on a computer, it took a while to take full
advantage of these applications’ features due to my unfamiliarity with such online learning platforms.

| also found it difficult to ask questions online compared with face to face, which allows students to ask
guestions during a class. Because of the characteristics of distance learning, | had no choice but to ask
guestions after reading lesson materials and sometimes forgot what | really intended to ask. In particular,
although some lessons were easy to follow thanks to videos or podcasts that explained lesson materials
orally, others were explained only by text and | sometimes struggled with understanding especially when |
encountered difficult terminology. | also noticed that it took time for some teachers to answer students’
guestions. Considering that Moodle was always full of students’ comments, | assume that teachers
themselves must have found it challenging to answer each student’s questions instantly online. However, it
was frustrating when teachers did not respond to my comments promptly.

In addition, | sometimes felt lonely and found it difficult to keep myself motivated. Although | had many
classmates from around the world, we never met in person because most of them were working outside of
their own countries as part-time or full-time teachers there; we communicated exclusively online by
exchanging comments on Moodle. Therefore, | feel that distance learning requires students to be self-
disciplined. This was in contrast to my studying abroad experiences in Canada. | made friends with students
from a number of countries and we motivated each other to study by organizing a study group and
sometimes getting together and socializing after school. Considering that most of the classmates in the MA
program were English teachers, if | had selected a face-to-face format, | would have been able to gain more
insight into TESOL and other related fields from mutual help with classmates.

Connections between Learning and Teaching Online

Overall, the program was beneficial for me because | was able to balance my studies with my work and family
life, develop my knowledge on TESOL in the same way as on-campus studies, and learn effectively to research
and write my dissertation thanks to a very supportive supervisor.

Indeed, although my students initially had no idea about how to learn English online and were skeptical
about improving their English through online education before experiencing it, they have come to
acknowledge the benefits of distance learning. For instance, many of my students have started to prefer
taking a lesson online because it is more convenient than the face-to-face format. | believe that students who
are struggling to balance their studies with part-time jobs and/or club activities would find distance learning
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to be of great value. In addition, beginner level students who often struggle with keeping up with regular
classes seem to find distance learning helpful because they can learn at their own pace. | remember that
weak students hesitate to ask questions in a regular class because they do not want to embarrass themselves.
Such students took full advantage of this new learning opportunity and asked me many questions privately by
email or on the Google Classroom online comments section.

Furthermore, some students mentioned that they have become more self-disciplined and come to study
much harder than before; they explained that when they learned on campus, they did not study much except
during the exam week, while during the coronavirus crisis they became more responsible for their own
studies. Even though it is unclear whether online learning helped students improve their English compared to
the face-to-face format, | believe they benefited from learning online because it increased their motivation to
study.

Recalling my own experiences, | remember that the MA program was challenging because | was
unfamiliar with a new online learning environment, | could not ask questions as | would on campus, and |
sometimes lacked motivation to study. My negative perceptions remind me that when | started delivering a
lesson online myself for the first time, my students were unfamiliar with new technology, such as Google
Classroom and Zoom. Furthermore, while some students completed their assignments instantly, others
procrastinated and did not work on them until | sent them a message to encourage them to finish.

According to Markova, Glazkova, and Zaborova (2017), successful and effective distance learning requires
considerable commitment on the part of faculty. As feelings of isolation are often reported and the lack of
feedback or contact with the teacher and other learners is one of students’ concerns for distance learning
(Galusha, 1998), it is important for teachers to monitor students’ progress and give them immediate feedback
to keep them motivated and on track. Therefore, | encouraged students to reach me by email, in the Google
Classroom private comment sections, or on Zoom anytime they had a question and | did my best to respond
to their inquiries as promptly as possible. In addition, instead of just returning assignment marks, | praised
students after every correct answer and gave them individual feedback to encourage them to study; if the
student’s answer was incorrect, | made sure that he/she understood what the error was by giving clues to
help him/her discover the correct answer.

Overall, shifting to online education during the coronavirus crisis provided me with the valuable
opportunities to develop my online teaching skills. Although online teaching was trending even before
COVID-19, | had never thought of doing it myself because | was not confident about online education due to
my lack of experience.

During the crisis, | had no choice but to give it a try, and managed to survive the Spring Semester. Using
new applications, such as Zoom and Google Classroom, seemed to be technical the first time, but | became
accustomed to using the technology and ended up finding the benefits of using it; for example, recording a
Zoom meeting helped me assess students’ pronunciation test by their mouth movements and Google
Classroom saved me considerable time by automatically marking quizzes and showing scores.

From the students’ perspectives, despite initial concerns about online education, they became more
responsible for their own learning and came to study harder than before. | believe that online education
would encourage students to study individually on a regular basis. By following the example set by the
teacher | met on my program, | would like to help students to fully benefit from this online opportunity next
semester as well. | am also planning to incorporate online education into a regular class even after the crisis.
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Last but not least, | hope that my reflections on my online studies experience will also give teachers some
insight into their own teaching.
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