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Abstract. This exploratory study is aimed to investigate learners’ insights on the suitability of mass lec-

ture and its reasons based on genders’ experience. Having to cope with many students, many universities

have been practicing mass lecture with no limitation to any particular 􀅭ield of studies (Bowman and Mete,

2014). In ESL classrooms, the mass lecture has become more common as one of the possible solutions for

the shortage of workforce or English language teachers and lecturers, including in Malaysia. However, the

students’ experience in mass lectures in learning the second language may vary due to the gender differ-

ences in language learning. In this quantitative study, a set of questionnaireswas used as the instrument for

data collection. The sample of this study was a total of 206 students from a local university. Signi􀅭icantly, it

was found that mass lecture in language learning is perceived suitable by both male and female students.

Nevertheless, there is a difference in the views of male and female students regarding learning speaking in

mass lectures.

©2017 The Author. Published by TAF Publishing.

INTRODUCTION

Since learning language has been recognized to be an essential part in life, most univer-

sities from all around the world are making it compulsory for the students to enroll in

English language classroom. The phenomenon is very apparent here in Malaysia where it

is compulsory for public university students to pass the Malaysian University English Test

(MUET) with Band 3 in order to further their degree.

Though English language portrays enormous magnitude in life, there are still some is-

sues emerging during the process of learning it particularly at tertiary level (Trang et al.,

2012). One of them is the shortage of manpower or English language teachers and lectur-

ers in Malaysia. Thus, one of the possible solutions to this particular problem is by using

mass lecture in teaching English.

Increasing class size in a learning setting has been debated and analyzed for several

decades (Jenkins, 2014). The premise seems logical with the increasing issues like limited

manpower to teach especially in language teaching. With the growing number of students’

enrolment in every semester, most universities have tried to opt for using big classroom

size or mass lecture particularly in tertiary level. It is perhaps one of the best options as

it would de􀅭initely not only solve the problem but at the same time reduce the cost as put

forward by Rios (1998) and Hui and David (2008).
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The issue of class size to determine the effectiveness of learning has become a widely

discussed issue in the community of language learning particularly. It will then make it

easier for the institution itself to focus on students’ performance when some tests or eval-

uations are conducted at the same class. However, Chingos and Matthew (2011) mention

that bigger classroom size comes with its own hiccups. Among them are students’ perfor-

mance and ample feedback to students. Some might have dif􀅭iculties in terms of feedback

and attention given by the lecturers. Slater et al. (2007) state that gender too plays an im-

portant role in determiningwhether the teaching and learning has successfully happened.

Since male and female have different ways of learning, it too might become a factor to de-

termine whether conducting language learning in mass lecture setting is a success or a

failure.

Thus, this paper is aimed to investigate the suitability ofmass lecture in language learn-

ing by looking at gender differences and experience in learning. The research question of

this paper is:

RQ1: Is mass lecture suitable to be conducted for English language classes based on gen-

der?

LITERATURE REVIEW

Class size

Large class ormore commonlyknownasmass lecture is becomingauniversal phenomenon

in most universities as it is, more often than not, employed for content-based subjects or

theory-based subjects. However, in certain universities, due to some reasons especially

shortage of manpower and for the sake of cost effectiveness (Hui and David, 2008), this

mode of teaching is also widely practiced for skill-based subjects like language class.

The de􀅭inition of large class varies from context to context, teacher to teacher and uni-

versity to university (Hayes, 1997; Thaher, 2005). Some educators may agree that having

more than 50 students in a language class is considered to be ‘large class’ already while

some may disagree. In this present study, the large class referred to is a class in which

there are 60 or more students, thus entitled to also be referred to as ‘mass lecture’ due to

the large number of students.

From time to time, there has been a lot of research and continuous debate over the is-

sue of class size for an effective language learning to take place. According to Izzo (1981),

class size is a signi􀅭icant physical factor in language learning as it in􀅭luences the choice of

method and reduces the amount of individual attention that a teacher can give to each stu-

dent. She found that small class is more preferable for language learning and correlated

signi􀅭icantly with language achievement. This 􀅭inding is supported by Sabander (1989)

who studied English language learning in large classes at the universities in Indonesia.

Bennet (1996) and Hargreaves (1997) also put forward that most parents and teachers

favour smaller classes as they claimed larger classes would negatively affect many aspects

of learning especially attitudes, interest, time for individual attention and teacher-student

relationship. Nevertheless, there has been very few research conducted to gauge the stu-

dents’ experience or perspective regarding class size. The closest would be Thaher (2005)

who investigated the effects of large class on EFL students at a local university in Pales-

tine. Among the 􀅭indings is there are no signi􀅭icant differences for students’ gender, level

of study, college, and placement testmarks across the three domains namely instructional,

psychological and social effects. In the study, the sample were 230 􀅭irst, second, third and

fourth year studentswhowere learningEnglish as a university requirement. However, this

present study only focuses on gender in investigating the differences that the studentsmay

have experienced.
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Arguments for and Against Large Class

Studies have been conducted to investigate the positive relationship between large class

students’ achievement and anumber of themrefutes the claimof “smaller is better” (Blake,

1954; Fleming, 1959; Sitkei, 1968). For example, according to Hanushek (1998), it was

found that there is no signi􀅭icant relationship between class size and achievement and

students’ achievement is not in􀅭luenced by class size alone.

In terms of the teaching and learning process, studies suggest that a large class size

does not necessarily cause dif􀅭iculties for educators and learners. This is because most

lecturers are able to achieve positive learning outcome regardless of class size by using

effective teaching methods (Wößmann and Martin, 2002).

Conversely, there have beenargumentsmadeagainst large classwhich commonly come

from ESL/EFL practitioners or educators as they are the people who have to deal with

managing the class on everyday basis. Upon reviewing the literature, although small class

size does not directly in􀅭luence students’ achievement, it does play a mediatory role to

the other variables that directly in􀅭luence students’ achievement. Horning (2007) posits

smaller class size bene􀅭its all parties involved in ESL writing classes namely teachers, stu-

dents and program administrators in in􀅭luencing students' success. She also cites Astin

(1993) which reports low student-faculty ratio has a positive impact on students' satis-

factionwith regards to teacher-student relationship, quality of teaching, and students' ex-

perience in general.

National Council of Teachers of English inUSA is also among theproponents for smaller

class size. The council argued that teaching in small class in􀅭luences students’ academic

performance, student engagement, long term success and also teacher retention. In the

case of academic performance, the council admits that the effects of class size vary across

levels. While small class can be effective in the primary level, little or no effect of it can

be observed in secondary level. However, even in secondary level, small classes do pos-

itively in􀅭luence the academic performance when the secondary students consist of stu-

dents from the minority ethnic groups or with low English language literacy.

One of the most recurring arguments made to support smaller class size seems to

revolve around small class tends to foster better teacher-student relationship (Horning,

2007; Resnick, 2003). Besides that, having smaller class allows the teacher to give special

focus to at-risk students by giving them timely feedback on their task performance (Ba-

hanshal, 2013). Students will also become more comfortable in participating in lessons.

Smaller class also makes it easier for teachers to handle students’ misbehavior (Mitchell

et al., 1989; Finn et al., 2003).

Genders and Language Learning

There are many theorists and researchers who promote the arguments on whether dif-

ferent gender affects the learning. Slater et al. (2007) state that male and female have

differences in how they learn and absorb information. This depends on their way to per-

ceive information and knowledge presented in front of them. They have found that the

use of multi-sensory modality references in learning is more preferred by female as com-

pared tomale. This can be connected to Jovanovic and Sally (1998)whomention thatmale

and female experienced language learning differently which is later supported by Hoxby

(2000) who found that peers in class affect students’ performance where females tend to

be more anxious on their peers’ feedback in class.

According to Rosenfeld and Roy (1990), different gender does not affect whether they

can communicate in class. Seiler (1996) mentions that it is a serious problem for learn-

ers who are unable to understand what others are saying and it is completely another
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problem to make others understand what they are saying. In this sense, communication

breakdown happens when no understandable messages and information are transferred

(MacIntyre and Robert, 1989). As a result, students do not gain anything from the lesson.

Seiler (1996) furthermentions that dif􀅭iculties depend on the comprehension issueswhile

communicating has nothing to do with gender.

Bracken and Michelle (1994) on the other hand claim that male students have the ten-

dency to have dif􀅭iculties than female students since female students tend to have a better

interpersonal relationship with the lecturer and teachers which can be related to feed-

backs. This relationship affects their emotions where they feel more relaxed and secured

in class. Apart from that, Gardner (1985) also proposes that females normally do better

than males in language classes due to positive attitudes they carry while learning the lan-

guage.

According to Na (2007), male students aremore strongly in􀅭luenced by classroom pro-

cedures when it involves test. In her study, she has found that female students usually

score higher than male students in English exams. Therefore, she has concluded that fe-

male students aremore con􀅭ident in their ability to learn a new language. On the contrary,

male students who have higher frequency of language learning failure are inclined to at-

tribute their bad performance in English classes to their low ability. As a result, they are

more anxious when it comes to English language subject.

Nevertheless, there are other studies that contradict with the theory by Rosenfeld and

Roy (1990). Wicks-Nelson and Allen (2006), for instance, claim that researchers have

found that naturally, females do feel more anxious than males. This is due to many fac-

tors such as con􀅭idence, security, and superiority. Under certain circumstances, female

tends to feel easily vulnerable and therefore leads to the feeling of anxiousness and worry

while male on the other hand does obtain more self-control and ability to detach them-

selves from unpleasant feelings.

Additionally, a study conducted by Mejias et al. (1991) on the oral communication ap-

prehension among Mexican American students in Texas found that Mexican American fe-

males in their study consistently produced higher communication score than the Mexican

American males. This is similar to the desire of ‘performing masculinity’ as suggested by

Coates (2004:138). However, female students too becomemore anxiouswhenever they do

not understand the instructions given by instructor in class. Similarly, according to Coates

(2004), female students have the needs to perform femininity in front of others especially

the male students.

In spite of many studies related to gender differences in language learning and the ar-

guments on class size made earlier, there is lack of research being done to explore the stu-

dents’ experience in learning language, particularly in a large class, since most of the pre-

vious studies centered on the language instructors’ views or the students’ performance.

Therefore, this study seeks to investigate the suitability of mass lecture for English lan-

guage classes according to gender.

METHODOLOGY

Respondents

The respondents of this study are 206 (48males and 158 females) ESL tertiary-level learn-

erswhoenrolled inmass lectureEnglish classes inoneof thepublic universities inMalaysia.

Theywere semester one students with age range of 18-19 years old from various faculties

such as Faculty of Accountancy, Faculty of Computer Science andMathematics and Faculty

of Applied Science. It is compulsory for all the learners to enroll in the English classes for

the 􀅭irst three semesters in order to ful􀅭ill the university course requirement.
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Instrument/Data Analysis

Aquantitativemethodwas employed in order to acquire an insight into the learners’ views

based on gender whether a mass lecture setting is suitable for learning second language.

This exploratory study also investigates their reasons about the suitability of learning En-

glish in mass lecture based on their experience. The instrument used to collect the data

was a questionnaire. Reliability check was done and the result of the Cronbach’s alpha for

the questionnaire used for this study is 0.779 which shows that the internal consistency

is acceptable.

The questionnaire consists of two different sections which are Section A for Personal

details and Section B for the suitability of mass lecture items. Respondents were required

to respond to 11 items based on their experience in learning English language inmass lec-

ture setting. Five-point Likert Scale from ‘Strongly disagree’ (1), ‘Disagree’ (2), ‘Uncertain’

(3), ‘Agree’ (4) and ‘Strongly Agree’ (5) was utilized respectively. The data in this study

is analyzed using Statistical Package for Social Science (SPSS) software version 20.0 for

percentages and mean values which range from 1.00–3.00 (Low) and 3.01–5.00 (High).

FINDINGS

Based on the analysis of the data, majority of both male and female learners in this ex-

ploratory study believed that mass lecture classes that they have attended throughout 14

weeks of the semester worked for learning English.

According to their experience, among the reasons why the learners from different gen-

der feel thatmass lecture setting isworkable for learning English are depicted in the tables

below.

TABLE 1 . Environment in learning English in mass lecture setting based on gender

No Item Male (mean) Level Female (mean) Level

1 The place used for mass lecture is

suitable.

4.06 High 3.63 High

9. I am comfortable learning inmass

lecture setting

3.71 High 3.41 High

TABLE 2 . Feedback and attention received in mass lecture setting based on gender

No Item Male (mean) Level Female (mean) Level

2. The lesson is conducted clearly 3.71 High 3.71 High

3. I get enough attention during

mass lecture

3.40 High 3.23 High

8. I received feedback on my assign-

ments on time

3.81 High 3.61 High

From the 􀅭indings in Table 1, it is found that male and female learners believed that

the place used for mass lecture is suitable (male = 4.06, female = 3.63) thus it makes them

comfortable learning in mass lecture setting (male = 3.71, female = 3.41).

Not only that, based on Table 2, the other reasons that allow them to have good expe-

rience during mass lecture are because the lesson is conducted clearly with the m = 3.71

for both genders and they get enough attention during mass lecture (male = 3.40, female

= 3.23). Apart from that, both genders received feedback from their lecturer on time de-

spite of the large class setting with the mean values of 3.81 for male and 3.61 for female.

Based on Table 3, for English skills, male and female learners believed that they are able
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to understand listening (male = 3.79, female = 3.66), reading (male = 3.92, female = 3.84)

and writing (male = 3.67, female = 3.61) components very well when learning through

mass lecture. However, for speaking component,male learners have thehighermeanvalue

which is 3.02 whereby for female learners, the mean is low which is 2.70.

TABLE 3 . Suitability of learning English components in mass lecture setting based on gender

No Item Male (mean) Level Female (mean) Level

4. I amable to understand the listen-

ing component well.

3.79 High 3.66 High

5. I am able to understand the

speaking component well.

3.02 High 2.70 Low

6. I am able to understand writing

component well

3.67 High 3.61 High

7. I am able to understand reading

component well

3.92 High 3.84 High

DISCUSSION

This study aims to investigate the learner’s insights on the suitability of mass lecture and

its reasons based on genders’ experience. The result of this study found that both genders

perceive that learning English in mass lecture is suitable. It is found that both male and

female students equally agree that the classroom and the facilities provided by the insti-

tution are suitable to conduct language learning class in mass lecture. As mentioned by

Chingos andWhitehurst (2011), physical setting of the classroom needs to be considered

when conducting classes in mass lectures. This 􀅭inding also concurs with Maslow’s hier-

archy of needs (Maslow, 1954)which also states that physiological needsmust be ful􀅭illed

before self-actualization can be achieved (Santrock, 2008).

Other than that, this study indicates both genders agree that they got enough attention

during mass lecture. Learning English language in mass lecture setting might be suitable

since both genders agree that the lessons have been conducted clearly despite of the large

number of students. This proves thatmass lecture is suitable to be conducted for language

learning among the tertiary students even though only one instructor is accountable for

many students (Hui and Davis, 2008).

This might be due to the factor of the experienced lecturers who are able to create a

non-threatening environment through using good teaching strategieswhich allow the lec-

turers to give ample attention to each student even though the class is conducted in amass.

This is supported by Von Worde (2003) and Levine (2003) who found that applying ap-

propriate strategies and techniques from the lecturer’s part helps in creating a conducive

learning environment.

This 􀅭inding also concurs with Wößmann and Martin (2002) that mention by using

proper teaching techniques and strategies, experienced teachers can overcome the obsta-

cles when teaching large class. This 􀅭inding therefore disproved the claim by Izzo (1981),

Bennet (1996) andHargreaves (1997) that large class as inmass lecture limits the amount

of individual attention that a teacher can give to each student.

On theother hand, conductingmass lecture to language learners presents nodifference

in feedback according to both genders. This shows that bothmale and female students ob-

tained feedback of their task performance despite being in a large class. Therefore, this

􀅭inding differs from common notion put forth by researchers such as Bahanshal (2013)

that smaller class size makes it easier for the instructors to provide timely feedback to
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their students.

Both genders believe that the mass lecture classes they have attended work for learn-

ing language even though Schmucker (2015) claims that in general, mass lecture does not

workwell in learning process. However, same result is found in a study conducted by Tha-

her (2005) that there are no signi􀅭icant differences between students’ experience based

on gender regarding learning second language in a large class. On the other hand, Slater

et al. (2007) mentioned that genders play a vital role in determining whether the learn-

ing has successfully happened in language classroom. This is referred to as the fact that

male and female students have variety of learning preferences that might be subjected to

determining the success or the failure of the learning process itself.

On the other hand, one difference that can be found on the experience in mass lecture

based on gender is speaking. Male students report that they can understand the lecture

while female students say that they have dif􀅭iculties when speaking is taught in mass lec-

ture. This is supported by Wicks-Nelson and Allen (2006) who propose that females feel

more anxious than males due to several factors such as con􀅭idence, security and supe-

riority. Females might feel more anxious when it comes to speaking since it might ex-

pose their mistakes in front of others. Coates (2004) believes that females naturally are

more concerned about ‘maintaining faces’ in front of others especiallymale students. Male

students, on the other hand, obtain more self-control and are able to detach themselves

fromunpleasant feelings. Nevertheless, this 􀅭inding contradictswithBrackenandMichelle

(1994)who statemale students aremore likely to encounter language learning dif􀅭iculties

compared to females due to lack of interpersonal relationship between them and their in-

structors. Gardner (1985), meanwhile, reports females tend to performbetter due to their

positive attitudes towards language learning.

CONCLUSION

The execution of mass lecture in English language learning might be one of the solutions

when it comes to recurring problemofmanpower shortage as it has been practicedwidely.

Still, this issue needs to be addressed and considered thoroughly since the large number of

students in the large class are of different gender who might have differences in learning

language. The study has found that there is not much of difference between male and fe-

male students in learning language inmass lecture setting asmajority of themhave a good

experience. Aspects like environment, attention and feedback receive positive responses

whereas speaking skill receives negative responses compared to the other skills.

Based on the 􀅭indings, it can be concluded that mass lecture is possibly suitable to be

conducted for English language classes at tertiary level regardless of the students’ gen-

der but it requires more consideration if mass lecture is to be implemented for teaching

speaking skill. Still, certain caveats need to be addressed before conducting mass lecture

such as providing comfortable environment, giving ample attention and providing timely

feedback. As such, the lecturer assigned to conduct mass lecture must be skillful in han-

dling such challenges. Therefore, it is suggested that lecturers who teach in mass lecture

must be kept abreast with the current teaching techniques, theories and approaches to

language teaching by joining workshops and trainings.

transitional provisions;

LIMITATIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS

There are some limitations in the study which must be addressed in future. This study

has left some unanswered questions. For instance, males report being able to understand

speaking component when taught inmass lectures, it should be noted that themean score
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is signi􀅭icantly lowerwhen compared to other language skills. Therefore, this 􀅭indingques-

tionsuswhether it is really suitable for speaking tobe taught inmass lectures. Hence,more

research inn this regard is required in future.
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