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Case Study of Mutual Exchange Activities between International Students of Japanese Language
School and Japanese University Students

Yoko KUWABARA, Yuko HOKODA

This paper reports a case study of mutual exchange activities between international and
Japanese students in the class held during the first semester of 2019, which were planned and
designed by the university faculty in charge of the particular class and the instructors at Japanese
language school. Exchange activities were implemented in classes on one occasion. The participants
included Japanese students who were enrolled in the class and international students of Japanese
language school in Fukui city. Using reflections of participants after the completion of activities as
material for assessment, we examined the significance of such activities for both Japanese students

and international students in the hope of obtaining suggestions for similar activities in the future.

Keywords: Japanese student, International student, Japanese language school, Mutual exchange

activities, Problem solving
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Fostering Autonomous English Language Learners:
Reflections on Four Years of Practice at a Japanese
National University

Christopher Hennessy
lvan Lombardi

Abstract
The authors have designed a credit-bearing English self-directed learning (SDL) course for
incoming first-year students at a Japanese national university to foster their language learning
autonomy. There have been three iterations of the course from 2016 to 2018 with about 60
students per iteration. Major course design components include: (1) introduction to SDL concepts
and scaffolding of SDL skills in the first quarter through four sets of tasks [speaking, listening,
reading, CALL] based on goal-orientedness and CEFR can-do principles, (2) development of
autonomous goal-setting skills in the second quarter through student-generated task activities,
(3) self- and peer-assessment of student-generated tasks, and (4) class-by-class reflection on self-
progress through a student language portfolio hosted on an online learning management system.
The authors will introduce the core concepts of the course including the logistics in creating and
implementing this course. Also, they will share student reflections on their language learning

goals from the course as well as their reflections on the course itself.

Keywords: second-language acquisition, autonomous learning, self-directed learning

1. Introduction

“developing individuals’ abilities, cultivating creativity, and fostering a spirit of autonomy
and independence by respecting the value of the individual, as well as emphasizing the
relationship between one’s career and one’s everyday life and fostering the value of respect

for hard work.”

The above quote is taken from Objectives of Education: Part 2 of the Ministry of Education,
Culture, Sports, Science and Technology (MEXT) 's Basic Act on Education (Act No. 120 of December
22, 2006) (MEXT, 2006). MEXT reaffirmed this spirit of autonomy within Japanese learners in its
2015 White Paper on education (MEXT, 2015). In 2015, the authors were engaged in the creation
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of a new highly intensive English program in the School of Global and Community Studies (GCS) at
the University of Fukul. The overall curriculum within this new school is based on an integrated
education approach aiming to foster graduates who can independently tackle and solve complex
community and global issues (School of Global and Community Studies, 2019). First-year students
study intensive English language in their first semester, with four courses forming the core of
the curriculum: English communication (speaking), reading, writing, and self-directed learning.
Particularly with the self-directed learning (SDL) course, the goal of creating 'independence’ in
students as described in both the MEXT white papers and GCS curriculum above was paramount
in the creation of the course, and with the creation of this SDL course, incoming GCS students
experienced a course unlike any other in their curriculum. This credit-bearing course was designed
to introduce autonomous learning practices in a scaffolded manner, which means students began with
partially-autonomous tasks at the start of the course, and eventually developed full autonomy through
independent task creation by the end of the course. The authors collaborated to create this course
and, after four years and 257 students, they wish to look back on how the course was first ideated and
implemented, and to analyze student feedback and personal reflections on their journey to developing

language learning autonomy.

2. Literature Review

According to Holec (1981), academic interest in autonomy in language learning started in the
1960s; by 2001, the yearly number of papers on language learning autonomy had surpassed the
total number of publications in the previous decades (Benson, 2011). At present, the bibliography on
autonomy and learning maintained by Reinders (2019) counts over 2,400 references. A vibrant and
active field of research, language learning autonomy has recently taken an empirical turn (Chik, Aoki,
& Smith, 2018), and welcomes case studies like the one presented in this paper.

There exist multiple definitions of autonomous learning and learners in language pedagogy,
and even more when including the parallel concepts of independent learning (learners) and learner
development (see Stewart & Ashwell, 2014 for a discussion of the different nuances). In this paper,
the authors follow the ‘post-method’ description by Kumaravadivelu (2006), in which an autonomous
learner is one who becomes conscious about the strategies they use to realize their desired learning
goals. This acquired awareness means that the learner will be able to monitor their learning process
and progress and effectively maximize their learning efforts. In Kumaravadivelu's post-method
pedagogy, the role of the teacher is that of a facilitator and creator of learning opportunities. This
‘hands-off approach, focusing on supporting learners’ choices and efforts, is also a key tenet of the SDL
course. As will be seen later, in this course the three instructors, all language learners themselves,
took on the role of learning advisors (Carson & Mynard, 2012) with the idea of helping the students

become more aware of the language learning strategies and tools they already use, and those they
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could use to further their goals working without the aid of a teacher.

What also needs to be clarified is the relationship between autonomy, autonomous learning, and
self-directed learning, since the latter term was chosen for the course title. Benson (2011) defines
autonomy as the capacity of a learner to exercise control over their learning, and autonomous
learning as the product of applying this capacity to some extent. Self-directed learning, instead,
usually refers to any kind of independent learning that originated from one’s will to learn. Autonomy
is thus an ‘attribute of the learner’, while self-directed learning is a ‘mode of learning’ (one of the many

potential modes contributing to learner autonomy). In Benson (2011, p. 37) 's words:

“laJutonomy can be considered as a capacity that learners possess to various degrees. Self-
directed learning can be considered as something that learners are able to do more or less effectively,

according to the degree that they possess this capacity”.

In these terms, what the SDL course proposes is to expand the students’ capacity for
autonomous learning through the practice of various self-directed learning techniques.

The students who enrolled in the SDL course between 2016 and 2019, in general, could be said
to be in the lower end of the autonomy spectrum. One reason for this is the nature of Japanese
compulsory education, where learning autonomy is far from the main focus. Traditionally, Japanese
education has had the tendency to ‘teach to the test’ in preparation of what Tsuneyoshi (2013, pp.
165-166) calls “hyper-high-stakes entrance examinations,” which are found all the way from primary
to tertiary education. In a sense, this could be considered the opposite of fostering autonomy, as the
main characteristic of this is the memorization of facts and figures (vakudoku) over critical-thinking
and autonomous learning skills. This is why the publication of the government-promoted White Paper
Steady Implementation of the Rebuilding of Education mentioned above (MEXT, 2015) is considered
groundbreaking in Japan. For the first time, the fostering of autonomous learners is recognized as
a goal of education. Although the MEXT recommendation does not deal specifically with foreign
language instruction, but rather with general life-long learning, the authors embraced its philosophy
when designing the course, hoping to introduce in the SDL course design the autonomous skills that
are necessary for learning language (and other subjects) and lifelong learning once English classes and
schooling is finished.

In the next section, the authors will outline the philosophy, development, and implementation of

this course concept in more detail.

3. Course Philosophy

The SDL course was developed by the authors and one other instructor with three major

components in mind: (A) a scaffolded introduction to self-directed learning in the first half of the
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course, based on goal-orientedness and the original CEFR can-do principles (Council of Europe, 2001)
through four sets of tasks (speaking, listening, reading, and computer-assisted language learning
[CALL)); further development of autonomous learning skills (B) in the second half through self-
generated task activities (details follow in Section 4-4) as well as self-and peer-assessment of those
activities; and (C) class-by-class reflection over both quarters through an e-learning portfolio.

The authors particularly believed that (A) scaffolding autonomy was crucial in light of the usual
information memorization learning context Japanese students are acclimated to. Benson (2011, p. 91)
supports this idea, stating that “fostering autonomy does not mean simply leaving learners to their
own devices, but implies a more active process of guidance and encouragement to help learners

extend and systematize the capacities they already possess.”

Figure 1: SDL process vs. scaffolded SDL process.

To introduce autonomy gradually, the authors employed a custom version of Candy (1991) 's
self-directed learning circle. A comparison of the original model and the scaffolded model is given in
Figure 1. In its original formulation, the SDL circle includes the steps of (1) set goal, (2) plan, (3) learn,
(4) show what you know, and (5) reflect. This entire process is generally done and repeated in order
to accrue autonomous learning skills. In the custom scaffolded model, the two most challenging steps
for learners at the lower end of the autonomy spectrum, ie. (1) set goal and (2) plan, are supplemented
with the use of fask cards (see below), resulting in a guided process. Through the task cards, students
are able to visualize these crucial steps for autonomous learning and ultimately learn how to engage
with it on their own terms, resulting in what the authors call scaffolded autonomous learning. It is
worth emphasizing that the scaffolded version of the SDL circle is adopted for the first half of the
course only.

Once students become used to thinking in terms of learning autonomously, then the course
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design reverts to the original SDL model. With their newly acquired ability to evaluate a self-directed
task according to its goals, (B) students choose their tasks independently in the second half of the
course. Moreover, they are encouraged to create a custom task based on personal language learning
goals, to pilot it, reflect on its effectiveness, and then share it with other students for peer evaluation.

The process of reflection also happens throughout the course. After completion of a task,
students are prompted to reflect (C) on their accomplishments and challenges. This routine, made
possible by the use of the online learning management system (LMS) Schoology described below, is
designed to help students become more aware of the goals that are pursuing, and of the progress
they make day by day towards one of their goals. Because of its self-empowering nature to raise

awareness, reflection is deemed an all-important part of autonomous language learning (Little, 1997).

4. Course Logistics and Main Components
4-1 Course location, meetings, and student numbers

The course took place at the self-access center of the University of Fukui, called Language
Development Center (LDC). The LDC boasts a large amount of English-language materials such as
DVDs, graded readers, magazines, and board games as well as both public and private spots to study,
such as small meeting rooms and individual computer booths with internet access. Since the School of
Global and Community Studies takes in about 60 students per year, the student cohort was divided into
three randomized sections of around 20 students each. Each section would check into the LDC for 90
minutes twice a week to work on either individual or group tasks in autonomy. In addition, this course
was conducted and graded on a quarter system over two quarters (the equivalent of one semester),

which was a major consideration for the authors in the development of content for the course.

4-2 Task cards

At the beginning of each class meeting, students would choose a task card (an example can be
found in Figure 2) from those available at the LDC (stored in treasure chests scattered throughout
the locale, and online on the companion LMS). The available tasks cards were mainly created by
the authors, with the addition of a few student-made cards who were selected as the ‘best-of of the
previous years starting in 2017. For exceptionally self-driven students, a blank template card was
also provided to permit custom actions and goals. Task cards come in four colors: blue (“speaking”),
green (“listening”), yellow (“reading”), and red (“CALL"). Each card has an individual code number
and includes core information like the title, a goal written in the style of CEFR can-do statements,
and logistic information like the number of people to be involved in the task, the kind of evidence
to provide using the online LMS system, time needed, suggested location in the LDC, a visual
representation of the autonomous learning skills gained through this task, and up to three questions

for reflection on the task.
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Speaking— Shadowing 1 S 1

Diirections: Repeat the lines from a scene of a TV show or movie many times,
Goal: T can successfully shadew English, improving my fluency and pronunciation.
Mumber of participants: 1

Evidence: Video or audio of you shadowing the scene

Reflection: Why did vou choose s task?

What was the biggest challenge for you in repeating this scene in English? Were vou able to
overcome this challenger If so, explan, If net, how can vou overcome this challenge i the fumce?

Retlect abont what yvou can do now that yon could not do before

this actviey. SKEILLS GAINED
Fime MNeeded: Sty (60) minutes for the task
Twenty (20} minntes for reflection "1
Location: Listening & Speaking Booth g4 . i
o o
e f@’d 4

Figure 2: Sample task card made by the authors.

4-3 Schoology

Evidence and all reflections, as well as the digital version of the task cards and other reference
documents, were available on the online LMS Schoology. The course designers chose this platform for
several reasons: (1) it can be used for free; (2) it is user-friendly and has similar usage with other social
networking platforms; (3) it comes with a companion app for both Android and 10OS smartphones,
which in general students tend to use over a computer; (4) it allows students to upload not only text,
but also pictures, videos, and audio files; (5) the facilitators use this LMS already in other courses
they teach. One additional reason to use an LMS is pedagogical, and of the utmost importance for
this SDL course to adhere to the ‘hands-off’ philosophy described above. Through this online system,
students upload their evidence and day-by-day reflections (which can be either in text or recorded
through audio or video) on the course page, instead of handing them directly to an instructor. While
all uploaded materials were eventually be checked by the facilitators, the authors felt that having
this online ‘intermediary’ emphasized the central role of student independence in this course, since it

removes the notion of the ‘teacher’ in direct contact with the ‘student’.
4-4 Course schedule
In the first half of the course (April to mid-June), students were prompted to choose a card from

one specific type of task in the following order: Week 1: Speaking tasks; Week 2: Listening; Week
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3: Reading; Week 4: CALL; repeat). The reason was to avoid that students would resort to a single
default choice due to the overload of options (a well-known psychological phenomenon described in
Ariely, 2009; Schwartz, 2004). In addition, this decision was made to ensure that students experienced
all the different types of tasks and started expanding and applying their autonomous learning
strategies into more than one language ability (as students in the program are also required to study
a foreign language other than English). As a final task in the first quarter, students were required
to reflect on and assess the tasks they engaged in and share these reflections with other students
in order to help them develop more concrete language learning concrete for the second quarter. In
addition, this sharing of reflections helped stimulate different ideas and interpretations of the meaning
of their autonomous learning up to that point.

In the second half of the course (mid-June to August), students were free to choose whatever
task they felt would help them accomplish the stated goals that they set for themselves at the end
of the first quarter of the course. For example, a student who wanted to improve their pronunciation
might focus on speaking tasks, while another student who wishes to improve their TOEFL reading
score might focus on reading tasks. The final activity for this quarter focused on individual students
developing their own language learning task - complete with concrete can-do goals and reflection
questions - over the last few class meetings of the quarter. These student-generated tasks, following
the model provided by the authors were anonymously passed out in the second to last class meeting
to other students, who would try the tasks and give reflections and advice for improving the task.
In the final class meeting, students would share their task, which they had updated based on other
students’ feedback, and have a discussion about the tasks they developed, what skills they hoped to
take away from the course for their future learning endeavors, and the SDL course itself. Finally, the
students documented the content of the conversations they had as a final write-up. It is from this final

write-up that the authors will look at the student reflection on the course in the next section.

5. Student Reflections

In this section, the authors will look at the students’ reflections from the final write-up at the
end of the second quarter for each year from 2016 to 2018, highlighting some of the more salient
takeaways of this SDL course, both positive and negative, as described by the students, as well as
changes made to course content based on the authors’ reflection on these reflections. In order to give
clarity to the student reflections, the authors will include unedited representative examples directly

from the student write-ups.
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5-1 2016 Reflections

(1) We think this class helped us to become more self-directed because we can choose our
own task and we can know own weakness. Moreover, the professor didn't direct the way to

do activities in this class. We can do tasks at our own pace.

(2) [This class] is a place that we can concentrate on learning English alone or with friends.
Also, there are many things that we can improve our English skills effectively. It is up to us
to use the resources, so we have to think the way of improving our weak points by ourselves.

Then, we tackle our tasks.

Examples (1) and (2) both highlight positive outcomes gained from the course, with a particular
focus on gaining autonomy. In example (1), the student is directly describing the autonomous learning
skills practiced as part of the course, stressing that the teacher (advisor) does not influence the way
of study. Example (1) and (2) both identify knowing one’s own “weaknesses” as a key feature for
successful autonomous learning. Further, both examples highlight “having choice™ as an essential
component of perceived success in the course. Example (1) even remarks on understanding the
crucial role of pacing in the learning process. Example (2), instead, remarks on the necessary ability
to assess resources needed for successful task engagement. These two examples give quite deep
insight into the actual development of autonomy in learning on the part of the student. This made the
authors confident that, even in the first iteration of a course designed with no previous model to refer
to, the students’ ability to learn a language independently was being fostered through the designed

curriculum. However, there were issues to tackle, as seen in example (3) below:

(3) Writing reflections helps our writing fluency. However, there were too many reflection in
a week. In my opinions, reflections should be once a week, or only writing end of the week

if we confirm the abilities or accomplishment by taking this class.

The student is addressing the reflections required after each class meeting. In this first iteration
of the course, the authors required students to complete a 250-word or longer reflection, which some
students found time-consuming, and in some cases conflicting with the high workload in terms of
homework and independent study required by the other English courses. The authors did not agree
with the assessment that reflections should only be required once per week instead of two times as
they felt very strongly from their own experience and the literature that reflections had to happen
after each meeting. However, they did acknowledge the burden caused by the amount of required

writing, especially considering that some students are beginner writers of English and are just
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starting to write their first 250-word paragraph as part of their English writing curriculum. In this
context, the authors then decided for the next year to adjust the reflection guidelines to promote
audio and video reflections over written reflections and, in the latter case, to remove the word limit

and allow students to write as much they felt was necessary for their reflection.

5-2 2017 Reflections

(4) T think this class is important not only to get English skills, but also to think about what I
can do or can't do. If I know about what I can do or can't, I can choose appropriate tasks for

what I am now. Knowing about my ability will lead me to the achievement of English study.

(5) Through this class, we got the ability to select things in front of us. We had to choose
activity in every SDL class. At first, we couldn't choose the activity. However, gradually,
through many classes, we could choose the tasks which is appropriate for improving our
English skills which are missing at the time. Because we selected these task by myself, we
could worked on them with resposibility. Through the class, we could improve the ability to
choose what is need for ourselves. We could know how to decide the way to learn not only

English by myself.

With examples (4) and (5), we can see many of the ideas surrounding autonomous learning
reiterated from examples (1) and (2). Example (4) shows the necessity of the ability to self-assess
one’s skills in order to make further progress in learning as well as the ability to choose appropriate
activities for fostering that learning, which is similar to the idea of “know[ing your] own weakness”
from example (1). Example (b) stresses the necessity of having choice, and even remarks positively on
the scaffolding element of the curriculum. This student reflection also suggests that the autonomous
skills learned could be applied to learning other subjects. As in the previous iteration, though, there

were a few negative responses as well:

(6) To watch movie is exciting, and also we can improve our English skills. So, we talked
about what movie we watched. [However], In our discussion, there was the idea that we
should not do the task that to watch movies again and again. Some of the classmates do this
task again and again, and didn't learn English so much. So, we thought there should be such

rules.

Example (6) describes the trap of doing the same task over and over, resulting in little learner

development. In fact, this tendency contradicts the fundamental philosophy of the course to push
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one’s autonomous learning boundaries, and try different resources to discover new ways to reach
one’s language learning goals. The authors thought that choosing the same task, or a similar task
several times may stem from the student lacking perception of the link between a self-directed task
and a language learning goal. In other words, students would choose a task usually based on how
fun it was (Le., watching a Disney movie, or playing a board game in English) instead of its potential
learning outcomes. Therefore, in their role as language learning advisors, they decided to address this
tendency in the next iterations by emphasizing this link at the beginning of a class meeting and, in
some cases, consulting with students directly to discuss a strategy for diversifying their independent

language learning efforts.

5-3 2018 Reflections

(7) Actually, I don't really like being given a lot of instructions and studying because someone
force me to do so. In this class, I could learn English at my own pace and I could study
whatever, however I like. I have been studying English and have developed my skills over the
past 10 years so I know how to improve my English and I know what I lack of and also what
I have to do to fix them. [...] Not much intervention made us more self-directed but whenever

I needed help or I had some questions [the learning advisor] was always kind to help us.

(8) This class helped me to become more self-directed. When I was a high school student, I
rarely studied by myself except exam week. But, I usually study by myself now. For example,

I read English book and watch movie in English at Language Development Center.

Examples (7) and (8) echo the voices and perceptions of students in previous years. Pacing and
choice are a running theme for the student in example (7), who seems to thrive in a self-directed
environment like the SDL course. Moreover, they hint to a previous experience with autonomous
learning practices; their satisfaction with the course structure gave the authors confidence that even
a particularly motivated and already independent learner would benefit from a course dedicated to
fine-tuning their autonomous learning skills. On the other hand, the student in example (8) has little
experience with autonomous learning practices, but points to the SDL course as a cue for them to
integrate new study habits to their personal language learning journey, as well as a newly-acquired
appreciation for the self-access center and the resource it has to offer. While at this point the course
and its flow felt quite polished to the authors while facilitating, student final reflections revealed

further room for improvement:

(9) T think that to decide some days when all students in this class do a group tasks
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1s effective to make this class better because for doing that, we could understand our
improvement. We can also exchange our idea, knowledge, and English skill, so it would be

effective for the class, I think.

One trend all facilitators noticed, especially (but not only) in 2018, is that students would choose
mostly individual tasks at the beginning of the course when they are still in the process of adjusting
to university life and meeting new friends. After a few weeks, they would favor group tasks to tackle
together with their new friends. However, for logistic reasons (e.g., the limited number of rooms
available for group work, which decreased by one unit in 2018), not all students can choose group
tasks, and this may lead to hard feelings which are hardly conducive to learning in general. One way
to interpret the student feedback in example (9) is through this lens, where they suggest to dedicate
some days to group tasks and group work, possibly with pre-determined groups and spaces, followed
by group reflection. In fact, group reflection was done only twice at the end of the first and second
quarter so far; however, these moments to 'stop and think’ have proven to be a precious design feature
of SDL, leading to the student reflections that were used to improve the course structure over the

year. Therefore, this suggestion is also worth considering for future iterations of this course.

6. Conclusion

Designing, implementing, and facilitating this self-directed learning course, that students of the
School of Global and Community Studies take for credits in their freshmen year, has lead to the
authors also reflecting on its outcomes. Overall, student reflections pointing to an improved ability
to guide one’s independent efforts in language learning vastly outnumber more critical voices. The
authors believe that the success of this course is due to two main course design features.

The first feature, which proved a design assumption to be true, is that learner autonomy does
not happen automatically - not even in favorable conditions like a dedicated 'school subject’ and a self-
access center rich in resources. It is not sufficient to create an SDL course and let students just out
of high school free to choose whatever task they want with the goal of improving their English. The
risk in doing this, which indeed the authors ran into while facilitating the course, is to have students
focusing on enjoying the task for the task’s sake, rather than going into the task with the mentality of
gaining language learning outcomes from it. The authors feel that the scaffolded autonomous learning
concept presented above helped to a large extent in the beginning stages, and even in the short
period of time of one quarter (seven weeks) led to visible clues of ongoing learner development.

The second feature is student-informed design. In the beginning, the course was built on the
theoretical foundations of self-directed learning, autonomous learning, and learner development
presented above, in addition to the three facilitator's own successes and failures in learning a

language on their own. All this contributed to the basic structure of the course, which ended up being
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vastly different from other university courses in both style and outcomes. However, the contribution
from the students themselves is what made this course, in the end, effective. By the third iteration
in 2018, student-produced materials (visual representations of goals and task cards) provided a peer-
generated model for the current students, and the student voices, both positive and negative, were
listened to in order to smoothen the edges of the course and improve the student experience of the
future freshmen. Eventually, the authors realized that listening to student voices and implementing
change based on these voices can ultimately lead to a more satisfactory experience for both the
student and facilitator/advisor.

In developing and witnessing this course in action, the authors have also come to hone their own
autonomous learning ability for languages, taking ideas they have designed themselves and students
have designed into consideration for their own language learning studies. To end, while the course
may not foster full learning autonomy in every single student, it does foster the idea of autonomy —
which for many students, as the authors have come to realize, is new. Ultimately, this idea can
develop within students the ability to take control of their learning, choose and mix autonomous
learning strategies, and evaluate their learning efforts to plan new goals that will push them further.
The authors feel that this is in line with the Japanese Ministry of Education’s recent guidelines for

fostering life-long learning — and they now see a pathway to achieve this ambitious objective.
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