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The Current Status and Issue on First-Year EFL Programs:
Considering New Learning in the Post-Corona Period
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4. Challenges in English Language
Teaching

The era of the coronavirus in the world

has created a new challenge for educators:

online-only learning conditions and

masking in the classroom.

Masking and Social Distancing in the
Classroom

Japanese have always worn masks on

occasion in social situations from an early
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age, so it was easy for Japanese students
to universally accept masks in the
classroom. Having just a couple of masked
students before the pandemic posed few
problems to the language teacher, but due
to the Coronavirus, having an entire class
masked created a whole new set of

challenges for the educator.

Both teaching and learning a foreign
language can be difficult, especially in
regards to low-level students. It could be
argued that wearing a mask can severely
hinder the efficacy and speed of learning
a language. An example of this is how
the mask can limit the ability to
effectively conduct repetition training, so

vital in language learning.

A core part of my lesson plans includes
basic pronunciation and enunciation
practice. Awareness of mouth movements
is crucial in both teaching and learning a
foreign language. To speak well, it’s
important to move, tense or relax the
muscles in your face at the right time. A
mask can physically limit these muscle
movements if too tight, or cause distractions
if too loose, such as having to continually

adjust 1t.

Another problem with masking is
comprehension, both with teachers and
students. Voices tend to become somewhat
muffled when a mask is used, making
understanding more difficult. Also, the
volume of the voice is naturally lowered
when wearing a mask-thicker masks

considerably distort the voice even more.
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Teachers have the option of using a
microphone to amplify their voice, however
normally quiet students can be difficult
for the teacher to understand. This is
especially true with low-level students, who
are typically shy and hesitant to speak.
These students tended to speak even
quieter than usual even before the COVID
era. During the pandemic, I often found
myself telling the students to speak louder,
repeating their answers. This in turn
adversely affected their confidence in their
English ability, which on occasion caused
them to speak even more hesitantly in
future lessons.

Social distancing obviously has a negative
effect in the language classroom. In
lecture-type classes, it isn’t necessary for
students to sit in close proximity.
However, in the language classroom pair
work and close interaction with other
students is a key ingredient for effective
learning. The teacher is only able to give
limited personal attention in a classroom
with many students, therefore feedback
from the peers of a student greatly helps.

In addition, during the height of the
pandemic, the teacher was hindered from
moving around the classroom freely and
closely interacting with students. Instead
of being receptive to feedback from the
teacher, it could have been considered by
some to actually been dangerous to approach
a student too closely. During the entire
lesson, both teacher and student are keenly
aware to maintain their distance, further

limiting communication potential.

Online Learning Challenges and Benefits

Surprisingly, I found online-only learning
to be a lot more of an effective tool than
I expected. Compared with strict in-class
regulations during the height of the
pandemic, the use of Zoom worked quite
well. Of course, the ideal setting is in the
classroom face-to-face normally, but the
benefits of Zoom are obvious. Through
recent improvements in technology the
Zoom application has been increasingly
easier to use for both students and
educators.

The biggest challenge in online language
learning is keeping students’ attention
focused in class and on the lesson. Many
teachers allowed students to turn off their
cameras during the class. Therefore, the
teachers were unaware of whether the
students were even paying attention at
all. The alternative, having all students
keep their video cameras on at all times,
really wasn’t feasible as some students
had battery issues with older phones (or
unable to be connected to the Internet via
house PC).

One alternative I found to be very effective
was having the student briefly turn on
their cameras for a specific reason. I
randomly chose 4-5 quick camera checks
during the lesson to ensure students were
present and paying attention. Once at the
beginning when taking attendance, about
2-3 random times for a repetition exercise,
and one final camera check at the end of
the class. Even though all students had
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their microphones muted (a necessity on
the computer), I told the students to try
and speak aloud at home as it was good
English practice. All student cameras were
required to be on during speaking exercises.
I also made sure students had their
cameras on showing their mouths for
speaking confirmation (or at least making
an effort). This proved very effective in

creating a successful class.

A major benefit of online Zoom lessons
was that the students could remove their
masks and speak freely. If the student
was studying on Zoom at school during
the pandemic, I would have them social
distance from each other, and move to an
isolated, open classroom. This effectively
allowed them to briefly lower their masks
for speaking exercises. This was very

beneficial in getting the students more
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involved in the online lessons.

In conclusion, the increased use of masks in
Japan since the pandemic began have
increased language teaching challenges.
Online learning will continue to grow in
use at all levels in education. Since the
lingering Coronavirus is expected to be
prevalent for years to come, the obstacles it

presents to learning will continue to exist.
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