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Although getting student feedback on courses via question-
naires has been practiced for a long time, empirical studies on
the topic are not substantial enough, nor are alternatives ad-
equately considered. This study introduces and evaluates an
alternative qualitative instrument known as narrative frames,
which uses prompts to stimulate written feedback. In order
to investigate its feasibility, | collected data from 26 Japanese
university students in an English Teaching Methods course.
Findings suggest that these narrative frames served as a use-
ful tool for eliciting the students’ experiences in the course,
their impressions of it, and its impact on them. These findings
led me, as the instructor of the course, to be able to critically
reflect on its content. Pedagogical and research implications
for the future use of narrative frames are provided.
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the end of the semester on classes for assess-

ing teaching quality is now well established
and carried out in higher education throughout
the world, including in Japan (Freeman & Dobbins,
2013; Mori & Tanabe, 2011). Millions of university
students are asked to rate their level of satisfaction
regarding their teachers and courses by completing
questionnaires, often consisting of Likert-scales and
open-ended questions. Student feedback is believed
to provide an understanding of the strengths and
weaknesses in the course, which can then be used
by the instructor to improve its quality and delivery,
and by the institution as proof of teaching effec-
tiveness for both internal and external stakeholders
(Kember, Leung, & Kwan, 2002). Although there have
been several positive findings on the use of standard
quantitative questionnaires made by university
administrators, critics doubt whether they can reflect
the complexity of human experience or be reliable in
their assessment of modern forms of teaching (e.g.,

T he practice of obtaining student feedback at

student-centered lessons) (Braga, Paccagnella, & Pel-
lizzari, 2014; Kember, Leung, & Kwan, 2002). As such,
this study offers an alternative instrument for course
evaluation, known as narrative frames. They differ
from formal questionnaires in that they are neither
quantitative nor completely open-ended, and include
contextualized prompts. This study is significant

for two reasons. First, it introduces and evaluates
narrative frames for course evaluations and, second,
it presents empirical research on the topic of student
feedback on teaching, which has been surprisingly
understudied in the field of ELT.
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Narrative Frames

Narrative inquiry has become a vital tool for aca-
demic research on language teaching and learning.
One of its research instruments is narrative frames.
These are sets of written story templates, consisting
of sentence starters followed by blank spaces and
conjunctions, that prompt participants to write
down their ideas in a narrative form (Barkhuizen,
2014).

Since the development of narrative frames by
Barkhuizen and Wette (2008), numerous re-
searchers have used them in a variety of ways to
investigate a range of topics in different contexts.
Barkhuizen (2014) reviewed these and reported
that narrative frames had been used to explore the
experiences of language teachers in China (Barkhu-
izen, 2009; Wette & Barkhuizen, 2009; Xu, 2014), in
Vietnam (Barnard & Nguyen, 2010), and in the UK
and Australia (Shelly, Murphy, & White, 2013). They
have also been used with language learner (Hirat-
suka, 2014; Swenson & Visgatis, 2011), and trainee
seamen in Kiribati (Macalister, 2012). More recently,
Hiratsuka (2016) made use of the instrument for
a needs analysis in his Media English course at a
Japanese university. The narrative frames collected
from 20 Japanese students made him aware of the
students’ expectations of him and the course, as
well as their intentions during the course. In South
Korea, Moodie’s (20106) research investigated how
the prior language learning experiences of language
teachers impacted their current teaching beliefs
and practices. The narrative frames gathered from
18 South Korean language teachers revealed the in-
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fluence of prior language learning on their teaching
as either having no impact or compelling them to
be determined to differ from their own language
teachers. Mehrani (2017) included narrative frames
in his study with Iranian teachers. The narrative
frames facilitated his ability to identify pedagogical
concerns of 68 teacher-participants and detect the
challenges and opportunities they encountered
while conducting action research.

As seen here, many studies have employed narra-
tive frames. However, no study has examined their
use as a course evaluation instrument. To fill the
gap in the literature, this study deals with the find-
ings of the following question: What is the effec-
tiveness of narrative frames as a course evaluation
instrument in an English Teaching Methods course
at a Japanese university?

Methodology

The context was an English Teaching Methods
course at a national university in southern Japan.
The course was taught by me and was a prerequisite
for receiving an English teaching license for sec-
ondary schools. The purpose of the course was to
enable the students to learn about different English
teaching methods through analyzing class activ-
ities and evaluating the effects of them on Japa-
nese learners of English. A total of 28 second and
third-year university students took the course. At
the end of the course, | invited students to complete
narrative frames anonymously, emphasizing that
their participation and written content would not
affect their grades. Twenty-six students volunteered
to participate and composed narrative frames
within one hour. The frames were designed by me
based on the literature of previous studies. My aim
was to design an instrument that could elicit the
students’ feelings and thoughts about the course as
well as possible differences between the course and
other courses (see Appendix). 1 decided to ask the
students to complete two frames (one in English
and the other in Japanese) although the contents
were the same. 1 did this for two reasons. First, 1
expected that writing in English would give them

a meaningful opportunity to use English and thus
serve as a nice way to conclude the course. Sec-
ond, 1 anticipated that the students would feel less
threatened writing in Japanese when engaging in an
unfamiliar task (see Hiratsuka, 2014). Understand-
ably, the students wrote richer descriptions in their
Japanese frames than they did in English; therefore,
the Japanese data were the focus of this study.

In analyzing the data, I first translated from
Japanese to English while making every effort to
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maintain the original meaning of the participants’
responses. 1 then read each of the narrative frames
in completion and, during my second reading, took
analytic memos. Afterward, 1 uploaded the data into
the qualitative analysis software, NVivo 11, which
sorted each of the 24 response spaces (see Appen-
dix). In order to find convergences and divergences
between the participants, | conducted a qualitative

content analysis of the data (Bogdan & Biklen,
2007). From this iterative analytic procedure, two
interrelated categories emerged. They were (a) stu-
dents’ impressions of the course, and (b) impacts of
the course on students.

Findings

Students’ Impressions of the Course
Table 1. Students’ Impressions of the Course (n = 26)

Themes Details of themes Frequency
Employing Conversation oppor- 7
unique teach- tunities
ing styles Student-centered 6
Flexible 4
English as a medium 4
of instruction (EMI)
Total (21)
Getting access Stories told by the 10
to personal teacher
stories Stories told by the 3
classmates
Total (13)
Providing English teaching 6
knowledge methods
English 5
Total (11)
Lacking Theories described in 6
explanations  the textbook
about theories Tgtg] (6)
Lacking the Disconnection be- 3
connection tween theories and
between practices
theoriesand  Tytg] (3)
practices

Note. Any one response could contain more than one
detail, so the total of frequencies do not add up to 26.

As indicated in Table 1, the most common re-

sponse was to the unique teaching styles that were
introduced in the course (21 references). Some stu-

| 4

THE LANGUAGE TEACHER Online e http://jalt-publications.org/tlt



dents noted that the course brought about “plenty
of conversation and discussion opportunities,” and
therefore the students felt that they “could fully
communicate with all the people in the room” (sev-
en references). Similarly, the course was reported by
six students to be student-centered, as one wrote:
“The focus of the course was on the autonomy

of the students.” Another affirmed by saying: “In
comparison to other courses, the style of the course
was different because it was not the teacher who ex-
plained and provided opinions about the textbook
but it was us, the students.” Flexibility received

four mentions as one essential characteristic of the
course. For instance, one student said: “My teacher
was flexible. Depending on the students’ responses
and behaviors in class, the course changed its paths
several times.” Those who were used to taking
lessons where teachers rigidly followed the lesson
plans and textbook were pleasantly surprised: “The
course did not feel like a ‘class.’ It was inspirational
because we were given freedom and independence.”
Four students remarked that the English was used
as the only medium of instruction. One student
commented: “The course was organized in a way
that encouraged us to listen to others and partici-
pate in activities by only using English. I felt like ‘I
am learning!” Another recollected: “The teacher
successfully created an active English-only atmo-
sphere in the classes.”

Students made 13 references to personal stories
told during the course (10 referred to teacher stories
and three to classmate stories). Typical responses
included: “The course was filled with the personal
experiences of the teacher as a former high school
English teacher and when he went to Canada”
and “The comments made by the classmates were
interesting. At first sight, what they were saying
seemed to be the same, but each one of them had
different reasons for and particular stories behind
their ideas.” It was clear that the personal stories
told by both the teacher and classmates, be they
about language teaching/learning or a study abroad
experience, played an important role in getting the
students to become enlightened and relate to the
teacher and other classmates in a meaningful way.
This suggests that stories may be an effective peda-
gogical strategy in the classroom. Considering that
the aims of the course were to enable the students
to acquire a basic understanding of English lan-
guage teaching methods and to engage successfully
in discussions in English, it was encouraging to see
that several participants felt that they had achieved
these aims (11 references). Despite these positive
comments, some noted that the course lacked ade-
quate explanations on educational theories (six ref-
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erences), or thought that it was disconnected from
teaching practices at schools (three references).

)

Impacts of the Course on Students
Table 2. Impacts of the Course on Students (n = 26)

Themes Details of themes Frequency
Motivating  Use English more 8
the students gty dy English harder 7
Hold opinions and 3
thoughts in English
more _-—
Learn more about En- 3
glish teaching methods JL>
Become better at teach- 3 0
ing English 3
Total (24) 5
Bringing Understand and become 9 @
people closer to the classmates
together Understand and become 2 — <
closer to the teacher
Total 11) S
Promoting  Asalearner 3 o
self-reflec- A an individual 2 8
tion
Total ®) 8
N
Losing con-  Face the reality of one’s 1
fidence low English abilities
Total @

Note. Any one response could contain more than one
detail, so the total of frequencies do not add up to 26.

The second category concerns the impacts the
course had on the students. Table 2 illustrates that
the majority of the students found the course to be
motivating for them (24 references). Some referred
to the use and learning of English as follows: “The
course improved my English. It also made me want
to study English more;” “The course gave me courage
to speak English. And I kept being motivated to
study English after class every week.” Presumably,
the students became motivated to learn and speak
English more as a result of participating in numerous
discussions in English and listening for many hours
to the teacher and classmates speaking in English
(see Table 1). Other reasons related to higher motiva-
tion towards English language teaching (three refer-
ences) and their dreams to be English teachers (three
references). Again, given that one primary goal of the
course was to understand basic theories regarding
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English language teaching, it was unsurprising that
at least some students became more determined to
be an English teacher than they were before.

The course also helped to bring everyone together
(11 references). One student stated: “I could get to
know about my classmates a lot more through the
conversational activities. 1 became closer to them.”
Talking with classmates and the teacher, as well as
working cooperatively on activities, seemed to have
created collegial relationships among them. This
was a beneficial outcome of the course for the stu-
dents, especially because they, as a group of pre-ser-
vice English teachers at the university, will continue
together on their journey towards graduation and
perhaps even maintain this association beyond.

Five students referred to increased self-reflec-
tion due to the course. This led them to regret not
preparing for the course more, speaking up in class
more, or being more diligent. Two others men-
tioned confronting themselves and thinking about
their lives in a serious way. For example, one wrote:
“In fact 1learned in this course that it is important
to think about and prepare for the future and figure
out what needs to be done while we are university
students.” And there was one reference in which a
student confessed losing confidence through the
course because of his/her own low English ability.
This positive and negative feedback motivated me
to create and deliver better lessons in the future.

Discussion

Undoubtedly, I am heartened that the students
responded to the course positively due to its un-
familiar teaching styles, which were reported as
being different from those in other courses they
had taken; its access to personal stories, which
proved to be a worthwhile pedagogic strategy in
this study; and its content, which was well aligned
to the course goals. The narrative frames provided
me with this invaluable student feedback, one filled
with nuanced and enriched responses, which might
have been impossible to get from standard quanti-
tative questionnaires often produced and adminis-
tered by institutions. The narrative frames offered
the students guidance in the structure and content
of what should be written and to some extent
limited the responses to those 1 wanted (Barkhu-
izen, 2011, 2014; Barkhuizen & Wette, 2008). The
frames helped the students to make sense of their
experiences in the course and those they imagined
experiencing after the course in an effective way.
They thus facilitated the quality of their reflection
and increased the reliability of the information
upon which to evaluate the course.
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Additionally, thanks to the student feedback and
my further understanding about the students and
the course, 1 was able to engage in critical reflection
on my teaching and the students’ learning, particu-
larly with respect to the EMI approach, a need for a
stronger link between theory and practice, and the
advantages of communicative teaching and learning
methods.

Conclusion

In this article, 1 have reported on the feasibility of
narrative frames as a course evaluation instrument.
Findings suggest that the frames helped the stu-
dents to write about their impressions of the course
and its impact on them. The rich data assisted me
to successfully reflect on the content of the course.

Based on this study, 1 put forward three pedagog-
ical and research implications. First, the repeated
use of narrative frames for formative evaluation
throughout the semester, rather than only once as
in the case of this study, might encourage teachers
to make changes while classes are in session. With
repetition, students would become accustomed to
completing the frames, thereby perhaps increas-
ing quality and quantity of their opinions in both
Japanese and English. It might also be helpful for
teachers to ask students, if permitted, to fill out
narrative frames a few weeks after the course is over
because, at that point, (a) they can present their
opinions with less inhibition as the teacher is no
longer their instructor, and (b) they might be more
aware of the impacts of the course on their learning
and lives. Second, the students in this study could
provide more explicit and precise recounts of their
experiences in Japanese. | therefore recommend
that participants write narrative frames in their first
language, when used as a course evaluation instru-
ment, in order to achieve its central purpose, rather
than they write them only in English, as in Hirat-
suka (2010). Finally, narrative frames can be com-
bined with other research methods (e.g., classroom
observation, focus group discussion, and question-
naires) throughout the semester to gain triangulat-
ed and more robust data to inform the creation and
delivery of better classroom experiences for all. This
could be done as action research (Burns, 2005) at
local schools.

The use of narrative frames as a course evaluation
instrument can promote worthwhile feedback and
discussion on the often uncritically examined prac-
tice of course evaluations. Since the findings and
discussion presented here were based on just one
particular course in one university, I invite others
to support or challenge my assumptions, share and

6 THE LANGUAGE TEACHER Online e http://jalt-publications.org/tlt



review the data, and explore new insights in order
for the instrument to be of maximum benefit.
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Appendix

Narrative Frames (responses for each space were
written on a separate paper)

| took this course because.

| expected this course to be (2) and (3) because (4).

I imagined that | could learn from this course (5) and (6).

(Indeed / In fact) | learned in this course that (7).

| (was excited / became interested / got curious) during the
course when (8).

On the other hand, | was (bored / became indifferent / got
disappointed) when (9).

In the course, | remember my teacher (10). For me, it was
(11) because (12).

| also remember my classmates (13). | thought it was (14)
because (15).

At the same time, | remember that | (16). It was (17) because

(18).

Now thinking back, | wish my teacher (19) and (20).

| also wish my classmates (21) and at the same time, | wish |
myself (22) during the course.

In comparison to (other teachers/ classmates in other cours-
es / other courses), (23).

Overall, this course was (24).

Finally, I would like to say that (25). This is the end of my
story.

)
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