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1. Difficult (‘normal’) classroom 
circumstances



Is your teaching context 
more like this …?





Or more like one of these…?





















• ‘Teaching in low-resource classrooms’

• ‘Teaching in large classes’

• ‘Teaching in difficult circumstances’

• ‘Teaching in challenging contexts’

• Teaching in public education systems in  relatively 
low-income countries

= Teaching in normal circumstances for many (the 
majority of) English teachers around the world



But teacher education often 
assumes this … 





2. TELCnet

Teaching English in Large Classes 
research and development network 
(2008+)



bit.ly/telcnet-

home

http://telcnet.weebly.com/


What 
challenges 

do 
teachers 
face in 
large 

classes?

http://www.publicdomainpictures.net/view-

image.php?image=7018&picture=primary-school-students

Primary School Students by Peter Griffin

http://www.publicdomainpictures.net/view-image.php?image=7018&picture=primary-school-students


1. I have too much homework to 

mark.  It is impossible to give 

effective feedback to everyone

2. Not all students participate 

due to being in a large class.

3. It is difficult to get students’ 

attention to stop them working

on a pair or group task.



4. The noise level in my class 

is too high.

5. Students in a large class 

often have mixed abilities.  It 

is difficult to cater for 

students with such different 

levels and needs.

6. It is difficult to achieve rapport 

with the students



9. It is difficult to know/use 

students’ names in a large 

class.

10. I am sometimes in despair 

at my inability to manage a 

large class.

7. Students’ individual responses 

are difficult to hear.

8. It is difficult to promote active 

learning in large classes when 

resources such as textbooks are 

limited.



• In TELCnet we want to contribute to 
in-service and pre-service teacher 
education

• Ideas based on ‘bottom-up’ research

• Building on the experiences teachers 
bring, and the experiences they can 
share – not ‘top-down training’

Ideas for teacher educators



3. Early work: Problems 
Solutions



Literature review







Stories of remarkable teachers







Kuchah



Story of Madhav Timilisina (a teacher in a 

rural Nepalese secondary school)

(written reflections elicited in TELCnet research by Prem

Phyak 2011)



“Now, I am a teacher and I have been 

teaching different subjects for more than a 

decade. I am facing similar problem as my 

teachers faced. I have to teach more than 

sixty students in the same class and I know 

that some of my friends are teaching more 

than a hundred. 



Issues of multicultural education, quality 

education, sustainable education etc. are in 

the debate and World-class education has 

been a felt need but we have crowded 

classes with lack of resources. Although I 

am not satisfied with what I have done to 

solve my problem, the steps I have taken in 

the class have at least reduced dropout and 

repetition to some degree.



Nearly four different ethnic communities are 

in the catchment area of my school. 

Students from Newari community speak 

Newari language as their first language and 

Paharis, Tamangs and Magars have their 

own language (except Paharis) and culture. 

Using some aspects of their language and 

talking about their feasts and festival in the 

class, I address their linguistic as well as 

cultural identity. 



As a result, they all feel welcome in the 

class even if it is crowded. They never feel 

that teachers do not care about them. It 

helps me make my students feel supported 

during my class. I find students working 

vigorously when I make groups mixing all 

ethnic identities. […]



A few talented students generally dominate 

the large size classes. They can help the 

teacher to teach effectively. My way of 

mobilizing them helps me. I place them in 

different benches  and assign them to help 

other weak students. Another way that I use 

is to administer Proficiency test before I start 

the course. According to the score they 

obtain, they are placed in such a way that 

the weak students will get helping hands.



It is, of course, a troublesome job for the 

teacher to have individual care in a large 

size class. A student hardly gets half a 

minute within a 40-45 minutes’ class.[…] 

It is not possible to reach to each 

individual.



To solve this problem, I just go through 

the answers of one student per bench and 

ask him to help his friends. I have found 

peer correction and self-correction 

techniques useful in such classes.

Large size class is not only a problem or 

burden of teachers but also an 

opportunity to explore new techniques 

and tools.”



Web-page of many ideas for teacher 
educators: 

warwick.ac.uk/telc/training



bit.ly/telcnet-
home

facebook.com/groups/

telcgroup/

http://telcnet.weebly.com/
facebook.com/groups/telcgroup/


4. Problems  Questions 
Solutions

• What can we do in teacher training / what can teachers do 
for themselves aside from providing/reading about success 
stories?

• Needs to take account of different contexts

• Building teachers’ confidence in their ability to find solutions

• Needs to help teachers develop agency

• Encouraging teachers to inquire



Reflection/Discussion questions about 
success stories:

Madhav Timilisina says:  ‘A few talented 
students generally dominate the large size 
classes. They can help the teacher to teach 
effectively. My way of mobilizing them helps 
me. I place them in different benches  and 
assign them to help other weak students’. 

Have you found or heard of ways to mobilize 
the stronger students to help you overcome 
problems in large classes?’



Fast forward >>>> Two recent 
publications

Kuchah, K. and Shamim, F. (eds) 2018. International 
Perspectives on Teaching English in Difficult 
Circumstances: Contexts, Challenges and Possibilities.
Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan.

Smith, R., Padwad, A. and Bullock, D. (eds.) 
2017. Teaching in Low-resource Classrooms: Voices of 
Experience. London: British Council. Accompanying video 
resource: http://www.teachingenglish.org.uk/low-
resource-classrooms

https://www.teachingenglish.org.uk/sites/teacheng/files/pub_30325_bc_teach_in_low_resource_report_a4_v4_online.pdf
http://www.teachingenglish.org.uk/low-resource-classrooms


A workshop for sharing good 
practice and developing / 
pursuing questions

Smith, R., Padwad, A. & Bullock, D. 2016. Teaching in Low-
resource Classrooms: Voices of Experience. London: British 
Council.

• - sharing success stories  

• - teachers inquiring [using other teachers as a resource]

https://www.teachingenglish.org.uk/sites/teacheng/files/pub_30325_bc_teach_in_low_resource_report_a4_v4_online.pdf




Teachers sharing stories of 
success



Starting with success: Think of 

and share a successful 

teaching/learning experience in 

your recent experience? What 

made it successful / how could 

you reproduce this success? 

Building on success











https://www.teachingenglish.org.uk/
low-resource-classrooms

(Video)

http://www.teachingenglish.org.uk/low-resource-classrooms


bit.ly/low-resource-classrooms (book)

https://www.teachingenglish.org.uk/sites/teacheng/files/pub_30325_bc_teach_in_low_resource_report_a4_v4_online.pdf


Questions for discussion re. 
Fehmina Qaiser’s success story

• Q1: Fehmina created simple 
resources from recycled 
materials. Have you ever 
thought about using recycled 
and natural materials to make 
resources? What materials 
could you make and how could 
you use them?

• Q2: Do you have very poor and 
disadvantaged students in your 
classes? How do their needs 
differ? What additional 
support do they need to keep 
them motivated and help them 
achieve?



Teachers inquiring / using one 
another as resource



Problems



Turning problems into ‘How can 
I…?’ questions

Teachers can assume agency by converting 
problems into questions – firstly, ‘How can I …?’ 
questions which can lead to advice-seeking 
within local communities of practice



Turning problems into ‘How can 
I…?’ questions

I have too much homework 

to mark.  It is impossible to 

give  effective feedback to 

everyone.

How can I provide feedback 

to students? What are the 

different forms of feedback 

can I use?

Not all students participate 

due to being in a large 

class.

How can I design activities 

or group work so all 

students participate?

It is difficult to get students’ 

attention to stop them working 

on a pair or group task.

How can I attract students’ 

attention during activities?

It is difficult to promote active 

learning in large classes when 

resources such as textbooks, 

flash cards are limited.

How can I help students to be 

active in their learning without 

using resources? What does it 

mean to be engaged in active 

learning?



Narrowing down to one main topic 
and seeking answers to questions 

from colleagues



Sharing findings

http://www.teachingenglish.org.uk/article/how-handle-multiple-classes-one-room


https://www.teachingenglish.org.uk/
low-resource-classrooms

(Video)

https://www.teachingenglish.org.uk/%20low-resource-classrooms


bit.ly/low-resource-classrooms

https://www.teachingenglish.org.uk/sites/teacheng/files/pub_30325_bc_teach_in_low_resource_report_a4_v4_online.pdf


Teachers inquiring in their 
classrooms



Teaches tried out ideas gathered from 
colleagues and evaluated the results (a 
kind of ‘action research’)

bit.ly/low-resource-classrooms

https://www.teachingenglish.org.uk/sites/teacheng/files/pub_30325_bc_teach_in_low_resource_report_a4_v4_online.pdf




‘Teacher-research’ = 

• ‘research initiated and carried out by 
teachers into issues of importance to them in 
their own work’  

• ‘research done by teachers into issues which 
concern them’

• ‘Addressing questions that arise from your 
practice by gathering data, analysing it, and 
sharing what you find’









From ‘How can I …?’ to exploratory
questions

Exploratory questions which, when pursued, can 
be particularly generative of transformative 
insights. 





bit.ly/champion-teachers bit.ly/handbook-EAR

https://englishagenda.britishcouncil.org/sites/default/files/attachments/british_council_champion_teachers_1.pdf
https://www.teachingenglish.org.uk/sites/teacheng/files/pub_30510_BC Explore Actions Handbook ONLINE AW.pdf


Examples of exploratory action research from India 

and Nepal (not covered in the webinar)











‘Research questions’

• What particular difficulties do I have in the 
class?

• What causes the disturbance in the 
classroom?

‘Research methods’

• Observation

• ‘Self-observation’ (taking notes)
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www.warwick.ac.uk/trdc

warwick.ac.uk/fac/soc/al/people/smith/smith_r
/

Email: R.C.Smith@warwick.ac.uk

http://www.warwick.ac.uk/trdc
https://warwick.ac.uk/fac/soc/al/people/smith/smith_r/
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