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Reasons behind students’ 
lack of involvement in 
speaking activities
Inga Mdivani

Inga noticed that her tenth grade 
students were not participating in 
speaking activities as expected. 
After analysing the data collected, 
she was surprised to learn 
that her lack of feedback and 
encouragement strategies affected 
her students’ involvement. In 
this report, she tells us how this 
discovery has allowed her to 
develop an improvement plan to 
address the situation.  
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Teaching context
I work for Tbilisi Green School located in Tbilisi, 
Georgia. The school provides a 12-year 
comprehensive general education programme 
which is carried out in three levels: primary, 
basic and secondary. English classes are offered 
five times a week and last for 45 minutes. 

Research focus
I chose to explore the reasons behind my students’ 
lack of involvement in speaking activities because 
generally, they were good at English, did tests well, 
and did controlled grammar and vocabulary 
exercises effectively. Not only that, but they also 
did all the classwork and other assignments 
properly and didn’t tend to get distracted or waste 
time chatting in lessons. However, when it came to 
speaking activities, such as describing pictures, 
expressing their views and discussing the 
questions, most students were reluctant to 
participate, limiting themselves to only a few words, 
and not extending any further. Consequently, my 

Currently, I teach basic and secondary school 
students aged 12 to 18. 
The students I carried out this exploratory 
research with are 14 students in the tenth 
grade. They are 15-year-old students and their 
level of English is intermediate. 

Tbilisi Green School

speaking lessons were full of pauses and hesitation. 
Seeing them unenthusiastic made me feel 
disappointed and unsuccessful. Moreover, I believe 
that speaking is one of the most crucial 
communication skills to have in social interactions, 
problem-solving situations and other real-life 
scenarios, especially in today’s globalised world. I 
felt that something needed to be changed, but first 
I had to discover what was happening and how, so I 
saw research as a potential solution to my issue. 
Applying the exploratory action research 
methodology and with the support of my mentors, I 
carried out the exploratory phase of my research.
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In order to explore the reasons why my students 
didn’t participate in speaking activities, I came up 
with four exploratory questions which guided me 
during the exploration: 

1. What opportunities do I create for my students 
to engage in speaking activities?      

2. What kind of activities do my learners prefer 
when speaking in English?

3. What do I do when I see that some students 
don’t engage in speaking activities?

4. How do my students feel when they have to 
speak in English?

To answer these questions I needed to collect 
the data, for which I used both quantitative and 
qualitative methods of data collection. These 
included: a student questionnaire with closed-
ended and some open-ended questions, which 
focused on the opportunities and support my 
students were provided with to participate in 
speaking activities, preferred activities and topics, 
and their emotional state when they had to speak; 
a classroom (peer) observation, during which I 
invited my colleague to observe two different 
lessons and asked them to make notes focusing 
on my reactions to my students’ reluctance to 

participate, activities and support I offered, and 
students’ level of engagement in certain activities 
as well as their feelings; and a reflective journal, 
in which I noted my reflections on four lessons in 
relation to opportunities, support and activities I 
offered my students to the engage in speaking as 
well as students’ preferences for activities.

Findings
Based on all three methods of exploration, I 
found out that my students’ lack of involvement 
in speaking activities was caused by a variety 
of factors. About the opportunities provided to 
students, 11 out of 14 students reported the 
teacher utilised varied speaking activities and 
12 stated that the teacher provided enough 
opportunities for them to participate in speaking 
activities. Additionally, the observer noted: 
‘Teacher provided students with vocabulary. 
Students worked in pairs to match words to 
definitions’. This indicates they were provided 
with vocabulary and clear instructions. However, 
students still appeared to look uninterested in 
the topics presented, and most notably, lacked 
feedback. The absence of feedback proved to 
be one of the primary issues since a significant 
number of the students (ten out of 14) believed I 
did not often offer them sufficient feedback. 
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Regarding preferred activities, whole-class 
discussions appeared to be the most favoured (12 
out of 14 indicated preferring it). Pair work was 
found to encourage longer speaking opportunities 
while answering questions individually resulted in 
shorter responses. In group discussions, certain 
students tended to dominate as identified by 
my colleague who wrote the following in her 
observation notes: ‘In some activities, some 
students dominated while speaking’; ‘Some students 
avoided taking part in speaking. When answering 
whole class questions, some students domineered.’

Concerning the ways I encouraged hesitant students 
to speak, I asked some follow-up questions to prompt 
students to extend their short answers, or I provided 
hints to help them contribute more comfortably. 
However, it turned out that I primarily relied on 
students who volunteered to speak themselves 
rather than forcing engagement on passive students 
and only occasionally directed questions specifically 

to inactive learners. Notably, no nomination 
strategies were used to encourage participation. In 
this respect, my colleague noted, ‘In some activities 
the teacher just let some students be silent.’ In my 
journal, I wrote, ‘The student answered briefly and 
didn’t know what else to say, so I looked at another 
student and expected her to continue’; ‘I asked 
another student who was eager to participate.’

In terms of my students’ feelings, I discovered that 
they exhibited a mix of emotions when speaking 
English. While seven out of 14 were confident 
and motivated, five felt nervous. More than half, 
eight out of 14, of the group chose fear of making 
mistakes as a reason for not engaging actively in 
speaking activities. One student wrote, ‘I feel more 
confident when I know exactly that my answer is 
correct.’ It’s also worth noting that three students 
reported feeling pressured and rushed as reasons 
for their hesitation to speak.  

The factor contributing to their confidence and 
comfort while speaking appeared to be speaking 
in a familiar environment with people they know 
well: ‘I feel more confident when there are not many 
people or when I know everyone’. Some stated 
they felt confident when topics were interesting 
and when they knew the subject well: ‘I feel way 
more confident when talking about topics which I 
genuinely like and have information about.’

In summary, the findings suggest that the lack 
of sufficient feedback and targeted engagement 

strategies hindered student participation. 
Confidence levels varied, with many students feeling 
nervous due to fear of making mistakes. Additionally, 
participation was uneven, with some students 
dominating discussions while others remained silent. 
Enhancing feedback mechanisms and employing 
nomination strategies could foster greater 
involvement and ensuring topics are engaging 
and relevant to students’ interests may boost 
their confidence and willingness to participate. 
Addressing these factors could lead to more active 
and enthusiastic participation in speaking activities.

Students' feelings

Confident and motivated
Nervous
Fear of making mistakes
Pressured and rushed

21.7%

30.4%

34.8%

13%

Fear of making
miskates 8 (34.8%)

13



Teachers researching their practice:  Explorations in the Georgian classroom1414 Teachers researching their practice:  Explorations in the Georgian classroom

Proposed changes
Based on these findings, I plan to implement several 
changes in my teaching. For instance, co-selecting 
topics with my students, and providing regular 
feedback through more praise, rubrics, reflection 
and peer feedback. Also, they need reassurance 
that making mistakes is part of the learning process. 
To accomplish this, if a student makes a mistake, I 
shouldn’t say that the answer is wrong, but rather 
praise them for their contribution, which will 
motivate them to engage. In this respect, I will use a 
delayed error correction strategy. When needed, 
they will also be given more time to generate ideas 
while speaking.  

The main immediate changes should be focused 
on passive students by nominating them personally 
and ensuring equal participation through round-
robin discussions and peer interviews, where each 
participant has to contribute, and think-pair-share 
activities to gain confidence in smaller groups 
before speaking in a larger group. Additionally, 
although I respect my students’ preferences 
to speak in a familiar environment, I intend to 
implement regrouping and the rearrangement 
of seats because this can help them get used to 
speaking with different peers thus benefiting them 
to boost their confidence in speaking.

Final re!ections
Before learning about exploratory action research, I 
used to tackle classroom issues by making changes 
and taking action based on my assumptions, without 
thoroughly understanding the situation. Sometimes 
my interventions succeeded, but at other times they 
were ineffective or inconsistent. I never realised 
how crucial it is to investigate the root causes of 
problems in the classroom. It is like the method of a 
doctor who relies on blood tests, physical 
examinations and patient histories to assess health 
conditions and make diagnoses before prescribing 
treatment. I’ve learned that it’s essential to dig 
deeper, closely examine the teaching process in our 
own classroom and identify the reasons behind the 
issues. So, what is most significant about 
exploratory action research is that it allows us to 
notice the issues and make informed decisions 
before we implement changes in our classroom. 
As a result of this experience, I expect my teaching 
to become more learner-centred. I will become 
more empathetic and will consider my students’ 
feelings and reactions before making comments on 
their performance. I also think I will reflect more on 
my teaching to better understand what is happening 
in the classroom. Additionally, I will feel more 
confident because I believe that through EAR we 
can solve any problems in our classrooms. 
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The author
‘I’ve learned that it’s essential to dig deeper, closely 
examine the teaching process in our own classroom 
and identify the reasons behind the issues.’

Inga Mdivani is an English teacher dedicated to 
employing creative approaches to equip students 
with 21st-century skills and prepare them for 
achievements in an ever-changing global society. 
In pursuit of this goal, she has maintained a special 
interest in activities centred on critical thinking, the 
Sustainable Development Goals, global citizenship, 
project-based learning and public speaking. In 
2019, she completed her Cambridge CELTA. She 
has the qualification of Interpreter/Translator of 
the English Language and has a master’s degree 
in teaching English, both degrees obtained from 
Tbilisi I, Chavchavadze State University of Language 
and Culture. For the past 11 years, she has been 
teaching English at a secondary school in Tbilisi, and 
presently she holds the position of overseeing the 
foreign languages department at the same school.


