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[Education Report

Students’ Perceptions of Fun, Motivating,
and English-Proficiency-Enhancing Activities and Intercorrelations

Miho Takano

This education report has three aims: 1) to identify which activities from the author’s
Fundamental English | classes in 2022 spring term at the University of Toyama were regarded as
fun, motivating, or serving to improve English proficiency by the students, 2) to note whether
those activities were cooperative learning activities, and 3) to see if there are intercorrelations
among those activities. Discussions are based on the results of surveys conducted at the middle

and the end of the term in three classes.

1. Introduction

There has been extensive research on motivation. Learner motivation is a complex and multifaceted phenomenon,
and one reason for the focus of this report is found in Dérnyei (2001): “creat[ing] a pleasant and supportive atmosphere
in the classroom” (p.42). Although this is listed as “Strategy 5, the actual practices of my teaching incorporated more of
Strategy 6, “Promote the development of group cohesiveness”, which includes: “Try and promote interaction, cooperation
and the sharing of genuine personal information among the learners”; “Use ice-breakers at the beginning of a course”;
“Regularly use small-group tasks where students can mix”; and “Try and prevent the emergence of rigid seating patterns”
(Dérnyei, 2001, p.45). Similarly, Altamimi and Attamimi (2014) found that cooperative learning (CL) affects students’
attitudes toward English learning positively. They note that in CL, the class is student centered and student oriented, and
teachers “should maintain a safe, non-threatening and learner centered environment” (Altamimi and Attamimi, 2014,
p.30).

In seeking to provide this type of environment, | start each class by having students sing an English song,
distributing playing cards to mix up their seating patterns, and trying to include at least one pair work or groupwork
activity in the hope of providing CL. The purposes of this educational report are to 1) identify which activities in the
classes | taught during the 2022 spring term were regarded as fun, motivating, or serving to improve English proficiency
by the students, 2) note whether those activities were CL activities, and 3) see if there are intercorrelations among those

activities.

2. Course and Class Overview
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2.1. Overview of the Fundamental English | Course and the Course Objectives

The surveys were conducted at the middle and the end of the Fundamental English | course in the 2022 spring
term. This is a one-credit English course under the new curriculum launched in April 2022. Course objectives and goals
were pre-decided by the working group for the Institute of Liberal Arts and Sciences English curriculum development of
the university, and each teacher was to incorporate them into their syllabi. The course objectives were: “T0 improve
TOEIC scores in order to develop fundamental English skills needed for more specialized courses and potential careers
[and]; To build independent self-study habits via an e-learning system” (University of Toyama, 2022). Teachers were to
spend at least 60 minutes of each 90-minute class explicitly on learning that would serve to improve the students” TOEIC
scores. One new thing about this curriculum was that ALC NetAcademy NEXT was included as 10% of the entire grade,
though ways to incorporate it into the course were left up to each teacher. In my class, | used one of the many courses
ALC NetAcademy NEXT offers for the 10% part of the grade. I entrusted the students to complete it in their own time. |

also used another ALC NetAcademy NEXT course as a part of weekly assignments.

2.2. Class Profile

I conducted surveys in three different classes consisting mainly of freshman students at the University of Toyama.
Their majors were as follows. Class A (49 students): 32 in engineering, 12 in sustainable design, 3 in science, and 2
repeaters (1 in engineering, 1 in education). Class B (49 students): 30 in economics, 9 in education, 5 in humanities, and
5 repeaters (2 in economics, 2 in engineering, and 1 in science). Class C (45 students): 28 in economics, 9 in humanities,
7 in education, and 1 repeater (economics). The students were divided into classes according to their April TOEIC scores,
and the three classes discussed were all “Standard 3,” which was ranked the lowest among the classes. | was able to obtain

informed consent from 40 students from Class A, 45 from Class B, and 42 from Class C.

3. Questionnaires
To find out which of the activities the students found fun, motivating, and English-proficiency enhancing, |
created questionnaires. The questionnaire for the mid-term survey included 19 items: 1-8 concerned independent learning
activities and 9-19 CL activities. Ten more activities were incorporated for scoring on the end-of-the-term survey that
were introduced after the first survey. The activities included in the questionnaires were as follows:
Listening Activities Using the Textbook
Reading Activities Using the Textbook
Overlapping
Shadowing
ALC NetAcademy NEXT
Singing English Songs
Listening Activities Using English Songs

© N o g &~ w NP

Learning Pronunciation
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9. Find-Someone-Who Bingo

10. Making Self-Introduction Posters and Introducing Themselves to Each Other

11. Asking and Answering Questions

12. 2 Truths and a Lie

13. Planning a Dream Week with Classmates

14. Alibi

15. Asking A Have You Ever...? Question and Follow-Up Questions

16. Picture Taboo

17. Being Grouped with Different Classmates Each Week

18. Groupwork in General

19. Pair Work in General

20. Speaking Activity (Changing Topics Every Minute)

21. Mid-Term Exam

22. Vocabulary Quizzes

23. Listening to Exam Explanations

24. Researching One’s Hometown and Asking Questions

25. Hearing About Canada

26. Hearing About the Instructor’s Experience of Studying Abroad

27. Guessing the Character or the Animal Their Groupmates Came Up with by Asking Only Yes/No Questions

28. Tic-Tac-Toe

29. Making Stories by Filling in Blanks According to Parts of Speech
The surveys also included questions asking the students if they liked English, if they thought they were good at English,
which of their skill(s) of English they thought had improved, and how to improve the class (see appendices for full
questionnaires in Japanese). | will also discuss some comments | received from the students in the discussion sections

below (translated from Japanese to English by me).
4. Results and Discussions

4.1 Results [Mid-Term]

The results from the mid-term survey are shown in figures 1, 2, and 3 (Class A hadn’t tried 16. Picture Taboo).
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Figure 1
Fun Activities (Mid-Term)
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Figure 2

Motivating Activities (Mid-Term)
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Figure 3
English-Proficiency-Enhancing Activities (Mid-Term)
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4.2. Discussion [Mid-Term]

What students found fun and motivating had much in common, and there were two trends. One trend was, as
assumed, toward interactive activities. 18. Groupwork in General received the second highest points in both fun and
motivating categories for Class A. 17. Being Grouped with Different Classmates Each Week and 19. Pair Work in General
were the two activities that Class B found most fun (the third highest was 18. Groupwork in General). These two activities
received the third and fourth highest scores in the fun category in Class C.

The other trend concerned English songs. 6. Singing English Songs and 7. Listening Activities Using English
Songs, though they were not considered CL activities, ranked high. Activity 7 was considered most fun by Class A, and
Activities 6 and 7 were regarded most and the second most fun activities by Class C. What Classes A and C found most
motivating was Activity 6, while Activity 7 was considered the second most motivating by Classes B and C. This was
somewhat surprising because | used English songs mainly to set the tone of each class and to mentally prepare the students
for class. My intention was for students to simply experience English music as “authentic teaching materials but not the
primary materials used in class” (Takagi, 2022, p.6). However, some research has shown that the use of authentic
materials, especially those connected to popular culture, can have more pronounced effects. Henry (2020) states: “when
popular culture experiences become a resource in developing academic skills, learning can be perceived as inherently
meaningful and intrinsically rewarding” (p.14). This is because popular culture helps students to see that what they learn
in the classroom is part of their larger reality. Tada (2022) notes: “The benefits of using songs in the language classroom
extend into five key areas: language learning, socio-emotional growth, physical development, cognitive development,
and cultural understanding” (p.11). Petrone (2013) also contends that “popular culture represents important sites of
meaning making, identity formation, and political activity” (p.244). Some comments in the questionnaires affirm these
findings. In total of all three classes, 21 students in the mid-term survey and 19 students in the end-of-the-term survey
referred to singing or listening to English songs as the reason why they liked English better than before. Four students in
each survey commented that they started listening to more English songs outside of class. One iconic comment was from
a student who thought she was better at English than before because “[she] could sing What Makes You Beautiful (one of
the songs used in class) well at karaoke!” These comments indicate that some students brought what they experienced in
classroom to other parts of their lives by becoming familiar with English songs. Furthermore, it needs to be noted that
these comments were found in the free writing section of the questionnaires without being specifically asked about
English songs. It is possible that there are more students who started incorporating English more to their daily lives
because of their experiences with English songs in class.

Somewhat surprisingly, all three classes found ALC NetAcademy, the new e-learning curriculum, the most
helpful activity to improve their English proficiency levels. This may indicate that students tend to feel their English skills
improved when they can see they are completing something tangible. A similar type of activity, 1. Listening Activities
Using the Textbook, was also regarded as very helpful by all three classes. It ranked either the highest (tied with ALC) or

the second highest in the category.
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4.3. Results [End of Term]

The results from the end-of-the-term survey are shown in figures 4, 5, and 6.
Figure 4
Fun Activities (End of Term)
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Figure 5
Motivating Activities (End of Term)
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Figure 6
English-Proficiency-Enhancing Activities (End of Term)
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4.4 Discussion [End of Term]

In both fun and motivating categories, the two trends of cooperative activities and English song-related activities
were still apparent. 6. Singing English Songs and 7. Listening Activities Using English Songs were considered most and
second most fun in Class C. 18. Groupwork in General was seen as most fun by Classes A and B, and third most fun in
Class C. What was most noticeable in the end-of-the-term survey, however, was that all three classes found 18.
Groupwork in General as the most motivating. It was considered more motivating than pair work or English song-related
activities (though those activities still received high scores). This could be because the students became more comfortable
with communicating in English and also with their classmates toward the end of the semester.

What students thought was helpful to improve their English proficiency skills differed from class to class. An
interesting finding is that 2. Reading Activities Using the Textbook ranked the second highest in all three classes. This
could be because the second half of the course was focused on the reading section of the TOEIC test and reading activities

were well incorporated in classes.

5. Conclusion

| have discussed the activities that the students found fun, motivating, and as serving to improve language
proficiency in Fundamental English | course in the 2022 spring term. Although I initially thought the students would find
activities that incorporate cooperative learning fun and motivation-enhancing, the results were slightly different. All three
classes reported singing and listening to English songs to be fun and motivating, even though they were not intended to
be such a motivation booster. However, as the course progressed and the students became more familiar with their
classmates, their preference for more cooperative learning such as groupwork became apparent. In each survey, 30
students explicitly commented that groupwork in class was the reason why they liked English better than before. In the
section asking how the class could be improved, 14 students (mid-term) and 5 students (end of term) wrote they wanted
groupwork or speaking activities to continue, and 11 students (mid-term) and 9 students (end of term) noted even more
groupwork would be welcome. Again, these comments were found in the free-writing section of the questionnaires, and
there could be more students who would agree with them. Furthermore, there were students that wrote they liked English
better than before because “the classes were fun.” In future research, the questionnaire needs to be more specific to
determine what these comments mean.

Though there were strong connections between fun activities and motivating activities, no solid relationships
between these activities and the activities seen as helpful in improving students’ English proficiency levels were found.
The results of the survey showed largely that the students saw more independent and tangible learning activities such as

textbook-related learning and e-learning to be helpful in improving their English skills.
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Appendix A

Questions For the Mid-Term Survey

. JEFE DI XV
BRIFE « 40f% 3529 « 2860 - LRHFW
HEE
I AR OEE | OFFEZBL T, WEENLIATE D AFE - BRNITR D E LIz,
PART R W i &2 o7z « AT R VBRWIZ e o7 - DTS D 5720
BEEEY e

IV. BAESEE | OfREZB LT, HFEPLATL Y bEE - AMEEICR T BOES D,

URTE VREICR -T2 8BS « DRI X O AGEICR T /- D - LATE ED 57220
P

V. EGE | OREELBL T, EELEZEE Y A UM TTh,  ([EEKEER):
Listening - Speaking < Reading - Writing - Others ( )

VI.ZD 7 T A% b5 L RS TH72DDORE

VILLLTF DT 77 4 BT 4 OHFT, BLhroe B bDIXENTT D, (FFEENTLILEEIN, b LI
HHFR LTS EE, EE(RIZE )

VIWLATDT 77 4 7 4 OFT, HRIEDOFFEFEET = a A EICEBRRLZEE S b0 EnTT

o BmE HFEHFENTLEI N, b LTABERTER LT ZE, BEHIEIZ )

IXLLFOT 774 7 4 O T, SilcOdiBim EIZER LB b oixEnTdnr, (BEFEZENT
KTEEV, b LITAMFEB LTI ZEN, FEEIZ )

HEREICHILEY 2=

HEREICHILE) —F v

ATy B

Vx R—A T

ALC Ry M7 AT 3

HREDIK A O

PEEQOIRTY A= T %5

K& TS5

Find Someone Who "> =

10. RAZ—%EV AT LE D

11. EfME LA 9

12. 2 truths and a lie

© © N o g~ w hPRE

-69 -



13.
14,
15.
16.
17.
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7T AAA NEEO—HMOTEENLTD

T U T AR D

Have you ever...?0D'E % L, YES L& 2 CTEMOERIZE X5
Picture Taboo (B EDHFEZFHHIL, /N— T —IZYTTHH D)
fFEELED 7 TAAAL NETN—T 2B &
TN—T"T — 7 A%

T — 7 B
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Appendix B

Questions for the End-of-the-Term Survey

. JEFE DI XV
BRIFE « 40f% 3529 « 2860 - LRHFW
HEE
I AR OEE | OFFEZBL T, WEENLIATE D AFE - BRNITR D E LIz,
PART R W i &2 o7z « AT R VBRWIZ e o7 - DTS D 5720
BEEEY e

IV, BEEEE | O FEAB LT, EENAUAE Y bEE - AMEEICR o BnE3,

URiE VBB 2272 B - LT D REEICR T &S - LRTEED 520
P

V. EGE | OREELBL T, EELEZEE Y A UM TTh,  ([EEKEER):
Listening - Speaking < Reading - Writing - Others ( )

VI.ZD 7 T A% b5 L RS TH72DDORE

VILLLTF DT 77 4 BT 4 OHFT, BLhroe B bDIXENTT D, (FFEENTLILEEIN, b LI
AR LT EE N, BRI )

VIWLATDT 77 4 7 4 OFT, HRIEDOFFEFEET = a A EICEBRRLZEE S b0 EnTT

o (BHEEZHNTLLEEY, b LUITABRE LTI ZE W, EEREIZ )

IXAFDOT 774 E7 4 OHT, HiglcD®GE M EIZEBRLIZ LB bz EnTdn, (FEFEFHENT
7SV, b LLFAMRE LTS ZE, HEEE )

HEREICHILEY 2=

HRFIZALZY) —T 4 7

F—R—=F T

X R—A 7

ALC Ry T AT I—

RO A

PEEQOIRTY A= T %5

K& TS5

Find Someone Who "> =

10. RAZ—%EV AT LE D

11. Bz L& 9

12. 2 truths and a lie
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17.
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19.
20.
21.
22.
23.
24.
25.
26.
217.
28.
29.
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7T AAA NEEO—HMOTEENLTD

T UNA RS

Have you ever...?0D'E % L, YES L& 2 CTEMOERIZE X5
Picture Taboo (B EDHFEZFHHIL, /N— T —IZYTTHH D)
fFEELED 7 TAAAL NETN—T 2B &
TN—T"T — 7 A%

T — 7 B

Speaking activity (1 70 Z & 2T —~ %&£ 2 D)

T A b

HFET A b

T A S O

HoTICBI LT~ T, HRLA D

T FHIZDONTDOFEZEH <

Hl OB IR D76 2 [ <

Yes/no questions DA% LT, FHENREZ TCEleX vy 77 4 —@WE 4 TH

3 A~
anan T/ 2 LT, WiREatED
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