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Enhancing Oral Participation: How Can We Improve the Learning Experience for Quiet Students in the Classroom?

Introduction 

Oral participation within the classroom is a widely common and expected element of many learning environments, regardless of subject, learner level or educational sector. As defined by Azeez (2023, p. 126), oral participation involves the “active engagement of learners through speaking, asking, giving comments, and participating in pair or group discussions”. Activities where this is commonly encouraged from students during class are through discussions, quizzes, question and answer sessions, roleplay and presentations to achieve active and student-led learning (The Higher Education Acadamy, 2008) which has shown to be an effective learning approach for deeper learning.

However, during my teaching practice, I have noticed that the integration of these activities causes discomfort to some of my students. This has happened on several occasions during my teaching placement on a BA Illustration course while working with first, second, and third-year students. This phenomenon usually presents itself with the first-year students and so I first assumed it to be caused by a new learning environment, educators and peers. On further reflection, I realise that this still also applies to some students in their second and third year of study, and so as a result of this observation I believe that it is necessary to conduct research to gain a better understanding of this phenomenon and how I can adapt my teaching to be more inclusive to these students in order to develop my professional practice. Through this enquiry, I aim to find solutions to help improve the learning experience for quiet students in the classroom by conducting research into the following questions:

1. Why do some students lack oracy in class?
2. Are quiet students comfortable in their current learning environment?
3. Are quiet students engaged in their learning environment?
4. How can educators provide a more inclusive learning environment for quiet students?

Methodology

For this enquiry, I will be using action research. To employ this method appropriately, we must first understand the definition of the term ‘action research’, what it entails and how it can be used effectively. The Education and Training Foundation (2021) defines the research method as a process where practitioners “investigate their own teaching” to improve practice while other sources emphasize the need for action research to be critically self-reflective at its core (McNiff, 2013, p.23) and driven by the outcome of solving practical issues (Denscombe, 2010, p. 127). Action research is cyclical in nature, often referred to as a “continuously developing sequence” (Winter, 2005, p. 9) and can be seen as experimental learning for the practitioner to refine interpretation and understanding of an area of educational interest (O’leary, 2004, cited in Koshy, 2010, p.7). From this, we can summarise action research in an educational setting as a systematic process of continuous inquiry, critical reflection and reflexivity to better understand and refine our professional practice.

Costello (2003, p.12) states that for research to be effective, it needs to demonstrate a clear and intentional structure in order to thoroughly explore each stage involved. On the other hand, many action research models discourage this rigid framework approach, and instead promote the overlapping of stages, to develop a fluid and cohesive understanding of the phenomena being explored. As argued by Koshy (2010, p. 7) it is important to not become over-reliant of structure when using a model as this detracts from the flexible and innovative nature of action research. 

Although there are a several different action research methods and approaches that can be utilised, I will be using Reeger et al’s (2009, p. 525) model adapted from Kemmis and McTaggert’s (1988) ‘Action Research Spiral’ to create an initial structure for my research process. This model consists of four key stages; Reconnaissance, Plan, Action, Observation and Reflection. This report will represent the first cycle and beginning of the second cycle of the model with the intention of continuation for future development. This approach has been chosen to achieve double loop learning as theorised by Argyris and Schön (1978 cited in Smith, 2001, p. 2) to foster a deeper understanding of the phenomena being explored and to examine the appropriateness of the recommended outcomes from the research (Clark, 2021, p. 37). I will be using secondary data gathered through an initial literature review, followed by a reflective account of my own practice to inform and compare my findings using Gibbs’ Reflective Cycle (Gibbs,1988, p. 49 cited in University of Cumbria, 2020).

Literature Review

For many, oral participation is an integral part of any lesson; not only for educators to assess their learner’s understanding of the taught material, but to also provide an opportunity for learners to develop key transferable skills for life such as communication, problem solving and critical thinking (Dancer and Kamvounias, 2005, p. 445). 

Sources such as Moser (2022, p. 2) believe that students learn better through class discourse and student-led activities such as group work and discussions, as these strategies can help students develop “domain-specific and interdisciplinary thinking and discussion competences”. According to Mah (2016 cited in Heron et al., 2022, p. 63) students who actively participate in class are more likely to achieve better academic results and disciplinary understanding than those who participate less, with Nadile et al.(2021 cited in Mundt and Hänze, 2022, p. 428) stating that oral participation also allows students to learn from one another and develop critical thinking skills. However, as highlighted by Sedova and Navratilova (2007, p. 2) because of this, there is an assumption that quiet learners or those who participate less during these activities are therefore less engaged with the teaching overall. Furthermore, it has been suggested that due to this behaviour, quiet students disrupt teaching as they do not contribute to the learning of others, as well as their own (Smith, Sheppard, Johnson, and Johnson, 2005, p. 95, cited in Medaille and Usinger, 2020, p. 41). 

AdvanceHE (2017) defines student engagement as “the extent to which students are motivated, passionate and curious about their programme of study”. There are numerous indications that we can use as educators to assess whether students are engaged besides from them actively speaking during class activities. A few examples could be body language such as eye contact, upright posture, nodding and positive facial expressions. (Reece and Walker, 2006, p. 291). From this, it is important to remember that although we acknowledge that not all students need to orally participate in class to necessarily be engaged, we must ensure that we provide an equal opportunity to learners when promoting engagement “for all to reach their potential” as highlighted in V2 of the professional standards values (AdvanceHE, 2023) and to adhere to best practice and professional standards. To do so, we must first understand why some students do not orally participate.

Why do some students lack oracy in class?

Numerous factors may explain why some students do not participate vocally in these activities. This may be caused by anxiety, additional learning needs, a difference in culture, race, learning environment or age, a bad experience, low self-esteem or simply a preferred way of learning (Condon and Ruth-sahd, 2013, p. 504). These factors can be a singular reason behind a lack of oral participation or a combination of several and may also change over the duration of a student's studies due to a variety of background influences in the student’s life. For some learners, classroom activities that require vocalization can cause intense feelings of fear and anxiety. Conversely, others simply prefer the process of participating silently. 

Are quiet students comfortable in their learning environment?

As the landscape of higher education continues to adapt towards a more student-centered and active learning approach (EUA, 2019, p. 8), current literature further supports the need for more student-led activities that demand oral participation from learners (Nalongo, 2024, p. 48) As a result, educators strive to include more of these activities within their teaching sessions to adhere to these recommendations.

This raises the question of whether students are truly being provided with a fully inclusive learning environment to suit all individual needs of the classroom. Bruce McFarlane (2014) argues that across higher education sector there is a “collective failure to respect the fact that not all students have the same personality traits”. Furthermore, disregarding this issue, can fundamentally be argued that there is a failure to meet the basic needs of the student (Maslow,1954), in turn contradicting the core ‘professional values’ statements of the professional standards (AdvanceHE, 2023, p. 5). As theorised by Maslow (cited in Reece and Walker, 2006, p. 87), “the student who feels threatened in the learning situation is unlikely to learn effectively”. It is this hidden curriculum that puts pressure on students who feel uncomfortable in these situations that call for oral participation. Campbell and El Galad (2023) further add that the “unspoken expectations” of the curriculum such as this can cause “mistrust between students and educators” resulting in poor classroom relationships and an overall negative academic experience.

In a survey conducted in the US (Medaille and Usinger, 2020), students from a variety of subjects shared how they felt in their learning environment. Key findings showed that the students expressed concern about three environmental aspects of the classroom; the physical, pedagogic and the psychosocial. Many students reported difficulty with excessive classroom noise during these activities, stating that this affected their ability to focus. Other findings suggested that the physical layout of the classroom also caused unease, preferring to sit towards the front to concentrate. Finally, they felt that their learning environment was tailored towards more extraverted students, and as a result “detracted from their own learning” (Medaille and Usinger, 2020, p. 49). Although these findings are useful to this inquiry, this study compiles the responses of only 10 students, of who are in either their third or fourth year of study and so these results should be taken into consideration accordingly.

In the UK, Russell and Topham (2012) found that oral presentations were the leading cause of social anxiety in students, with 80% stating the activity causes a significant impact on their learning and wellbeing. This was followed by seminars (45-52%) and group work (25-26%). Students also shared that they manage these feelings through a variety of coping mechanisms with 76% reporting that they conceal their nerves through acting or rehearsing their presentations, and 37% avoid the activity altogether.

Further research concluded that quiet students fear judgement from their peers and instructors during times of required oral participation. Others stated that they also find difficulty focusing in class, feel embarrassment from excessive blushing and trembling due to nervousness, and generally feel underrepresented and misunderstood in their learning environment.  As a result, there is a clear need for more practical support for quiet students around activities involving oral participation (Grieve et al., 2021).

How can educators provide a more inclusive learning environment for quiet students?

While not all students may want to change the way they participate in class, it is within best practice to ensure that all students are given a fair opportunity to equally engage with the class if they wish. Realistically, students may require these skills to complete a module or for future careers that require public speaking and communication skills, and so it is important to be transparent with students in relation to expectations and how it can benefit their learning (Condon and Ruth-sahd, 2013, p. 511) To conclude, students should be provided opportunities to participate in these activities without pressure from their peers or educators by implementing inclusive teaching strategies and creating a safe learning environment to build on these skills.

Current literature has suggested several recommendations to help enhance engagement for quiet learners and those who struggle with oral participation. Firstly, Ruth-Sahd (2014, p. 453) suggests learning should involve a balance of classroom activities that accommodate both introverted and extroverted personalities. Examples of this include implementing anonymous response strategies for debates, discussions and question and answer scenarios through digital whiteboard programmes such as Vevox or the use of swapping sticky notes that can be read aloud by different peers (University of Oxford, 2024).
 	
An additional strategy may include providing one-to-one tutorial sessions with students to allow them to rehearse or discuss their presentation notes before presenting. As Morrison (cited in The Higher Education Times, 2014) explains, students sometimes need confirmation and validation of their ideas in a safe space. Regular tutorials can also be beneficial to track student’s progress and allow them to discuss any problems or questions they may have, especially if they are uncomfortable speaking during class discussions (Azeez, 2023, p. 130). 

Finally, expectations and an overview of the activities that will take place in the classroom should be clearly outlined at the start of the session with how it can benefit the students’ learning (The University of Oxford, 2024). Educators need to ensure they “teach and/or support learning through appropriate approaches” (AdvanceHE, 2023, p. 5) by acknowledging their actions, body language and tone of voice within the classroom, to maintain a calm, professional and safe learning environment for students to share ideas and make mistakes (Azeez, 2023, p. 130). Students may also benefit from educators and instructors with personal experience of introversion. This can be used to help build rapport with learners, implement effective and suitable teaching strategies and build an environment where introverted students feel understood (Ruth-Sahd, 2014, p. 452).

Discussion

In this section, I will be discussing the implementation of the teaching strategies and additional knowledge gained from literature through a reflective account in the style of Gibbs (1988) and to analyse their suitability for future use with my learners. These strategies were implemented over the course of a month with first year students during a placement on a BA Illustration course.

Before each session, I ensured all learners were acknowledged by greeting them as they arrived to class, engaging in casual conversation and asking about their day. At the beginning of each lesson, I introduced the learners with the lesson aims and outcomes and gave a clear outline of the schedule planned for the day and how it may benefit their learning. Usually, this consisted of a PowerPoint presentation, class discussion and group activity in the first half and independent work with individual tutorials in the second half.

During brainstorming sessions with the class, I previously tested a digital whiteboard, Jamboard with the class to create collaborative anonymous feedback, however this caused several issues such as glitches, poor device optimisation, with several students without access to a suitable device to participate. For this reason, I decided to test the use of sticky notes and a whiteboard. This allowed me to select a few and read them aloud in front of the class, then use this as a discussion prompt with them. During this activity, I noticed more students participated in the class discussion which was an improvement from a previous question and answer approach I had tried in a prior session. I also adjusted the way I position myself within the classroom, maintaining an open and casual approach with my body language, tone of voice, as well as mirroring the body positioning of the class. For example, sitting while presenting in front of the class, as well as alongside them during discussions and smaller group activities. 

For group work exercises, I implemented smaller groups of twos and threes, allowing students to work with those that they were most comfortable working with. I then combined groups to share ideas with one another informally, allowing them space to practice their communication and presenting skills in a safe space. After around 5-10 minutes, I encouraged each group to give feedback on some of their ideas to the class while I sat amongst them as previously described. To help aid them in this, I also provided each group with paper and pen for those who worked better communicating their ideas through words or images.

I noticed that some of the quieter learners were still quite slow to participate in this activity but would eventually join in when provided positive feedback on their ideas. Throughout this activity, I also ensured my body language was calm and open, and allowed plenty of time for students to feedback and ask questions. After closing each teaching session, I thanked my students for their work, waved them as they left and stayed back for five minutes in case any learner had any further questions. 

I am very happy with the outcome of the strategies I have implemented so far. The students seemed to respond well to the new strategies, and I noticed they seemed more comfortable in speaking amongst themselves to discuss ideas with myself sat alongside them. On reflection, I think the outcome of the adjusting group sizes was a success as I allowed learners to work with peers they were comfortable with, but was still able to help them learn from one another by asking them to feedback to a bigger group as a team. The sticky notes also worked well; This did cause a slight delay between activities as the learners had to get up and move around, but I think they enjoyed this element and liked the interactivity of using the sticky notes and board. This also allowed them to be more expressive and creative with small drawings, which is an added benefit to the activity for both learners and tutors of a creative course as well as for those who prefer communicating ideas through image.

When analysing the outcomes of these implementations, the suggested strategies tested from literature overall seemed to be appropriate for my learners. As I build rapport with my learners, maintaining a calm and open approach has been the most effective in terms of engaging the class. However, with the addition of mirroring the positioning of the class during presentations and discussions e.g. (Standing when the class is standing or sitting when the class is sitting) has shown a considerable improvement in overall oral participation. I think this helped to achieve a learning environment where the learners felt safe to express their ideas more freely. This result was also comparable with a study conducted by Onge and Eitel (2017) as they explain that sitting with the class has shown to be create more active participation than more traditional positioning as maintaining the same eye level with the class “fosters a more comfortable and interactive learning environment” (Onge and Eitel, 2017, p. 7) for both learners and tutor. 	

Additionally, being active within the students' group discussions may have helped to ease the pressure of speaking with others as I was able to guide the conversation when needed. This seems to be a good strategy for new students while they get to know their peers and learning environment. In previous sessions, some students seemed visibly uncomfortable while working with peers they do not interact with often. I realise now that I may have unintentionally added pressure to my learners to speak with peers, in turn causing discomfort and potentially awkward situations for them. 

By allowing learners to initially work with peers of their choice then introducing a different group into the discussion, this gave them the space to feel comfortable in their groups, while also providing an opportunity to speak to others and develop their communication skills. I think this creates a good balance of comfortable learning and stretching learners’ ability in class in relation to V1 and V2 of the professional values (AdvanceHE, 2023, p. 5) Furthermore, Ramsden, 1992 (cited in Dancer and Kamvounias, p. 445) state that students who are actively involved in small group discussions are more likely to understand course material than if it were presented to them while they were simply sitting in a classroom. 

On the other hand, as some students remained quiet during group feedback, there could be different reasons to explain this. Firstly, this could be because some students prefer to learn through listening and use the interaction to gather information as suggested by (Reece and Walker, 2006, p. 103). However, after analysing this situation further, as highlighted by Race and Pickford (2007, p. 36), some learners may not know how to work as part of a group and so tutors should assess the situation, with accordance to the lesson aims and know how and when they should intervene. Improving oral participation with these learners could develop in time through continuation of rapport building and effective introvert friendly teaching strategies, but more research should be conducted in this area to ensure all learners are happy during collaborative activities. 

The use of anonymous feedback using sticky notes during the brainstorming activity was also very effective with my learners as they seemed to enjoy the learning process and creative element of the activity. When reflecting on this further, this allowed students who are usually uncomfortable with speaking aloud in front of their peers to voice their ideas through this strategy. From these findings, I can conclude that the strategies implemented in this cycle were appropriate and effective for my learners and allowed them a more equal opportunity to engage in class comfortably. The strategies implemented worked well with this group, as all learners seemed engaged throughout the session, and all participated in the activities set. Learners were given a safe space to participate in the discussion activities through a balance of introvert and extrovert friendly elements. 

A particular element that may have affected this outcome was by approaching the situation as an individual with an introverted learning style. Larson (2023) believes that sharing the experience of being an introverted individual as a tutor can be used to recognise potential discomfort and insecurity with students and adjust the teaching strategies to better suit the learners needs as well as empowering students with a similar learning style. This is an asset that can be implemented in my professional practice to use “evidence-informed approaches as a basis for effective practice” and “support and guide learners” (AdvanceHe, 2023, p. 5).

Nevertheless, as this reflection is only based on a month of teaching with first year students, I am interested in seeing if these strategies help to improve the experience of students in their second and third year of study. In a future cycle, I would also like to test the implementation of other teaching strategies discussed in this inquiry and further develop and refine my approaches to ensure best practice.

Further implementations that I believe would work with my students is an initial survey to anonymously ask students their preferred learning style, whether they are comfortable speaking in front of peers, and to ask about activities they would like to see in their learning. Lowe (2023, p. 11) states that students should be involved from the beginning of their studies and highlights that although students are asked to provide regular feedback to enable continuous development in improving our practice, this needs to happen from the very start to ensure their experience meets their needs and expectations.

Conclusion/ Recommendations

As a result of this action research inquiry and findings, there are a number of recommended strategies that can be implemented in the higher education classroom to aid quiet students feel more comfortable, engaged and acknowledged in their learning environment. To conclude, I propose the following interventions to aid this in future practice and professional development.

1. Firstly, all students should be acknowledged and respected by staff and the institution. Students should feel a sense of belonging within their learning environment, regardless of their age, race, culture, learning needs, and personality. Tutors should maintain a calm and open body language and check in on students regularly during tutorials and one-to-one sessions to ensure their learning needs are being met and to discuss any issues or questions they may have (Azeez, 2023, p. 130).

2. Tutors should clearly outline the schedule of the lesson at the beginning of the teaching session and how it may benefit their learning, alongside lesson aims and objectives (Condon and Ruth-sahd, 2013, p. 511), as this allows transparency for students to know what to expect in their learning, reducing the apprehension of activities that may cause anxiety.

3. To help transition learners from previous learning environments, tutors can conduct an initial anonymous survey at the beginning of their students’ studies which outlines what to expect in their first year and to ask them about their preferred learning style and learning activities in the classroom. This strategy can also be applied and reviewed at the beginning and end of each semester to reflect and adjust teaching approaches and strategies to meet the needs of all students.

4. Within the classroom, it is recommended that teaching elements include activities that are appropriate for both extroverted and introverted personalities Ruth-Sahd (2014, p. 453). Active learning activities such as class discussions and Q&A can include anonymous feedback elements for students who are uncomfortable speaking in front of others. This can be achieved through digital whiteboard programmes such as Vevox, FigJam or Microsoft Whiteboard (University of Oxford, 2024) or using physical alternatives such as sticky notes and whiteboards to gather feedback, ideas and discussions.

5. Arranging smaller groups of learners during group work or presentations can ease pressure off of students who may feel uncomfortable speaking in front of a larger group. Starting from groups of two or three, tutors can then introduce more learners into the group or combine groups to encourage discussion and development of communication skills. Additionally, arranging meetings for students to rehearse presentations may help them to feel more comfortable before delivering to a larger group.
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