
The Challenge of a Large Class

You arrive in Asia, eager to teach. Your dean hands you
your schedule. At first glance, it seems quite reasonable.
Then someone mentions in passing: “Oh, by the way,
you’ll have 130 students per class.” Your heart sinks.
What can you possibly do with classes that size?

None of us would choose to teach such large class-
es, but once we are given the assignment, we have to
make the best of it. Since most of us have not been
trained to teach classes of this size, we are suddenly
faced with many issues of classroom management
which we had not previously considered. Our natural
desire to try to help everyone learn seems nearly impos-
sible to reconcile with the typical need for everyone to
pass an exam—especially since Vietnamese classes are
generally divided by year rather than by proficiency
level. If we teach to the top of the class, the rest of the
students will learn little and probably fail, while if we
teach to the bottom of the class, the top students will 
be bored and will have little motivation to work on 
their English.

We know students learn best when they actively
participate in a class, but large classes make student
involvement much more difficult. To make the problem
worse, students in a large class are often less motivated
to prepare well because of the decreased probablility of
being called on in class. Yet, in a large class, individual
preparation is even more important than in a smaller
class, where more individualized attention is possible.
How can we help students learn in such a challenging
situation?

We are accustomed to thinking of grades as a major
motivating factor, but grading so many students creates
many problems of its own. While the traditional
Vietnamese approach of basing a student’s entire grade
on a final exam is the easiest way to determine marks, it
creates as many problems as it solves. Since large class-
es usually have students with differing English levels, a
test that successfully targets the top third of a class will
likely be almost impossible for the bottom third to pass,

thus accentuating the natural tendency of the lower-
level students to find a way to cheat.

Although there are many things which never can be
accomplished as well in a large class as in a smaller one,
it is possible to reduce significantly the negative effects
created by large classes. In order to teach effectively in
a large class,we need to plan ahead carefully and to find
creative ways to accomplish goals which are more nat-
urally fulfilled in smaller classes.

Attendance

Even simple tasks like taking attendance can
become difficult in large classes. Facing a list of over
100 Vietnamese names and a sea of unknown faces, it is
tempting not to bother with attendance. Yet, knowing
who is in class is essential, as it is the foundation 
of motivating students to work hard and to learn all
they can.

In a large class, where students generally have few
opportunities to speak, most learning must come from
students’ individual work and from what they hear in
class. These can both be encouraged best by keeping a
record of who is in class. (Although a good final exam
can encourage these methods of learning in a more con-
tent-based course, even a well-written foreign language
exam largely measures pre-existing differences in stu-
dents’ levels, especially when the initial range of levels
is very great.)  Knowing who is in class,and giving them
credit for being there,will motivate students to come to
class, and thus increase the likelihood of their learn-
ing—even if only improving their listening comprehen-
sion. It also can be used, even in a large class, to ask
questions to students, which helps motivate them to
study on their own.

Since taking attendance in a large class can take
considerable time, a strategy maximizing efficiency is
very important. Using a set of index cards, with the
name of one student on each card, not only allows
attendance to be taken quickly and smoothly, but also
allows for maximum efficiency in class participation.
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Proven management techniques and procedures to use when dealing

with a large class.



Quickly putting cards into piles according to whether a
student is present or absent keeps the teacher from 
having to make marks as roll is called, and produces a
stack of cards of students actually in class for use during
the rest of the class. Absences can be quickly recorded
later by putting a mark on the card of each student who
was absent.

When attendance contributes to students’ grades,
there is a tendency for them to get their classmates to
answer for them, or to come, but only until roll has been
called. It is difficult to stop either of these practices
completely when the teacher does not know all the stu-
dents,but many measures can be taken to decrease their
likelihood. Calling on students to answer questions lets
the teacher know if they are still there, and makes it
much less likely that someone else will cover for them.
It is also good occasionally to take roll in the middle or
at the end of a class instead of always taking it at the
beginning. At times, if many students have left at a break,
it may even be worthwhile to call the names again of all
who were in class at the beginning.

Keeping a close watch for students who answer to
two or more names can also be a considerable help in
keeping students honest. If a teacher catches people
doing this even a few times, its incidence will be
reduced significantly, as students do not want to lose
face by being caught. (A light response to someone who
is caught, such as “How many names do you have?”
works well at getting the point across without stretch-
ing things out of proportion.)  Some Chinese teachers
use more certain ways to guarantee that students do not
answer for their friends (for example, checking identifi-
cation cards, calling roll at the end of class, or having 
students leave one at a time as their names are called,
but in general these methods are too time-consuming to
be worthwhile.

Student Participation

Although some students are interested enough in
English to try to gain all they can from class, most need
external motivation. Part of this motivation often comes
from being called on to participate in class activities,but
each student can speak only infrequently in a large class.
Collecting homework assignments or giving frequent
quizzes can also provide accountability, but the teacher
will end up exhausted grading frequent assignments for
a large class.

Even though each student cannot be called on fre-
quently, students should believe they could be called on

to answer a question or participate in some other way at
any time. Students will not want to be embarrassed by
being called on when they are not prepared, and count-
ing participation as part of their final grades will further
motivate them to prepare well. Students are most likely
to think they must always be prepared if they are called
on randomly. This can be done most easily by shuffling
the index cards of all students present, then calling on
students starting from the top of the card pile. The cards
can then be grouped according to whether or not each
student answers correctly. Marks such as checks,
plusses, or number scores can later be made on the
cards to record the results.

Students’ motivation to prepare will increase with
the likelihood of their being called on, and with their
feeling that preparation will help them to respond well.
Both of these factors suggest that most questions in a
large class with diverse English levels should be quite
basic. They should require simple enough answers that
time will allow between a third and a half of the class to
participate on any given day. Questions must also be
easy enough so that even the lower-level students, who
generally have greater need for external motivation, will
be able to answer most of them if they prepare well for
class; if students know they will not be able to answer
most of the questions anyway, there is no reason for
them to prepare. Better students can be challenged to
work harder by giving credit to volunteers who answer
more difficult questions directed to the class as a whole.

Students can also be asked to participate in small
group activities, but these are not as effective in a large
class as in smaller ones. Although group activities can
increase students’ interest by providing diversity in a
large class, they will generally not increase students’
motivation to prepare on their own. Students in classes
of over 100 can easily speak in their native language or
diverge from assigned tasks when working in groups
because it is difficult for a teacher to observe many
groups at once.

Collecting written assignments from small groups
can counterbalance these problems. This forces stu-
dents to focus on the assigned topic, and guarantees that
even if students talk in Vietnamese they will ultimately
produce something in English. Collecting group assign-
ments also provides a way to evaluate students’ work
without the burden of having to grade over 100 papers.
Such assignments cannot fully determine, however,
which students prepared for and participated in group
discussions. Lower-level students will tend to receive
assignment grades according to the level of those with
whom they are grouped.
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Grades

Having a large number of students greatly limits
how final grades can be determined. Since it is general-
ly not possible for a teacher to get to know all of the stu-
dents in a class of over 100, subjective factors cannot be
considered in calculating grades. Frequent quizzes or
written assignments are probably not feasible because of
the large amount of time required to grade them.
Classroom participation can be included,but only in lim-
ited ways. It must be measured objectively, and even
then cannot be a major factor in final grades since the
teacher can only observe participation by each student
a few times. Attendance can be included in students’
grades relatively easily, but is not important enough to
be a large factor in
semester grades.

This leaves
exams as the only
alternative that
can feasibly serve
as the principal
component in stu-
dents’ final grades.
Exams present dif-
ficulties, however,
especially when
students begin a
class with a wide
range of English
levels. Well-writ-
ten exams can
help decrease
these difficulties, but factors other than tests should be
incorporated into final grades,when possible. Requiring
a significant written assignment would provide a way to
measure effort in addition to a final exam, but it is diffi-
cult to guarantee that students would do their own work
on such an assignment, and grading a major assignment
requires even more time than grading an exam. Giving
a mid-term exam is a more feasible way to decrease the
weight given to one exam, but it would, of course, meas-
ure the same skills as a final examination, and thus it
would have the same limitations.

Supplements to Final Exams

Although there is little choice but to use exams as
the main factor in final grades, it is possible and useful to
supplement them with other factors. Group (or individ-

ual, depending upon time constraints) assignments can
be used to account for a significant part of students’
grades.

Classroom participation can also be a useful supple-
ment if used carefully. Since each student in a large class
might have only a few opportunities to answer ques-
tions during a term, one or two wrong answers can
greatly decrease a student’s participation score. Because
of this, it is better to give bonus points to students with
correct answers than to factor a classroom participation
score into students’ final grades. It generally works well
to increase a student’s final grade by two percentage
points for each correct answer during the semester, and
to decrease it by one point for each incorrect answer up
to the number of correct answers. (This limit guarantees

that students’
final scores will
not be decreased
below their exam
scores because of
their participa-
tion.)  In this way,
students who do
poorly on the
exams can raise
their semester
grades by about
10 points if they
prepare well for
class, while no
one is penalized
because they 
happened to

receive several difficult questions.
Although attendance should also be incorporated

into semester grades primarily as a positive incentive to
help lower-level students, students with very poor atten-
dance records can reasonably be penalized since atten-
dance is purely a measure of their effort. Increasing the
scores of students who come to class more than half the
time and decreasing those of students who attend less
than half the time seems to provide a good incentive. In
practice, this can usually be worked out very easily. If,
for example, attendance is taken 10 times during the
semester, students who attended every class could be
given an extra 10 points, those missing every class could
be penalized 10 points, and intervening numbers of
absences could be calculated at the rate of two points
per absence.
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These additions to the final grade place a relatively
high emphasis on students’ efforts. They are good moti-
vators since they give lower-level students confidence
they can pass the course even if many of their class-
mates have a much higher English level. When classes
are divided according to level, there is no need to weight
attendance and participation so highly because test 
and assignment grades then are largely a measure 
of effort, not primarily a measure of initial proficiency
differences.

Tests

Content

Large classes with diverse levels present two special
problems at exam time: how to make it possible for
lower-level students to do well enough to be able to pass
the class, and how to keep students from cheating. With
potential bonus points for attendance and participation,
students who have attended and prepared for class will
need to get about 45 percent on the exams to pass the
class. Lower-level students are more likely to be able to
do this if the tests are as course-specific as possible.
Students who work hard, but have a low English level,
will do much better on an exam that focuses on what
they learned from the class rather than on their overall
English proficiency.

No matter what content is included, a test can be
designed to be either easy or difficult. Clearly an easier
test increases the lower students’chances of passing,but
such a test usually will not differentiate among the top
students. Thus, a better way to help the lower students
is to give a test with a high guessing percentage. Not
only do multiple choice and true-false questions greatly
reduce grading time, but they also increase low stu-
dents’ scores while allowing a range of scores among
higher students. If students know 25 percent of the
answers in a free-answer exam, they will get 25 points.
However, if they know 25 percent of the answers on a
test with a guessing percentage of one-third (for exam-
ple, two-thirds of the questions are multiple choice with
four alternatives, and one-third are true-false) and guess
on the other questions, they will on average get scores
of 50. In this way, students who came to class and
answered questions, but have a low English level, are
given the opportunity to score well enough on the
exams to pass the class. Yet the change from a free-
answer exam to a multiple-choice or true-false exam of

the same difficulty will only increase the scores of the
top students by a few points.

Administration

Once an appropriate exam has been written, it
needs to be administered fairly. In a large class, where it
is difficult to watch every student constantly, specific
ways to reduce the opportunity for cheating are needed.
One of the most important steps is to ensure that no stu-
dents are sitting next to each other. The number of seats
needed for this can make it difficult in a large class, but
it is absolutely essential because students sitting next to
each other in a large class can very easily show papers
or whisper answers to each other while the proctors are
busy in another part of the room. If necessary, it is bet-
ter to test the students in several classrooms, or even to
have them take an exam in two successive groups, than
to allow them to sit next to each other. Another basic
measure which can reduce cheating is to have two proc-
tors in each room. This allows one person to watch the
class while the other is answering individual students’
questions.

Even with students sitting in every other seat and
proctors attentively watching, lower-level students may
try to cheat. With the help of the people around them,
they may still be able to copy some parts of the test,
secretly exchange exams with other students, or have
other students take the exam for them. The best way to
stop these activities is to anticipate them and take pre-
ventive actions. Numbering each exam and distributing
them consecutively allows proctors to check at any time
whether students have their own exams. The possibility
of one student taking the exam for another can also be
decreased by checking identification cards. Giving a
very course-specific exam will also be helpful, as it will
make anyone taking the exam for someone else much
less successful.

The best way to decrease the possibility of copying
is to make two tests by rearranging the order of the
questions and possible answers. These tests should be
alternated so that each student has a different test than
the student on either side of, in front of, or behind him.
Placing a mark on the upper right hand corner of each
page of one of the tests before printing will allow proc-
tors to see very quickly if students have the correct test.
If time allows, the possibility of cheating can be further
reduced by writing two tests with different questions.
However, this creates the possibility of some students
having to take an exam that is more difficult. Great care
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must be taken to write questions for the two exams that
are of the same type and difficulty. Yet, even when this
is done,differences in difficulty can exist, so results from
the exams should be compared and the scores for a
harder exam should be adjusted upward accordingly.

In Case of Cheating

If these preventive measures are not possible or
there is reason to believe cheating has occurred despite
these measures, it is possible, though time-consuming, to
discover cheating when the test is graded. This involves
two steps: determining which students may have
“worked together,”and making certain that similarities in
their test papers are not just coincidental. When exams
are numbered and distributed consecutively, it is rela-
tively easy to discover students who may have copied
each other. Exams can be graded in numerical order,and
if two exams near each other produce similar scores 
on two or three sections of the exam, they should be
considered suspect.

When it is impossible to determine who was sitting
near whom, it is more difficult, but still possible, to find
those who may have cheated. To find students who may
have copied from each other, a teacher should choose a
section of the exam which can be quickly analyzed (for
example, a series of true-false questions) and divide the
tests into groups according to students’ scores on that
section. Then, exams with identical or nearly identical
scores should be compared to see if they have the same
questions wrong. Students usually are not able to copy
an entire exam,so this procedure should be repeated for
one or two other sections to increase the probability of
finding those who might have copied part of an exam.
Any papers that have missed the same or all but one of
the same questions in one of these sections should be
considered as possible cases of copying.

There are several steps that can be taken to try to
confirm whether similarities between tests are due to
copying rather than mere chance. Tests of people sus-
pected of working together should be compared to find
what percentage of incorrect answers on one exam are
also incorrect and have the same incorrect answer on

the other exam. Then the answers on the first exam
should be compared to those on two or three other
exams with similar total scores. If there was copying,
the percentage of the incorrect answers on the first
exam that are the same on the second exam should be
at least twice as large as the percentage that are the
same on the other exams. When comparing answers,
special note should be taken of unusual answers.
Anytime exams have two or three incorrect answers in
common that no other exams have, it is very likely that
they were copied.

When cheating is detected, it should be penalized in
a way that will discourage further cheating without end-
ing someone’s chance to pass due to a “minor”violation.
A possible range of penalties is: a score of zero for peo-
ple who exchange exams or get someone else to take an
exam for them, 50 percent of the earned score for stu-
dents caught working together or who have copied sev-
eral sections of an exam (this can be explained by telling
them that since they took the exam together, they will
share one score), and a deduction of the number of
points possible for a section when someone copies only
that section.

Moving Beyond the Basics

No matter what management techniques are used, it
is difficult to get students in a large class very involved
in the learning process. While proper management can
help a teacher maintain control over the class, it cannot,
in itself, produce a good class. Appropriate incentives
are extremely useful for increasing student attendance
and preparation, but they cannot increase students’
interest in English.

Moving from a smoothly-run class to an excellent
class requires increasing students’ desire to learn and
getting them to feel that they are involved in the class.
This cannot be done by following a set formula. Getting
to know a few of the students and asking for their input
can help a teacher get an idea of the class’s interest, but
this might not provide much help in knowing what the
lower-level students would find interesting. For the
most part, a teacher needs to be creative and willing to

Moving from a smoothly-run class to an excellent class 
requires increasing students’ desire to learn and getting them to feel 

that they are involved in the class.
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keep trying different approaches until she discovers
methods that help everyone feel interested. This may
require spending part of each class on activities which
do not relate directly to the content of the class but
which may increase overall interest in English. Two
examples are teaching English songs or holding contests
to see which of several groups of students can answer
questions more quickly.

As we teach, we need to keep a longer-term per-
spective. While trying to make the best of a difficult
teaching assignment, we should also work to improve
the organization of future classes. At any given time,
there are limitations to what can be changed due to fac-
tors such as shortages of teachers and structures of class
schedules. However, foreign language departments and
university administrators are generally interested in
improving students’ English proficiency as much as pos-
sible, and over a period of time they are often able to
make changes which create better learning conditions.
For example, after two semesters of teaching 350 stu-
dents in three classes divided according to their major,
my university agreed more could be accomplished if the
students were divided according to their English level,
and the class schedule for all juniors was rearranged to
accomodate this decision. Although a shortage of
English teachers has meant that class size continues to
remain excessively high, I judge that both high- and low-
level students learn much more under the new class
organization than they were able to before the change.

Teaching a class of over 100 students will never be
as easy as teaching one with 30 students. Nor will stu-
dents in such a large class ever progress as rapidly as
those in smaller classes. Yet if we overcome our initial
fright at the idea of teaching so many students at once,
we can, with time and thought, create large classes that
will be of use to most of the students in them. When
assigned such a large class, we need first to take control
of the situation by using proper management tech-
niques that will give students a greater opportunity to
learn. Then we must use our creativity and experience
to get students involved and interested in learning. n
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The mediocre teacher tells.  

The good teacher explains.  

The superior teacher demonstrates.

The great teacher inspires.
– William Arthur Ward


