Opinion and Perspective

Why Less Is More in the Japanese
University EFL Classroom
T. Traub
Hosei University
When planning a curriculum for an EFL course, teachers strive to choose the
material which creates the greatest net benefit for most students in the class. Of
course, this can be difficult when we have students of varying ability levels. As well,
we have many stakeholders with competing ideas about what to do to create the
maximum benefit for students. Additionally, these stakeholders often have their
own personal agendas which may influence their decisions about which learning
material is best. All too often, when the textbook choice is not in the hands of
the teacher, the text that is chosen is far too difficult, or otherwise inappropriate.
This article intends to suggest that while teachers may risk not challenging
higher level students, we should choose, or advocate for the choice of, more
basic level material. There are a number of sound reasons for this view. Easier
material will decrease absenteeism, increase learner confidence, and reduce
behavioral problems of the lower level students. Additionally, the use of material
which contains previously studied language provides a fertile ground for
automatization of the use of said language. This automatization will then, in turn,
free necessary cognitive resources to be used for the oral production, and creative
use of previously learned language. Finally, easier material is less likely to cause
emotional stresses that raise affective filters, and hinder language acquisition.
Some of the stakeholders who may want to see a more difficult text being
used may be doing so because they believe a harder text portrays more value when
showcasing the curriculum to final decision makers. Oftentimes, consideration is
given to what the students ought to be able to do and they find it discomforting
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to see that some of the students are performing at a level beneath where they are
supposed to be. But the situation is what it is, and we cannot correct the problem
by ignoring its existence. A realistic view of the actual abilities of the students at
the beginning of the course can help us to attain maximum benefit for the class
as a whole.
Others may actually believe in the “drowning man” approach. Those people
tend to advocate for the more difficult text believing that a drowning man will
certainly swim as hard as possible to save his own life. In the same sense we can be
assured of maximum effort from the students when they are in over their head,
and thus maximize English learning. However, a man who has been in over his
head may equate this negative experience to the water, in general, and thus will
avoid the water avoid the water altogether. Therefore, that man will, certainly,
never learn to swim well. This situation can be avoided if we stay in the safety of
the shallow waters near the shore.
With regards the lower level students in the class, if we are covering
vocabulary and grammar structures which are too difficult for them, they are
going to feel less confident, and thus less motivated (Dörnyei & Csizér, 1998).
Additionally, the anxiety can lead to absenteeism which would, of course,
reduce their exposure to the language and compound the problem (Williams &
Andrade, 2008). This will result in a net loss to the overall educational benefit of
the course for the group as a whole. Additionally, lower level students are more
likely to act up in class when they do not understand the material ( Jorgenson,
1977). Thus, care must be taken to develop a curriculum around a text which is
not overwhelming to the lower 30% of the class. They will be more likely to show
up, and not act up.
One question that may be posed by advocates of choosing higher level
material is “If we choose material that is low enough so that it will not cause
undue anxiety in the lower 30% of the class, will we not risk making it ‘too
easy’ for the upper 30%?” This can be answered with the question, “How many
of the best students in your class are so good that they would not benefit from
more exposure to previously learned language?” If the higher level students are
engaged in activities requiring them to perform tasks with the language that
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they could already perform, then they are simply going to become more fluent,
and automated at doing so, and this they will do with fewer hesitations, faster
recognition, and more communicatively appropriate production of the language
(Schneider & Fisk, 1982; Shiffrin & Schneider, 1977). Additionally, automating
the underlying cognitive mechanisms frees up those resources so that the student
can attend to other conversational tasks such as constructing larger pieces of
discourse by combining previously learned constructions (Pawley & Syder,
1983). If we choose a text which is “too easy” for the top 30% of the class, the
worst thing that could happen might end up being the best thing that could
happen. Thus, there is no quantifiable net loss to the students, if a text is chosen
targeting the lower 30% of the class.
Another reason to choose lower level material is to lower the affective filter
for all students (Krashen, 1981). The student is unlikely to learn as much if she
is struggling to comprehend so many things that learning becomes unpleasant.
Worse yet, if the student feels inferior or embarrassed because she cannot
understand the material, because every other word is an unfamiliar word, then
the affective filter is likely to go up, and the student will learn less (Gardner &
MacIntyre, 1993).
Obviously, there are some limits to how basic we should reasonably go.
And, it is assumed that choosing a course book will require a certain amount of
guesswork. But, when choosing material for the Japanese university classroom,
it stands to reason that it would be best to err on the side of easiness when our
goal is to increase communicative competence with previously learned language.
Perhaps a good rule of thumb would be to consider what level would be needed
so that the lowest 30% of the class could get a 75% with a reasonable effort.
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