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Abstract 

During several non-participant observations of two advanced College English classes at Jiangsu University, it was 
noticed that most of the students did not engage in class discussions. To ascertain what the problem was, but from 
learners' perspectives, this research was conducted. Seventy-one students enrolled in College English at Jiangsu 
University volunteered to partake in this work. A self-administered questionnaire was used to gather the data. The 
findings indicate that most of the respondents did not take an active stance in class discussions because of their lack 
of knowledge on strategies to bear their thoughts or opinions. Other expressed that they did not know about the 
topics to discuss in class, and that was a significant barrier to their performance. Besides, some participants doubted 
to speak in class. That can be linked to their shyness. Knowledge about these findings is helpful for teachers and 
College English authorities to examine what kind of training should be offered to students and teachers to make 
steady improvements. 
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1. Introduction 

College English is an official program for non-English majors in China. It is divided into six bands: bands 1–4 are 
compulsory for undergraduate students, while bands 5 and 6 are elective for postgraduates (Yang & Yuen, 2014, p. 
498). The program details what students must attain during their college years. However, it has undergone significant 
reforms (Huiyin, 2016, pp. 78-79) in its curriculum's structure and content including changes in teaching objectives, 
teaching approaches, the form of the assessment, and the teachers' and learners' roles (Han & Yin, 2016).  

For instance, the 2007 guideline stressed, as intermediate requirements for the development of the speaking skills, 
that learners must learn how "to express their personal opinions, feelings, and views, to state facts and reasons" 
(Department of Higher Education, 2007, pp. 25-27). The 2015 guideline also proposes to advance learners' speaking 
skills. It contains three levels of teaching objectives. The second and third objectives state that students should "be 
fluent and efficient in their oral...communications", as well as, "learn how to analyze, synthesize and compare 
information from different sources in order to form ideas" (Huiyin, 2016, p. 83). Therefore, students must gain these 
skills while attending College English and a meaningful way to do it is through class discussions.  

In general terms, a discussion is described as "the examination or consideration of a matter in speech or writing" 
(Discussion, n.d.). In class, discussions are strongly encouraged through verbal discourse exchanges. However, they 
are effective when the interaction is from peer to peer (Barton, Heilker & Rutkowski, n.d). Class discussions are "one 
of the most frequently used and often embraced pedagogical strategies" (Dallimore, Hertenstein & Platt, 2004, 
p.103). They can present formats of a whole class, peer to peer or in small groups where a monitor [an assigned 
student or teacher] should guide them to achieve the purpose of the activity.  

Techniques used to involve students in class discussions range from "question-and-answer sessions" (Putiman, 2005), 
digital media (Lee & Martin, 2017), technology-mediated task-based (Chen & Lin, 2018) to discussions of literature 
(Mart, 2019), to name a few. Besides, readings are used to help learners to acquire "vocabulary...to think and speak 
with more words" (Akman & Alagöz, 2017, p. 21) and be active in a class discussion.  
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Since "development and learning are 'co-constructed' in social interactions" (Muller, Perret-Clermont, Tartas & 
Iannaccone, 2009, p. 75), as a kind of interaction, there are some advantages associated to class discussions. For 
instance, learners can advance their critical thinking skills (Howard, 2004) and boost their knowledge on general 
issues and strategies to express their thoughts (Abdulbaki, Suhaimi, Alsaqqaf & Jawad, 2018). Likewise, they can 
help to enrich the quality of the argumentative skills by testing their ideas and learning to provide evidence to 
support them (Omatseye, 2007). Extra benefits are linked to class discussions. Brookfield & Preskill (1999) point out 
four more: 

(1) to help participants reach a more critically informed understanding about the topic or topics under 
consideration; (2) to enhance participants' self-awareness and their capacity for self-critique; (3) to foster an 
appreciation among participants for the diversity of opinion that invariably emerges when viewpoints are 
exchanged openly and honestly; and (4) to act as a catalyst to helping people take informed action in the world. 
(p.3) 

Class discussions do not only benefit students to foster new knowledge and advance their argumentative and social 
skills. Dallimore, Hertenstein, & Plat (2017) indicate that learners take an active stance during the class, validate and 
clarify their background knowledge, and "remember and retaining information" (para. 3). Moreover, this kind of 
interaction supports learners to build a scaffolding that will allow them to be "aware of their problems" to solve them 
(Mart, 2019, p. 849). 

Although the advantages of applying class discussions as a pedagogical strategy, at times, getting students involved 
in those discourse exchanges is a challenge. Factors such as the "fear of making mistakes" (Savaşçi, 2014, p. 2686), 
or the "lack of interest in the material" (Zakrajsek, 2017, para. 12) covered in the class may become the walls that 
restrain students from engaging in class discussions. However, that depends on the educational setting. For instance, 
a constant assertion is that Chinese students who are learning English abroad (or pursuing a degree where English is 
the means of instruction) and at home through the College English program have difficulties to use the language. It is 
highlighted the "poor spoken English" (American TESOL, 2015, para. 4) of students' as one of the leading causes for 
their lack of engagement in class discussions. Though, that is an arguable claim due to some findings. 

On the one hand, researchers affirm the previous claim. They declare that students are reluctant to join class 
discussion due to challenges with their English language proficiency (Kim, 2006). Some students demonstrate "low 
communicative competence" (Zhang, n.d, p. 4). Others lack the confidence to apply oral communication (Wang, 
2010), suffer from anxiety (Mak, 2011), or "are often marginalized and disadvantaged" (Qi, 2018, p. 799) during the 
discourse exchange. However, the problem is linked to conventional teaching approaches focused on the teachers' 
role and culture (Zhao Y., 2007; Xie, 2010).  

Also, students' lack of preparedness on the topic to discuss in class is another drawback that does not permit them to 
feel confident to talk (Peng, 2012). In many of the cases, erroneously, those assertions are generalized to all Chinese 
students learning the English language. 

On the other hand, Zhao W., Mok, & Cao (2016) indicate that students' hesitation in engaging in class discussions is 
not related to conventional teaching methods because "after 15 years of reform, teachers, students, and classrooms in 
China have changed a lot" (p. 89). Therefore, rather than cultural or lack of the student-centered approach, the 
problem can be related to how the lesson is delivered (Cheng, 2000) because many students are willing to participate 
in class discussion ("Reticence in Chinese EFL students," 2014). Though, others are not motivated "towards EFL 
speaking" (Rashid, Bao, & Jelani, 2018, p, 78). Hence, the problem regarding reluctance is still latent.  
For example, during some non-participant observations of two advanced classes from the College English program at 
Jiangsu University in China that aimed to test a new teaching approach, it was noticed that many students did not 
participate in class discussions. The questions to start the discourse exchange were clear, direct, and concise. Besides, 
students had time to think about what was asked to express their thoughts or standpoints. However, most of the time, 
students were in silence or refused to take part in the class discussions. Therefore, the questions emerged: What 
hindering factors do prevent students from participating in class discussions? What is the case for other learners 
enrolled in the College English program at Jiangsu university? To address these questions, this research was 
conducted.  

 

2. Method 

2.1 Sampling Procedure 

This research work focused on unveiling hindering factors that prevent students in College English at Jiangsu 
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University from participating in class discussions. In order to attain that purpose, convenience sampling was applied. 
Participants were anonymous and recruited through e-mail and WeChat solicitation. In total, 71 students replied to 
the calling for this research: 50.7% (36) of the respondents identified themselves as female and 49.3% (35) as male. 

As a specification, the sampling for this work is not a representation of the original population of interest, which is 
all the students enrolled in College English at Jiangsu University. However, it was gained, as much as possible and 
from students' perspectives, valuable insights into aspects that prevent them from participating in class discussions. 
Therefore, the interpretation of the results should be limited to the participants of this research 

2.2 Data Collection and Analysis 

The data collection and analysis for this work followed a cross-sectional design supported by a survey. The 
self-administered questionnaire contained ten questions. They were written in English and had the format of 
dichotomous, multiple choice, filter or contingency questions, and a 5-point Likert scale. The survey was distributed 
online and processed through Survey Monkey. The results were represented in bars chart.  

 

3. Results 

Participants in this research were enrolled in College English 2018 Spring semester at Jiangsu University in China. 
They comprise a variety of bands: College English Band 1 (9.9%); College English Band 2 (12.7%); College English 
Band 3 (15.5%); College English Band 4 (15.5%); College English Band 5 (9.9%); and College English Band 6 
(36.6%). Through the participants' responses, it was discarded and revealed factors that prevent them from 
participating in class discussions. The findings are organized and reported by sections.    

3.1 Section 1: On the Speed with Which Instructors Presented the Course Material 

A critical aspect of the classroom is the speed used to present the content of a course and instructions to students to 
perform in-class assignments such as class discussions. When both aspects are not consistent, good learning 
outcomes may be reduced. Respondents, 7.0% (5), indicated that their teachers used a slow speed to share the 
materials of the course, only a 1.4% (1) indicated it was too slow, 85.9% (61) normal, and a 5.6% (4) fast. None of 
the respondents indicated that their teachers' speed was too fast.    

3.2 Section 2: On the Difficulties While Taking the Courses at the College English Program  

Figure 1. Difficulties While Taking the College English Course (n= 71) 

A course contains components that may become an advantage or drawback if they are not well-organized, taken into 
account, or put into practice to attain a particular set of goals for the lesson. As represented in Figure 1, five 
components were analyzed: (1) class content; (2) teacher's explanations on the content; (3) apply written English 
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language to complete in-class activities; (4) understanding the instructions given by the teacher to accomplish an 
activity; and (5) apply spoken English language to complete in-class activities. In total, 45.1% (32) of the 
respondents found component 1[class content] difficult while 54.9% (39) expressed the contrary. Besides, the results 
showed that two components were the main walls for students while taking the course in College English: aspect 3 
[apply written English language to complete in-class activities] 59.2% (42), and aspect 5 [apply spoken English 
language to complete in-class activities] 64.8% (46).  

3.3 Section 3: On the Interactions in the Classroom 

Interactions constitute an important part of a class. Through them, learners can develop social and linguistic skills, as 
well as, gain new knowledge. According to the findings, (84.5%) of the respondents indicated that there were 
interactions in their courses and (15.5%) expressed otherwise. The three interactions mostly happening in the class 
were: (a) teachers asking questions to students (83.1%); (b) class discussions (60.6%); and (c) problem-solving 
(56.3%). Other interactions that happened while taking courses in College English are detailed in Figure 2 where it is, 
also, described the numbers of responses per option. The option "Other (please specify)" was displayed in the table to 
represent the total of responses, but the respondent only indicated "it is OK" as an answer. 

 

 

Figure 2. Interactions Mostly Happening During Classes (n= 71) 
 

3.4 Section 4: On the Frequency in Which Some Tasks Are Encouraged to Hold a Discussion  

Class discussions were the second interaction mostly happening in the class (60.6%). In a class discussion, some 
tasks play an essential role to have a meaningful discourse exchange. Five tasks were taken into account for this 
research. They are summarized in Figure 3, including the frequency in which those activities were encouraged to 
perform. The response—sometimes—was the most optioned by the respondents to rank the frequency in which some 
tasks were prompted to perform in class. They are described as follows: express a comment on something (43.7%); 
ask critical questions to your classmates (42.3%); discuss a topic with your classmates (40.8%); ask critical questions 
to the teacher about the topic studied (36.6%). For the task—explain the reason behind communicating an idea—the 
percentage of respondents showing the frequency (often) was 31.0%, and 29.6% for (sometimes). However, all the 
activities were ranked low in the frequencies (usually) and (always).  
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Figure 3. Frequencies in Which Some Tasks to Hold a Discussion Are Encouraged (n= 71) 

3.5 Section 5: On the Aspects Preventing Students from Participating in Class Discussions 

Even though 60.6% of the respondents expressed they held class discussions while enrolled in College English 
courses, they also exposed hindering factors that prevented them from participating in those discourse exchanges. 
The factors are displayed in Figure 4 according to the number of responses per option and described as follows: the 
lack of knowledge on strategies to hold a discussion 56.3% (40 ), followed by, no general knowledge on the topic to 
discuss 47.9% (34), doubts in speaking 39.4% (28), shyness 38.0% (27), and no experience in discussions 15.5% 
(11). For the option 'Other (please specify),' some respondents 7% (5) expressed other hindering factors such as 
"boring," "worried about making mistakes in communication," "time limitation," and "worried that I cant speak 
well."  

Figure 4. Aspects That Prevent Students from Participating in Class Discussions (n= 71) 

No experience … No general... Lack of... Doubts in... Shyness Other...

0

5

10

15

20

25

30

35

40

45

11

34

40

28 27

5

What aspects did not allow you to participate in class discussions? (Check all that apply)



http://jct.sciedupress.com Journal of Curriculum and Teaching Vol. 8, No. 2; 2019 

Published by Sciedu Press                         67                          ISSN 1927-2677  E-ISSN 1927-2685 

4. Discussion 

In classroom practice, strategies "represent the 'big ideas' that support the students' listening, speaking, reading and 
writing skills" (Herrera & Murry, 2014. p. 186). They are a tool to perform a task for a specific academic purpose. As 
a pedagogical strategy (Dallimore et al., 2004), class discussions can assist students to build a scaffolding towards 
their learning advancement and the development of their speaking and argumentative skills. In a discussion, teachers 
monitor (Omatseye, 2007) how students assimilate the information covered during classes. However, that is a 
challenge because, sometimes, students are "not well versed in how to talk to and listen to each other, in how to 
navigate and negotiate and discuss issues of serious consequence and work toward answers among equals" (Barton et 
al., p. 2). The findings here support that assertion by revealing the lack of knowledge on strategies to hold a 
discussion (56.3%) as the first factor that prevented students in College English from participating in class 
discussions. Strategies here, also, refer to the detailed sketch, steps or procedure designed to "retention & retrieval of 
knowledge and performance" (Rigney, 1978, p. 165). Knowing about the procedure can serve as a supportive 
structure to engage in a class discussion. Those include knowing how to ask critical questions from peer to peer, 
know how to criticize opinions, take notes for discussion, and organize and express ideas (The Learning Center, n.d.), 
to mention a few. Also, learners were not used to explaining the reasons behind their idea (see figure 3) because they 
unknown formats to do so. 

Furthermore, when students do not know about the topic to discuss, as shown through the findings (48%), it is 
difficult to participate in a class discussion actively. Preparedness before and during class is a self-responsibility. It is 
the responsibility of the students. Academic background knowledge from previous courses, self-education on 
multiple topics or knowledge from the material assigned before attending class is an essential tool to facilitate 
learning. Unfortunately, sometimes, students are ill-prepared before attending classes because they do not review the 
assigned material to hold a discussion, "as a consequence, they may take a passive stance, the discussion can fall flat, 
and learning can be diminished" (West, 2018, p. 146). That "passive stance" may also lead to the results as asserted 
above because of the lack of learners' readiness during the class to take part in a discussion. In every class, there are 
the "so-called screen addicts...browsing products..., texting friends..." (Yan, 2017, para. 1) or doing homework for 
another subject to mention a few. Therefore, they do not know what the teacher talks about or how the flow of the 
class goes. Moreover, they do not feel confident or motivated to freely participate in this kind of interaction because 
"they are only half-present (if that)" (Lang, 2017, para. 6).  

Relating the first two factors [the lack of knowledge on strategies to hold a discussion and no general knowledge on 
the topic to discuss], it is understandable that the next factor preventing students from participating in class 
discussions was doubts in speaking. That may have been the result of not knowing what to say or not knowing how 
to carry out thoughts, opinions, standpoints, and so forth; added to students' shyness (38.0%) and the difficulties at 
applying spoken the English language to complete in-class activities (see figure 1). 

All those factors become the affective filters or state of mind that affect students' "self-confidence...and 
motivation...to do better in second language acquisition" (Krashen, 1982, p. 31), and not allowing students to have a 
holistic performance and development in the classroom or do not allow them to develop their potentialities.  

 

5. Conclusion  

College English program in China requires students to be skillful in the language studied. Plus, they must learn how 
to analyze information to form ideas and exchange them. Those purposes are reachable through class discussions. 
However, some students enrolled in College English at Jiangsu University during the 2018 Spring semester claimed 
that it was a challenge. The findings revealed that aspects such as lack of knowledge on strategies to hold a 
discussion, no general knowledge on the topic to discuss, doubts in speaking, and shyness prevented learners from 
participating in class discussions. That demonstrates that training should be offered to students but from the 
beginning of their College English years, because the lack of knowledge and regular practice on class discussions 
may become a permanent shortcoming for them. Therefore, it is impossible for learners to progress in ignorance. By 
providing training, students can build confidence and improve their skills to discuss in class with their peers while 
they gain new knowledge and strengthen their social skills. 

This work generated some questions that can serve as a reference for future research. Those are: What are the 
different structures and strategies that teachers apply to conduct class discussions? What do teachers do to reduce 
students' affective filters such as shyness? What kind of training and support do teachers receive from College 
English authorities to carry out class discussions? 
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