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ORIGINAL ARTICLE

Identification of the reasons behind students' lack of
participation in classroom activities using a Delphi technique

Background: Participation is considered as a pivotal concept in
understanding classroom instruction and development of critical
thinking skills that are necessary for students. Students who actively
participate in classroom settings will perform more efficiently than
those who do not. Therefore, it is important to establish a consensus
about the underlying reasons for students' lack of participation in
classroom activities as interpreted by faculty members.

Methods: A Delphi technique was used in three rounds to obtain
the viewpoints of faculty members of Kerman University of Medical
Sciences (KMU) concerning students’ lack of participation in class
activities in 2014. A total of 13 expert panelists from diverse
disciplines were invited to the study using purposive sampling.
Content analysis ensured consensus on the identified reasons.
Results: In the first round, 78 reasons were identified by the panelists.
After removing duplicates and similarities 52 reasons were obtained
and categorized into 14 condensed units. In the second round,
preliminary consensus was obtained and the included 14 factors were
scored on a Likert scale from 1 to 5 to rank the orders. In the third round,
final consensus was granted from all participants. Data were analyzed
using content analysis and by obtaining the sum of answers, seven
factors were highlighted as the most important reasons. These included
factors related to motivation (4.80), grading system (4.72), meaningful
teaching (4.50), major influence (4.27), peers influence (4.13),
challenging assignment (4.03), and environmental influence (4.00).
Conclusion: Students' learning to a large extent is dependent
upon their participation in the classroom. The identification of the
reasons concerning students’ lack of participation in this study may
help teachers arrange an environment to enrich dynamic learning
for every learner to enthusiastically take part in classroom activities.
Keywords: Class participation; Teaching; Learning; Delphi technique
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Students' lack of participation in classroom activities

INTRODUCTION

One of the most pivotal factors in education is the teaching-
learning process. The teaching-learning process is the main
pattern for both teachers and learners to accomplish specific
goals. Evidence highlights that the success of this process
requires using some methods that involve students as much
as possible in the classroom learning environment and this
inclusive participation is one of the main active learning
strategies (1).

Participation in class activities facilitates learning and offers
students and teachers enormous advantages. Concerning
students, participation gives rooms to them, so that they can
find opportunities to learn and practice new knowledge. In
addition, students can explain their reasoning and examine
their thinking processes. By the same token, teachers can
identify learning problems and evaluate progression of
students. In a similar vein, it provides opportunities for
teachers to consider cognitive and affective supports for
students’ understanding (2).

Students’ participation in classroom activities is very
important in order to learn and develop critical thinking
skills (3). Applying teaching methods with the active
participation is one of the effective methods to motivate
students and increase their level of learning. This will also
turn students from passive learners to active learners in the
classroom environment (4,5). The results of several studies
showed that those learners who actively participate in
classroom activities, have a better performance compared to
passive learners (3,6,7). Studies also showed that several
factors such as learning environment, teacher-student
relationship and sense of belonging to the university would
have an influence on learners' motivation (8). Also, active
classroom participation plays an important role in the
success of education and students’ personal development in
the future (9). Different studies have been conducted to
highlight the factors influencing students' participation in
classroom, proposing age (10), gender (11), students'
willingness to talk (12), and course level (13) as identified
issues. Hosseinzadeh et al. conducted a review article
entitled “students’ participation in teaching and its
improvement methods” and their findings highlighted the
advantages of students’ participation in teaching strategies to
increase students’ participation, as well as the reasons for the
lack of class participation (14). These studies have been
conducted to identify the influential factors for students'
involvement but there is no evidence on exploring the
perspective of teachers regarding students' participation
using a Delphi technique in our context.

The Delphi technique is a widely used and accepted method
for achieving consensus of opinions concerning real-world
knowledge solicited from experts within certain topic areas
(15). By using this technique, researchers can obtain a
convergence of perspectives and opinions of an often diverse
group of experts from a long distance without establishing a
face to face contact regarding a problem or a defined
difficulty (16).

As students will become the future guardians of society’s
health, thus, we decided to gain direct information on the

reasons for the lack of students' participation in classroom
activities from the standpoint of faculty members of Kerman
University of Medical Sciences using a Delphi technique. As
faculties are directly involved with students on a regular basis
in every day contacts, exploring their perspectives without
imposing preconceived tools could be more authentic and
defensible.

METHODS

The present study used a Delphi technique in a series of
sequential "rounds" in order to gather data and conduct this
research. This study pursued consensus on the reason "why
don't students participate in classroom activities?" among
selected faculty members. The Delphi process extended to
three rounds in an iterative manner; i.e. stimulus of the
second round was premised upon anonymous responses of
the first round and so on.

This qualitative study was conducted in May 2014 at Kerman
University of Medical Sciences (KMU). The present
researchers tried to include a diversity of participants from
both genders in this study. The faculty members included in
this study were from the field of medicine with experiences
of teaching, as well as non-medicine faculty members were
included to represent a wide spectrum of background for
sampling. These faculty members had the specialties
including: medical education, health management, surgery,
pediatrics, epidemiology, health policy, parasitology,
librarianship and emergency medicine. All the invited
participants had enough experience in teaching students and
were oriented concerning the topic under investigation. As
the inclusion criteria, we only included the participants who
had: a) at least 6 years of teaching experience and (b) were
medical professionals in clinical and non-clinical disciplines
from KMU, (c) full-time geography faculty members, and (d)
willingness to participate in the study. The demography of
the faculty members participated in the Delphi panel is
shown in Table 1.

Table 1. The Demography of experts participated in the
Delphi technique
No  Gender Profession Specialty
1 Male Non-medicine Medical Education
2 Female Non-medicine Health Management
3 Female Medicine Surgery
4 Female Medicine Pediatrics
5 Male Non-medicine Epidemiology
6 Female Non-medicine Health Policy
7 Male Medicine Pediatrics
8 Female Non-medicine Health Management
9 Male Non-medicine Parasitology
10  Female Non-medicine Librarianship
11 Male Medicine Surgery
12 Male Medicine Emergency
13 Female Medicine Pediatrics
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In order to gather data, an invitation was sent via e-mail as a
Blind carbon copy (Bec) to all potential members of the
panel along with the explanation of the study objectives and
their expected role. This study deliberately used Bcc in its
correspondence to avert any direct communication between
experts on the study subject and none of them were aware
about the list of participants. As the number of rounds in a
Delphi technique cannot be planned in advance, we took any
necessary number of rounds in consideration based on the
answers derived from responses and in each round all
participants were required to express their opinions and
confirm their inputs to reach an agreement.

Round 1

The first round was started with an open-ended question. It
was recommended to commence this round with open-
ended questions for motivation purposes in order to elicit
responses and let participants elaborate on the proposed
topic. This increases the richness of the data collected (16).
We asked this open-ended question as the cornerstone of
soliciting specific information from the expert panel: "why
don't students participate in classroom activities?' The
participants had the freedom to provide as many reasons as
possible upon their interest in order to gather all potential
reasons and not to miss any answers concerning the lack of
students' participation in classroom activities. In this round,
each faculty member’s responses were recorded in a
Microsoft word file. After aggregating all the responses, two
of the authors independently pursued the responses many
times to eliminate any duplicates and similarities and put the
same suggestions into one category. In case of any
disagreement concerning the obtained responses, another
member of the research team was negotiated. This gave room
to establishing a list of items and themes for lack of class
participation to be used for subsequent rounds.

Round 2

In the second round, after converting the collected
information from round 1 into a well-established format of
reasons for lack of class participation, all participants (13
experts) who responded to round 1 were contacted again.
They were provided with the results and they were asked to
review the items summarized by the researchers based on the
information provided in the first round. Accordingly, the
experts were required to express their opinions concerning
the results obtained and modified from round 1 and rank
order items for priority setting purposes. In this regard, areas
of disagreement and agreement could be identified.
Concerning the rank ordering in order to select the top
reasons for students’ lack of participation, the present
researchers asked the participants to choose a score from 1
(not very important) to 5 (very important) for each reason.
The sum of votes was calculated and the most important
reasons were sorted in a higher-order list.

Round 3

In this round, the researchers provided the ratings to all
respondents from round 2 and asked them to review and
confirm their selection. In this round, experts had an

opportunity to make further clarifications of both the
information and their judgments of the relative importance
of the items.

Data analysis: As the answers were recorded in a Microsoft
word file, the present researchers were able to treat datain a
form of content analysis approach. Thus, respondents’ direct
answers were considered for further processing without
imposing any categories or perspectives. Each response, a
word or a complete sentence, was treated as a unit for
analysis. The similarities were omitted, and the sentences
(reasons) revolving around a unified theme were put
together. Then, all meaning units with the same concept
were condensed into more tangible units and each group of
meaning units was assigned a name. For credibility purposes,
the present researchers independently reviewed the
sentences (reasons) and in case of any disagreement a third
party was negotiated. This debriefing and review of the
content ensured the authenticity of the research to the
researchers of this study (17).

RESULTS

Round 1

From the 20 invited faculty members, 13 responded (6 males;
46.1% and 7 females; 53.9%) to round 1 and sent their
answers to the given open-ended question (Figure 1). Each
participant was asked to write as many answers as possible
for the open-ended question. Based on the results of the first
round, participants wrote more than 5 reasons on average
and expanded their ideas. The sentences or phrases reached
78 in total and after removing the duplicates and similarities
(26 were removed), 52 remained and they were condensed,
shortened, merged and sorted into 14 higher order
categories to portray the reasons for the lack of participation
in classroom activities. The list of reasons was decided by the
present authors and sent back to faculty members for
evaluation.

Round 2

Faculty members were asked to rank order all the reasons
from 1 to 5 which were perceived as the most important
causes for students' lack of participation in class activities.
These 14 items based on rank order included: motivation
factors (4.80), grading system (4.72), meaningful teaching
based on real-life situations (4.50), major influence
(4.27), peers influence (4.13), challenging assignment
(4.03), environmental influence (4.00), high volume of
homework assignment (3.65), lack of aptitude for
learning (3.38), shyness and fear of participation (3.27),
having a vague sense of professional career (3.11),
teaching methods as no cooperative (3.08), lack of
preparation for the classroom (3.05), and different
learning styles (3).

Round 3

Participants agreed that the identified reasons were relevant
and the seven ranked order reasons represented the most
important factors for lack of students' participation from the
poll of answers derived from data.
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Authors

Experts

students participate in classroom activities?

your ideas if you like.

Open-ended question: In your opinion, why don't

Please write as many reasons as possible. You can expand

78 reasons were identified

Duplicate reasons were
deleted
(n=26)

v

Condensing and shortening the answers in order to put
<«——| thereasons under a more general concept

52 reasons
14 factors > Round
2
Important reasons based on rank order for lack of students'
participation in class activity
Consensus on the reasons
(n=7) > Round
3

rounds

Figure 1. The Map of the Delphi technique showing the flow of communication between authors and experts over the three

DISCUSSION

Active participation not only motivates students to take
attendance in class and participate in its activities, but also
helps students to become cognizant of their strengths and
weaknesses on the premise of their involvement in learning.
Evidence shows that the active learning methods (5,18), the
use of teaching models (19), and the use of games (20) are
some of the ways to engage students in the learning process,
and teachers can apply them in the teaching and learning
process.

The aim of this study was to identify the reasons for non-
participation of students in classroom activities from the
standpoint of faculty members of Kerman University of
Medical Sciences. In a Delphi process, we reached an
agreement to list seven principal reasons for students’ lack of
participation in classroom activities which some of them are
similar to other studies conducted in this regard (2,21,22).
In the present study the perspective of teachers concerning
students’ lack of participation in classroom activities was only

sought. It should be highlighted that faculty members are the
main pillar of the teaching and learning process and they
spend most of their time teaching students in the classroom.
In this regard, they can provide better insights due to their
prolonged engagement and experience with students in the
classroom. In addition, they are more familiar with the
processes of students’ learning, so in comparison to
students, their opinions can better help the researchers to
elicit the data. It is important to mention that with the
number of teachers invited to this study and their diverse
backgrounds, this study could obtain the relevant data
concerning the topic under investigation. Evidence also
shows that in a Delphi technique, there is no need for the
expert panels to be representative samples for statistical
purposes, but the qualities of the expert panel rather than its
numbers play a pivotal role regarding its representativeness
(16). The selection of participants for a Delphi study should
not necessarily be random, but may be purposive to include
relevant groups (23). Using the Delphi technique, the
present researchers could find the top 7 reasons for the
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Table 2. The Example of meaning units and condensed meaning units for the 7 most important factors elicited from the
faculty members of Kerman University of Medical Sciences, May 2014

Meaning unit

- Students do not take heed of what they are asked to do

- Students disclaim any responsibilities from their teachers
- Students have concern for their future career

- Internalization of a state of being passive not active

- Procrastination habits of students

- Teachers’ indifference towards students’ engagement

learning
- Teachers only teach based on their own experience

learners marketable after graduation

understanding

the required marking criteria

- The learning environment is not supportive and comfortable
- Lack of facilities and accommodations to promote learning

- Teachers do not consider any points for those students who participate
- Teachers do not have on spot evaluations to assign marks to students

- Unfair grading due to the teachers’ inconsistency in observation and evaluation of the learners

- There is a gap between theory and practical knowledge in teaching
- Teachers only teach and guide students to rote learning instead of meaningful and associative

- Teachers are not up to date in regard to the teaching resource and materials

- Students feel that their major is not preparing them for a specific career
- The materials presented in the classroom are not related to the major and will not make the

- Teachers only teach the materials provided by the authorities and do not put more emphasis on
transferrable skills (Aptitude and knowledge developed through personal experiences)

- Students do not receive enough peer group’s approval in the classroom environment

- Teachers believe that students adopt some dangerous and inappropriate habits from their peers
- Various economic backgrounds of a student’s peer groups which may make them feel either
ashamed or proud and this may influence their learning process in a negative way

- Students believe that the assigned homework and projects are way beyond their level of

- Students do not attend the classes regularly and this results in a lack of subject knowledge
- Lack of confidence in completing an assignment as students are not well prepared and up to

- Teachers do not provide an interactive and lively learning environment
- The layout of the physical classroom acts as an inhibitor to learning

Condensed meaning unit

Motivation factors

Grading system

Meaningful teaching

Major influence

Peers influence

Challenging assignment

Environmental influence

purpose of the current investigation. These principal reasons
included motivation factors, grading system, meaningful
teaching based on real-life situations, major influence, peers
influence, challenging assignment, and environmental
influence.

One of the most important reasons highlighted by the faculty
members in this study was the strength of motivation for
students' participation. Evidence shows that along with
heredity, conducive learning environment, and teaching
methods, motivation is one of the factors having influence on
students' participation in class activities (24). Motivation is
the driving force of any human activity and is considered as a
prerequisite for learning and its effect on learning is
indisputable (25). Even the best organized training programs
will not be useful in case of lack of motivation. Numerous
studies showed that students’ performance and achievement
was directly related to motivation and the presence of
motivation would result in many educational outcomes
(26,27). Learners' motivation to contribute and succeed in
the classroom environment is dependent on external factors
(extrinsic motivation) such as score, awards and verbal
encouragement. These external factors are a good source of

inspiration for students in the class and their participation in
the learning process. The faculty members in the present
context believe that in order to augment students'
participation, their involvement in the class activities should
be graded. The graded participation should be built into the
course structure. In this run, students are more encouraged
to participate with faculty and classmates in classroom
activities (28). This sort of participation can vary from simply
mentioning that participation is necessary in the syllabus to
an actual list of activities for which the student is responsible.
When students know that their grade will benefit, they are
more likely to contribute to classroom discussions (29).
Thus, the encouragement of the teacher or the way he scores
their performance is a key factor in the future participation
of the learners in other tasks and activities. Therefore, it is
necessary that learners are reinforced by appropriate
external motivating factors. Research showed that forcing
students to participate and also to score them in order to
increase their participation in classroom activities is a
common way to motivate them and this is usually regarded
as a planned activity (28). When learners become aware of
the fact that a part of their scores is directly related to their
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classroom activities, they are more likely to participate in
classroom activities (29). To achieve such a goal, teachers, at
the beginning of every semester, can elucidate the evaluation
and assessment procedures for the learners so the learners
would recognize that evaluation will be based on classroom
activities and participation rather than the final exams. When
learners lack the necessary information about the results of
their learning activities, or when they are exposed to have
negative expectations for what they should have done, they
may finally have lower levels of motivation in their
participations (30).

It seems that teachers, in order to enhance the participation
of learners in the classroom activities, need to provide the
learners with meaningful and authentic (relevant to real life)
situations. If meaningful classroom tasks and activists are
provided, students are motivated to learn and participate in
classroom activities; otherwise, there would be no
motivation and interest for them to participate. Results of the
study conducted by Soleimani et al. on 151 medical students
of Tehran University of Medical Sciences revealed that the
inappropriate content taught in classroom was chosen as
factor for not attending class by 77% of participants (31).
Research findings also indicate that medical educators are
required to apply teaching strategies that facilitate deep
learning rather than teaching students to memorize by rote.
In this regard, concept maps as a teaching and learning
strategy supporting meaningful learning are well known.
Concept maps can be used to bridge the gap between what
students already know and what they do not know which
leads to critical thinking and problem solving in a variety of
clinical practice settings (32). The present researchers
believe that teachers, alongside providing the theoretical
content, should apply these theories in practical and novel
situations. Using novel and authentic situations in the
classroom activities would reduce the tediousness of learning
and result in a better use of the materials to be learned.
Hence, teachers should teach the materials in a way that a
meaningful and personal learning will happen for every
student.

We could also identify that major plays a part in students'
involvement in class activities. Research shows that if the
major chosen by the student is useful for him, this will
motivate the learner to follow his education with great
interest and participate in classroom activities as much as
possible. For such students assigning different learning
activities would play the role of an incentive to improve their
learning (33). Based on the cognitive approach, thought
processes, such as having motivation to do a specific task,
would be considered as a source of inspiration. In fact,
motivation is regarded as a response to the internal needs
and drives the learners to follow their own interests in terms
of learning and education. Intrinsic motivation, such as the
satisfaction of learning, knowledge and achieving results is
an important way for the learners (34). So, teachers, as far as
they can, should create a sense of interest in their students,
in relation to their field of study, to increase the participation
of the students in the classroom activities. Several studies
reveal that teachers are considered as role models for
students and they play a pivotal role in their learning (35-37).

In this regard, participation can be augmented by teachers in
classroom.

Students are also affected by their classmates in terms of
class participation. In a classroom environment, the amount
of each student's participation is carefully scrutinized by
his/er classmates. Students’ interaction with each other
(though to be quiet) plays a key role in reducing the level of
participation in the class. For example, looking in the eye,
scowls and other non-verbal signals from passive learners
towards active learners give them the message that others are
not happy with their behaviors (38,39). This sort of negative
reaction from classmates has a discouraging effect on class
participation. As a result, the teachers should deliver a
comfortable learning environment away from any concerns
in which the learners can easily ask questions and respond to
them. If the learning environment is not supportive and
comfortable enough, the learners would be reluctant to
participate in classroom activities. The teacher is expected to
create a more interactive learning environment rather than a
competitive one. Learners are motivated to learn if they are a
part of the classroom or school which appreciates learning
(40). When there is no sense of cooperation or the desires to
establish a friendly relation with others are low, the learners
prefer not to interact and work alone (41). Studies show that
a prerequisite for development of critical thinking in
students is participating in classroom activities. Changing
from a passive learner to an active one requires a learning
environment that is free of fear and concern for the active
participation of students (3).

Our experts also highlighted that challenging tasks put
forward by the teacher increases students chances of
participation. Evidence also indicates that learners prefer to
face such tasks that are slightly challenging to them (33). If
students are faced with complex tasks that require a lot of
time, this will spoil their interest and motivation to
participate in classroom activities. In contrast, if the task
involves little risk and the learner is able to do that, this
would result in a better sense of self confidence and
motivation. On the other hand, it should provide the
students with enough challenging tasks at the same time.
Evidence shows that learners' motivation to learn is amplified
when the challenging level of each task is moderate (42).
Research in this area shows that successful and experienced
teachers design such tasks that provide the success rate of 80
to 90 percent for most students (43).

The last but not least, the physical environment of the
classroom also plays a significant role in whether students
feel capable of participation or not. It is highly important for
students to see what is going on in front of the class. So, if
they become able to hear and see all the things happening in
the classroom, their level of interaction increases. Evidence
shows that students are less willing to participate in a larger
classroom setting (21). They prefer to sit in front of the class,
in the middle, or the back of the classroom based on personal
reasons. This comfort zone helps them in the way they prefer
to participate. Those who typically choose to sit in the back
of the classroom admit to verbally participating less
frequently than those who sit in other areas. Students feel
“invisible” when they sit in the back of the room (21).
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One limitation of this study could be related to the reluctance
of some faculty members who refused to take part in the
Delphi technique. Second, the information obtained in this
study was limited to one medical University and it relied on
a convenience sample of teachers from KMU. Thus, we
suggest more research concerning this topic in order to
obtain more relevant findings from other medical
universities. By the same token, other stakeholders such as
students and their parents could be investigated for more
comprehensive data.

Planning organized classroom activities and discussion with
tact and thoughtfulness in order to increase participation is
vital. But there are a couple of reasons which must preoccupy
teachers in their teaching. Students must be motivated to
take part in classroom activities. The graded participation is
very crucial for more student involvement. Teachers should
also bear in mind that real life situations and challenging
tasks can augment class participation as well. In line with
these important matters, the influence of major, peers, and
environment are undeniable factors for a more active
classroom. Taking these into consideration, then teachers

can arrange an environment to enrich dynamic learning for
each and every learner to enthusiastically take part in the
classroom activities.
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