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el Preface

The purpose of this present research is to investigate high
school English teachers’ perceptions and their practices of teach-
ing English in large classes with statistical evidence so as to re-
veal teachers’ attitude towards teaching large EFL classes,advan-
tages and problems they encounter, and strategies they use to cope
with large classes. A large class is a vague concept influenced by
multi-numbered factors such as culture, people’s perceptions, etc.
Teaching English in large classes is a common phenomenon, which
has attracted increasing attention worldwide. Researchers have been
trying to define large classes, identify problems caused by the large
class size,and put forward strategies to handle these problems.
Not an exception,China faces the same,if not more,severe situa-
tion of teaching English in large classes. However, research on
this issue in China is relatively rare, especially empirical ones.
Therefore, this present research intends to make up for the lack
of literature on this issue.

Both quantitative and qualitative approaches are used in this
research, Data are collected via questionnaires, classroom obser-
vations and interviews. Four hundred and fifty-six high school
English teachers participate in the questionnaire survey to gain
the quantitative data. Seven teachers’ lessons are observed and six
teachers are interviewed thereafter to gain the qualitative data. Quan-
titative data collected through questionnaires are processed with

the help of SPSS, while qualitative data collected via classroom
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observations and interviews are transcribed for detailed analysis
with the help of EXCEL 2010.

Main findings show that even though teachers admit that
there are certain advantages of teaching large EFL classes, such
as providing more opportunities for collaborative learning,92. 6 %
teachers still hold negative attitude towards teaching English in
large classes. Pedagogical problems, management-related prob-
lems and affective problems emerge in teaching large EFL clas-
sesysuch as difficult to attend to individual student, heavy work-
load and teachers’ low degree of professional satisfaction etc.
Having identified these problems,teachers actively seek for effec-
tive strategies to reduce the bad influence of these problems to its
minimun in their daily practices. They enhance collaborative learning,
cultivate students’ independent learning ability, set different objec-
tives for students with mixed abilities,integrate multi-media into
their teaching, mark students’ work in different ways, establish
good rapport with students and other strategies to cope with
large classes. In general, this research presents a comprehensive
and complex landscape of teaching English in large classes, which
is expected to provide implications for promoting the current sit-

uation of teaching English in large classes.
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Ll Preface
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In this chapter, the background information of this research
is introduced in the first place, followed by the objectives and sig-
nificances of this research; meanwhile, the organization of this

thesis is also presented.

1.1 Research background

Teaching English in large classes is a common phenomenon,

which has attracted increasing attention worldwide, Todd (2006:1)
notes that “teaching English in larg/;%

all over the world, especially in deve countries, and for
many teachers, large class size is one of the @ if not the big-
gest,challenge facing them in their work”. H(r@ at is a large
class? Various researchers have different opinion {gznfymg

a large class, Researchers simply agree that the defi

large class depends to a large extent on cu]ture.teaching%

es is a common reallty

teachers’ individual experience and other variables Howeve

searchers do have agreements on the minimum number of a largvg\

class, which is between the range from 40 to 60 (Todd,2006), /9
Not an exception, English teachers in China also face severe

problems caused by the large class size, Classes with more than

50 students are quite common within Chinese contexts,and such

a large student number does cause a number of problems for

teachers in managing their teaching (Wang & Zhang,2011).

According to China Education and Research Network (www,

—



edu. cn) , at the end of the year 2010, there are in total 54,900
junior high schools with about 1, 020, 659 classes and 28, 584
senior high schools with around 431,840 classes in China. In the
following table, the proportion of large classes with more than 50
students of junior and senior schools is listed with three different

geographical areas,namely,urban,town and rural areas.

Table 1.1 Proportion of large classes in China

Total number | Number of classes with
Areas Proportion
of classes more than 50 students
Urban 208,399 142,486 68.37%
Jumnior high
Town 426,604 350,138 82.08%
schools
Rural 385,912 280,232 72.61%
Urban 162,515 128,790 79.25%
Senior high
Town 235,531 211,739 89.90%
schools
Rural 33,794 28,064 83.04%

As we can see from the above table, no matter it is in the
urban, town or rural areas, classes with more than 50 students
take up the largest proportion. Obviously, most English teachers
in China face the severe situation of teaching large classes. How-
ever,questions such as the followings are rarely investigated in
China;: How do English teachers in China view teaching in large
classes? What problems do they encounter when teaching in large
classes and how do they cope with those problems?

Teaching English in large classes has attracted a large num-
ber of researchers’ attention abroad. They have been trying to de-
fine how large is a large class (e. g. George, 1991 ; Hayes, 1997
etc. ). In addition, they seek to identify the problems in teachers’
daily teaching practices caused by the large class size. Hayes

(1997) concludes five categories of problems caused by the large

2
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Chapter 1 Introduction {Q}

class size both physically and mentally while LoCastro (1989)
makes a list of problems from the pedagogical ,management-relat-
ed and affective perspectives, Todd (2006:3~4) does a literature
review and makes a thorough list of problems based on the previ-
ous research. Having put forward all these problems, these re-
searchers have also provided possible strategies to deal with these
problems (e. g. LoCastro, 1989,2001; Todd , 2006 etc. ). However, in
China,although teachers face the same,if not more,serious prob-
lems caused by the large class size, there is no sufficient literature
to refer to. Most research on this issue in China focuses on teach-
ing English in large classes at college and university level (e. g.
Yuan, 2003 ; Xiong, 2006 , Huang,2006 ; Li,2007 ; Sun, 2008 etc, ).
Only a few are concerned about teaching large classes in high
schools, but they discuss this issue mainly from their own experi-
ences of teaching English in large classes without any statistical
support (e. g. Zhang,2002;Wen,2003; Yang, 2008 etc. ).
Therefore, this present research tries to make up for the lack
of literature on teaching large classes in China and uses quantita-
tive and qualitative methods to collect data in order to probe into
teachers’ perceptions and their practices of teaching English in
large classes. This research addresses the issue in two aspects:
1) what is high school teachers’ perception of teaching English in
large classes? That is,what are the advantages and problems of
teaching English in large classes, and 2) what is high school
teachers’ daily practices of teaching English in large classes? More
specifically, how do they cope with these problems in large classes.
Just as Cooper and Robinson (2000) note, “it is safe to say
that... large classes are prevalent and will remain so in the fore-
seeable future”, we cannot neglect this phenomenon and its out-

comes. To solve the problems caused by the large class size, we



have to know teachers’ views about teaching English in large
classes within the Chinese contexts and through research,we can
generate some possible and effective strategies from teachers’
daily practices of teaching large classes, which can be used as ref-
erences for novice teachers,who lack the experience of managing

large classes,

1.2 Research objectives and significance

This research intends to investigate teachers’ perception and
practices of teaching English in large classes including advantages
and problems found in teaching large classes, and strategies to
cope with these problems.

As has been mentioned before, teaching English in large
classes is a common phenomenon in China, but there has not been
sufficient literature, especially empirical ones. Quantitatively, ac-
cording to China National Knowledge Infrastructure (CNKI),
from the year 1994 to 2013, there are about 831 articles about
large-class teaching. To narrow them to teaching English in large
classes,there remain 256 articles and the remaining ones mainly
talk about the problems of large-class English teaching found in
universities and colleges. Moreover, most of the researchers and
teachers talk about large-class English teaching based on their
own experiences or through theoretical discussions without sta-
tistical support. Therefore, this present research is expected to
make an important theoretical contribution to the literature.

As far as practical significance is concerned,we cannot deny
the fact that there exist enormous problems out of teaching Eng-
lish in large classes. We have to take measures to deal with this

widespread phenomenon. To cope with this situation,the starting
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point is to understand what teachers really think about teaching
English in large classes and what kinds of problems they encoun-
ter in such classes. Furthermore, the strategies found to deal with
problems caused by large class size can provide references for
novice teachers who may face these problems but may have limited

ways of tackling them.

1.3 Organization of the thesis

This thesis consists of five chapters. Chapter One presents a
brief introduction to the whole study,including background infor-
mation, significance and organization of this research. Chapter
Two reviews previous research on teaching English in large cla-
sses. Definitions of large classes are presented in the first place,
followed by the class size debate where different researchers have
various opinions about the relationships between class size and
students’ achievements. Additionally, problems in large EFL cla-
sses identified by previous researchers are presented and the
strategies they promote are also reviewed in this chapter, After-
wards,a summary is made to present the gap between the previ-
ous research and this present one. Chapter Three outlines the re-
search methodology, including research questions, participants,
data collection methods and instruments, data collection proce-
dures as well as data analysis methods. Chapter Four reports the
findings based on the data collected from questionnaires, class-
room observations and interviews, The results are reported in line
with the research questions, Discussions are included at the end
of this chapter. Chapter Five summarizes the main findings along
with the implications of this research. At the end, suggestions for

further research are also put forward in this chapter.
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