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English Learning Motivation in Japan

Keith Ilkoma

Abstract
Narrative inquiry is used to explore English learning motivation in Japanese students.
Two university students aiming to become English teachers in the future were selected as
participants. English learning motivation generally decreases over time in Japan, but that is
not the case in these two stories. The experiences of these participants were written into
narrative texts and then coded for themes. The expected results were that the demotivating and
motivating factors would match with a previous study. The overall results were similar, with
important factors including lesson styles, teachers, non-classroom related English usage, career
advancement, and international posture. Participants’ stories show that communicative activities
in lessons are highly motivating, while lessons focusing on grammar and test preparation are
demotivating. The importance of assistant language teachers (ALTS) is significant in both stories,
as with the previous study, but there is a lack of research connecting motivation and ALTS in

Japan.

Keywords: English education, Japan, motivation, narrative inquiry, SLA.

1. Introduction

In general, learner motivation toward English decreases over time in Japan. After the intensive
high school test preparation English that focuses heavily on grammar and translation of texts,
university students are generally believed to have little interest in English (Kikuchi & Hamada, 2023).
So, when university students show an interest in English and demonstrate effort in learning, this is an
exceptional situation, and it is worth exploring how such students maintain such a positive attitude
and effort despite their context.

Specifically in this study, two students who are aiming to become English teachers in the future
were selected as participants. They both have above-average English academic achievement and
communicative ability. I was interested to know the history of their English learning experience and
specifically how their motivation changed over time. Further, I wanted to gain a better understanding

of what factors they able to identify as influencing their motivation.
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2. Literature Review
2-1. Language Learning Motivation Research

Language learning motivation research has recently taken on a diverse approach. Two excellent
reviews of the history of language learning motivation research have been written by Ushioda
and Dornyei (2012) and Al-Hoorie (2017). While early research placed emphasis on the social and
psychological dimensions of motivation, theories such as self-determination theory (Deci & Ryan, 1985)
and L2 Motivational Self System (Dornyei, 2009) have been the most used approaches. However,
recently there has been a move toward more varied approaches to understanding motivation (Al-
Hoorie, 2017). Dornyei (2019) argued that research on L2 motivation had focused too much on social
context and future goals and not enough on the L2 learning experience. He called for renewed efforts
to understand the L2 learning experience itself in relation to motivation, not only the social context

or future goals of the learners.

2-2. Motivation Research in Japan

Research on language learning motivation in Japan has focused on three issues: demotivation,
students’ motivational change over time, and how English relates to self-identity (Ushioda, 2013).
Research on motivation has used Dornyei's L2 Motivational Self System (Kikuchi & Hamada, 2023)
and self-determination theory (Tanaka & Takeuchi, 2024) as theoretical approaches.

As learners advance from elementary school through to university, their motivation changes
over time, and demotivation becomes increasingly significant. Research on demotivation in English
learning in Japan suggests that as students age, they become increasingly demotivated toward
learning English (Kikuchi & Hamada, 2023). Six main factors in demotivation in Japan include
teachers, characteristics of classes, failure, the class environment, class materials, and lack of goals or
interests (Kikuchi, 2013). These factors vary in their intensity and fluctuate over time.

Specific to identity, Yashima's (2002) concept of international posture has played a significant role
in helping to understand students’ motivation in English language learning. International posture is a
general interest in the world outside of Japan, whether it be for a specific reason or a vague interest
in the international community. Yashima's concept links the attitude of international posture with
learner motivation toward English since English is the foreign language taught in Japan as well as

the linga franca of the international community.

2-3. Narrative Inquiry Use in Language Learning Motivation Research in Japan

Narrative inquiry has not been used in Japan to research motivation. Outside of Japan, Hivers
et al. (2019) explored learners’ construction of narratives as it relates to their L2 learning experience,
but there do not appear to be any published studies on language learning motivation using narrative

inquiry in Japan. The number of studies using this methodology, however, has increased with, for
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example, Hiratsuka who used narrative inquiry to study assistant language teacher identity (2022)
and teacher identity of Japanese teachers of English (2023). Earlier narrative inquiry studies in Japan
also focused on teacher identity such as comparisons of teacher acculturation (Howe, 2005), and
explorations of the identity of teachers as global citizens (Howe & Arimoto, 2014; Howe, 2014). The
most similar methodological approach to narrative inquiry usage in studying motivation in Japan is
Gillies’s “Narrative Identity as Drama: Exploring Links Between L2 Learning Experience and the

Ideal L2 Self” (2023), which provides an in-depth case study analysis.

3. Methodology

Based on my previous research conducted using narrative inquiry, this study aims to contribute
further rich, descriptive qualitative research on the issue of motivation in Japanese students toward
learning English. While many studies have been conducted on this topic, results have proven
inadequate in addressing this ongoing challenge in Japan.

Narrative inquiry was selected because it allows for better understanding of the issue within its
context (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000) and it can help us understand how the learners have organized
their experiences (Barkhuizen et al.,, 2014).

The research questions are the same ones used in my previous study (Ikoma, 2022) to allow for
a comparison between the data of the two studies. The research questions are:

1. What stories do Japanese students construct of their experiences learning English in academic

and non-academic settings? and

2. What motivating and demotivating factors can students identify in their own stories of

learning English?

Using narrative inquiry, the participants were interviewed primarily in English with some use of
Japanese. Then, the interview data were used to create a story from each participant’s data. The
participants then had a chance to read their own narrative texts and “restory” the text (make
revisions). The texts were edited until the participant felt the story accurately reflected their
experience, but in this study no edits were made by participants. The final texts were then analyzed,
coded for themes, and used to identify motivating and demotivating factors in students’ experiences
of learning English.

I followed the definition by Doérnyel and Ushioda (2021), which is that motivation is the direction
and magnitude of behaviour including choice, persistence, and effort. However, within the interviews,
I described motivation as “attitude, effort, and time” to simplify the concept for participants.

The participants were selected through convenience sampling, and specifically because these two
participants were both university students who had a common interested in becoming English teachers
in the future. I decided on this limiting factor to create narrative texts that could be more easily

compared since they have the same level of education and an English-language related goal in common.
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4. Data

Following the interviewing, storying, and restorying process, narrative texts were created.
Both participants agreed that the final narrative text adequately told the story of their experiences
learning English. Specific identifying locations such as cities or school names have been excluded, and

pseudonyms have been used for both participants.

4-1. Ibuki’s Story

Ibuki had very few encounters with English in elementary school. Despite having his first
English activities in grade three, he has very few memories of English. His earliest learning memories
are good ones of learning the alphabet song from an American teacher and talking with classmates
and teachers in English using easy questions such as “what food do you like?” In grade five and
six, regular English lessons taught by a Japanese elementary school teacher were easy and much
more relaxed than other lessons, but the English teacher was not their homeroom teacher, and
sometimes she got angry with the students because they were messing around and not doing the
lesson activities. However, he remembers introducing local and Japanese things to ALTs and learning
about ALTS' countries such as the US or Canada. He had little motivation to learn English, but
when he talked to English teachers and they understood what he was saying, he gained confidence.
His experience is that elementary school students find English interesting even if they have little
motivation to learn.

In junior high school, English became progressively more difficult, grammar-focused, and test-
orientated. From the first year of junior high school, Ibuki's classes were focused on textbooks,
and the grammar was especially difficult. He was thankful when he had teachers who helped him
understand English, but he found the grammar and writing assignments became progressively
more uninteresting and difficult. He was highly demotivated by frequent tests and studying for
the entrance exam. There were some interesting things in English, though. In the first year
especially, there were games and chances to talk with his classmates in English, which he enjoyed.
Also, his school had two ALTs who would sometimes come to class, but since the students could
not understand them, the English teacher would simply translate the English to Japanese for the
students. Sometimes the ALTs did some communicative and memorization activities. He became
more Interested in English when he talked to ALTs. They had some exchange students who came
from Wales and joined their class, but since Ibuki could not understand their English, he did not have
much chance to talk with them. Overall, his classroom experience of English became demotivating.

Despite this, two factors more than counteracted these negative experiences. First, his
grandmother had been an English teacher. She taught him English and told him about her
experiences abroad. She said that there were many beautiful things to see, so he had better learn

English for travel. Second, he became interested in soccer. He watched European soccer, and he
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wanted to watch games in England or Spain, so he decided that he had to learn English. So, his
motivation to learn English increased despite his classroom experience. Ibuki thinks that since all
Japanese students feel that test-preparation English is difficult, it is in junior high school that students
begin to dislike English, so by high school they do not like English.

In high school, he was in a high-level academic stream, and they had two types of English classes.
The first was a once per week communication class taught by international teachers who used an
English-only textbook. In this course, students talked to their classmates and made presentations
in English, which they enjoyed, and it developed his interest. The second, which was seven or eight
times per week, was focused almost entirely on test preparation English. He could not speak to other
students, and they generally studied grammar and test-preparation English composition. It was only
writing and listening, so it was uninteresting and there was no effort to help students enjoy English.
Also, Ibuki and his classmates could not understand the teacher’'s English or the lessons, then the
teacher would get angry at the class for not being able to understand, and the teacher would tell
them that they needed to try harder. Ibuki hated this teacher and was highly demotivated by this
class in high school. But, during this time Ibuki began to think of becoming an English teacher as
a career. He had originally wanted to teach social studies, but due to his grandmother’s influence,
during high school he was 50/50 on whether he should teach social studies or English. One thing was
for sure, though: he decided that he did not want to become like his high school English teacher. He
studied hard for the entrance exam every day and found that he began to enjoy studying English by
himself - he would have preferred to study on his own rather than learn from the teacher.

Again, things outside of class had an outsized influence on his motivation. His grandmother
continued to tell him how studying English makes life better. He watched soccer interviews in
English and became more interested in international travel. He also began watching more movies
in English. He sometimes watched movies twice — once with Japanese subtitles and then a second
time with English subtitles. His personal interests and his goal of teaching English increased his
motivation.

In university, his motivation for English is at an all-time high. He is happy that he has many
chances to use English, and he feels there is nothing demotivating anymore. All his English classes
“use English,” which means that he can talk with other students and English teachers in English,
and he can read books and write reports in English - speaking, reading, writing, and listening. He is
enjoying reading books, doing presentations, and talking to his classmates and feels that his English
has developed. He was especially happy because one of his teachers also likes soccer and invited
Ibuki to a local soccer event held by a local international group. He really likes talking to people from
other countries, so he was so happy to join this event. In university, he is looking forward to studying
abroad, doing personal travel overseas, and doing academic and extra-curricular activities in English.

He has a clear career-goal of becoming an English teacher, so he is highly motivated to learn.
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4-2. Takeru’'s Story

Takeru's English classes in elementary school were mostly ALTs introducing themselves or
doing games in English, with basic question and answer activities such as: “What do you like?” “T like
baseball.” But, he wanted more, so he did not like these classes, which were more like playing than
learning. He wanted to talk in English with the ALTs who taught the classes, but he felt that he could
not because he did not know basic English syntax, and he had no idea about how to learn it. From
elementary school he thought international people were cool and he wanted to be able to connect
to people from other countries, but he did not know how. For him, English was a way to connect to
people around the world. His interest level was high, but his English classes were too infrequent and
did not provide the structure for him to be able to learn or communicate in English. Looking back,
he feels that elementary school students need to study English more often. There are, in his opinion,
many unnecessary lessons in the Japanese school system, so replacing some of these lessons with
English would provide a better foundation for learning. He believes that elementary school students
enjoy English class, so it would be better to increase the amount of time and content in these early
years because it would make later study easier, students could learn before negative attitudes
develop, and it would pre-empt the busy high school years when students have many different
priorities. So, Takeru looks back on his elementary school experience of English wishing things had
been different for him.

From junior high school, Takeru was able to study hard. His first year and second year teacher
was a great English teacher. From elementary school, Takeru had wanted to become a teacher, but
it was because of this junior high school English teacher that he decided that he wanted to teach
English. She gave the students many opportunities to talk with their classmates - they would learn
English vocabulary or grammar and then practice it by speaking with classmates, although many of
Takeru's classmates did not like speaking in English so they often spoke in Japanese instead. In his
first year, some Korean students joined Takeru's class for about two weeks, so he was very glad. He
tried hard to speak to them, and was somehow able to communicate through actions, but he struggled
because he did not have the English skills to talk with them. So, he needed to study harder. His
English teacher encouraged students to talk with ALTs in class and outside of class. His school had
two ALTs, from Ireland and the US, so he learned about differences in cultures, accents, and habits in
the two different English-speaking countries. He would often talk with the ALTs or have them check
his writing. Takeru also developed several study habits outside of school: he studied vocabulary on
his own and watched TED Talks in English with Japanese subtitles.

In third year, he was still able to go to ALTs to have them help him with English, but his
classroom English teacher changed, and Takeru did not like the new teacher. Takeru was so bored
because he could not understand the teacher’s lessons, which were mostly in Japanese. Students could

not understand the teacher’'s English because he spoke in broken English. Further, studying for the
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entrance exam was extremely demotivating because there were no speaking activities. At home,
Takeru studied for the entrance exam. Since entrance exams do not have speaking components,
Takeru wonders if this is a factor in why Japanese students do not want to speak in English.

In the first year of high school, Takeru was able to learn English syntax using the foundational
vocabulary that he had already learned. It made him want to study because he could understand the
texts that they studied in class. In his second year, he had a new English teacher and ALT, and both
did many communication and speaking activities, so the lessons were interesting. The communication
activities often used the learned language skills for conversation, group work, or presentations. His
teacher told Takeru that he should become an English teacher so she let him teach lessons in class
three times - it was fun, and his classmates told him that he would become a great English teacher.
His ALT also encouraged him to become an English teacher, and she told him that he should travel
to America, but that he had to study hard. Takeru really liked his second-year English teacher and
ALT, and they motivated him to study harder. Unfortunately, the teacher went on parental leave
after his second year, and the teacher who replaced her was “old” and just focused on studying for
the entrance exam, which had a negative impact on his motivation. The ALT also changed, and her
replacement was not friendly, so Takeru had no speaking opportunities. Sometimes the textbook
topics were interesting, but the lesson style of test preparation was demotivating. Also, the teacher
had an attitude that all students should be treated the same, but that meant teaching easier content,
and she would not allow Takeru to study other English during class. This contrasted with his former
teacher who told him that he needed to study advanced English for his future. Takeru wanted to skip
class and study on his own. Despite this negative experience, Takeru was very motivated to learn
English. Takeru continued listening to TED Talks, but he had to study for the entrance exam and
do his club activity, so he did not have much time for English. Sometimes he would talk to foreigners
at the train station. He feels that talking to foreigners is better for learning English than studying
grammar, vocabulary, and listening.

In university, his English classes have many speaking activities and presentations, so he is very
glad. Further, several of his friends made a pact that they would all go on study abroad programs. So,
despite the pressures of other courses and his part-time job, he is highly motivated to practice English
even though he has little time for independent study. He would also like to study for a standardized

English test when he has a little more time.

5. Discussion

Lesson styles, teachers, personal activities, career-related goals, and international posture were
the five key motivational factors that were found in the narrative texts. Lesson styles, teachers, and
personal activities had both a motivating and demotivating effect on the individuals. Career-related

goals and international posture were motivating. As should be expected with successful learners
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who aim to be English teachers, the instances in the story that describe positive motivating factors
are about twice as frequent as instances of demotivating factors. Compared to my previous study
(Ikoma, 2022), the factors are similar with some difference in relative importance and with the notable
exception that proficiency was not a key factor of the current study's data. Although Takeru did

experience proficiency as a factor, it was not a major theme in his story.

5-1. Lesson Styles: Communication-based lessons versus grammar and test preparation lessons

The lesson styles that motivated both Ibuki and Takeru were lessons in which students were
able to communicate in English and have materials and activities that were appropriate for their
level. Ibuki's story is especially emphatic on the motivating effect of communicative classes. In junior
high school, he was motivated by classes in which communicative activities and games were done
with his classes. Of his two types of high school classes, the one in which he did presentations and
talked with his classmates was motivating. And in university, four-skills courses in which he could
talk to his classmates and teachers were motivating for him. Takeru's story also includes several
Instances in which teachers encouraged students to talk to their classmates in English and how that
motivated him. Takeru had a highly successful beginning of high school because the level of the
textbook was appropriate for him.

In contrast, lessons that focused on grammar and test preparation were demotivating. While
Takeru was uninterested in elementary school English because the lessons seemed unstructured and
he did not feel like he learned anything, the most significant demotivating lessons were those that
were boring, difficult to understand, and focused on tests and grammar. In Takeru's third year of
junior high school, the lessons changed from interesting communicative lessons to lessons primarily in
Japanese meant to prepare students for high school entrance exams. Problematically, Takeru did not
think that these lessons helped with his entrance exam since his primary test preparation studying
was done outside of class and independently from lesson materials. So, grammar and test preparation
lessons were demotivating for both Ibuki and Takeru and they had little value in improving their

English skills.

5-2. Teachers: From encouraging to incompetent

In these two narrative texts, specific people played important roles in motivation with teachers
playing a significant role in both stories. Takeru had some strongly influential English teachers. His
junior high school English teacher who encouraged her students to use English actively both inside
and outside of the lesson times is the reason he decided to teach English as a career. Takeru had an
encouraging high school teacher who saw his potential and encouraged him to learn. Ibuki also found
teachers to be motivating even at the university level where a shared interest in sports helped him

connect with an English teacher and increase his motivation for learning. All these instances are
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deeply personal connections between the students and their teachers.

Unfortunately, teachers also had a strongly demotivating effect in both stories. The emotions are
so strong in describing teachers who demotivated students. Ibuki hated his high school teacher, and
this teacher was often angry at the students for their lack of improvement and interest in the lessons.
Ibuki's teacher became a model for him of what not to become as an English teacher in the future.
Takeru did not like one junior high school teacher whose lessons were boring and whose English was
insufficient to teach the subject. Takeru also had a terrible experience in high school with an “old”

teacher who Takeru felt had outdated attitudes and teaching methodologies.

5-3. Personal Activities: Outside of the classroom English

Extracurricular activities played a key role, although extracurricular activities had opposite
effects in the two narrative texts. While Takeru had some positive experiences of watching TED
Talks in English, the major extracurricular influence on his motivation toward English learning was
that he was busy with other activities. In high school, his club activity and other academic work
had little relation to English language learning and the result was that he had little time or energy
to devote toward English outside of class. In university, his busy schedule which included a full
courseload and a part-time job did not allow for independent language study. Despite a perceived self-
interest, other activities have limited his time spent toward learning English.

Ibuki, on the other hand, had a grandmother who instilled an interest in English and spent
time tutoring him. Since he enjoyed watching European soccer from junior high school onward, his
motivation increased due to his hobby. In high school, this interest expanded to English-language
movies, so he was able to increase his motivation through the necessity of English in watching both

soccer and movies.

5-4. Career goals
As would be expected of two individuals who are aiming to become English teachers, their

choice of career had a strongly positive effect on their motivation to learning English.

5-5. International Posture

Both narrative texts show a strongly positive influence of international posture on motivation.
The language becomes more specific as they grew older. From elementary school, Takeru had a
general sense that “international people were cool” and that English could be used to communicate
with non-Japanese people. In junior high school, Ibuki seemed to gain an international posture thanks
to his grandmother’s stories and Takeru felt a growing interest in communicating with students who
had come to his class on a study-abroad program. By junior high school and high school, both Takeru

and Ibuki had a powerful desire to travel abroad. Takeru thought about going to the United States,
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and Ibuki wanted to go to England and Spain. Finally, in university, they both have plans to study

abroad during their time in university.

6. Conclusions

Based on the data, five key motivational factors were lesson styles, teachers, personal activities,
career-related goals, and international posture. Of the five factors, lesson styles, teachers, and
International posture are the three areas which could be addressed in order to improve motivation
toward English in Japanese education.

Lessons are the area where the Ibuki and Takeru felt the strongest motivational change
in both positive and negative directions toward English. Given the data, a solution would be to
promote communicative language teaching (CLT) as the preferred method of instruction throughout
students’ English education. This would also be in line with current educational theories regarding
language education (Lightbown & Spada, 2013). Government policy has stated for a more than a
decade that foreign language education (ie. English) should focus on communication, but it is clear
from these data that there are still many instructors who are using a test preparation or grammat-
translation approach to English. It is concerning that both Ibuki and Takeru had high school English
teachers who neither helped students learn communication nor taught materials to help them on
their entrance exams. The consistency of comparable stories among Japanese learners, including in
my previous study (Ikoma, 2022), shows the need for improvement in this area. Understanding L2
learning experience has been underexplored (Dornyei, 2019), but the analysis of the data in this study
shows that the advantages of CLT should be promoted in English education in Japan. The continued
influence of university entrance exams without a speaking assessment for English, however, is likely
to continue to lead to a lower emphasis on oral communication in the classroom.

Teachers should also be recognized as a major influence on student motivation toward English.
There 1s such a dramatic difference between in-class motivation depending on who the teacher is.
Kikuchi (2015) lists teachers as one of the main sources of demotivation in Japan. Takeru had an
exceptional teacher who heavily influenced not only his English learning but also the direction of
his future career. From the data, there does not seem to be any differentiation between Japanese
or non-Japanese teachers related to motivation, but simply that people in teaching roles strongly
influenced learner motivation. Specific to these two stories, ALTs had a significant role, but there is
still no research on the relationship between ALTs and learning motivation. In fact, there is limited
data on the effectiveness of ALTs in general (Hiratsuka, 2022). My previous study (Ikoma, 2022) also
produced data that indicates that ALTs are an important motivating factor for learning English, but
it is difficult to understand the relationship between ALTs and learner motivation without more data.

Finally, international posture had a strongly positive influence on motivation for both individuals.

This is consistent with my previous study and other research on learning motivation in Japan
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dating back to the seminal work by Yashima (2002). Despite the importance of international posture,
most of the influence seems to have come from outside of school in this study. It may help English
teachers to engage their students more easily in the content if there were some tools easily available
to them to help promote international posture in lessons, which could include educational materials,
opportunities to go abroad, or activities that promote international relationships between students

and their peers in other countries.

7. Limitations and Further Research

The small sample size of the participants is a limitation of this study. While the research explored
a targeted group - university students aiming to become English teachers - and followed up on my
previous study, the data would be more helpful with a larger number and more diverse group of
participants. Both participants in this study as well as the three participants in the previous study
were able to do an interview primarily in English, which suggests that their English-language ability
is above average. It would be helpful to compare these results with students who achieved average
or below-average proficiency.

For further research, there has been no major study on the impact of ALTs on English-language
learning motivation. In fact, as Hiratsuka (2022) lamented, there have been very few (if any) major
critical studies on the effectiveness of ALTSs in Japan. More research is needed into the role of ALTs
in English-language education in Japan. One other factor that needs further consideration is teaching
methodology. While government policy expects English classes to be taught primarily in English
using a communicative approach, the two stories give evidence that many teachers still focus on
grammar-translation and test preparation as their main methods of instruction. It would be valuable
for researchers, educators, and policymakers to know how pervasive these practices are in secondary

education.
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Changes in reading comprehension of noun-modifier structures by an Intermediate

English-speaking Japanese learner: An analysis of structure characteristics

KUWABARA Yoko

The author conducted a six-month observational study examining the reading behaviors of an
English-speaking learner of Japanese at an intermediate proficiency level. This study focused on
analyzing structure characteristics of misread noun-modifier structures. The results showed that the
modifier length in the second half of the session was shorter than in the first half, and the number
of commas and verbs in the modifier was reduced in the second half. Furthermore, modifiers that
included another noun-modifier structure appeared only in the first half of the session. These findings
demonstrated that learner can read long noun-modifier structures over time, even those containing
commas, multiple verbs, and other noun-modifier structures. However, the effect of “Inner relation”

and “Outer relation” on reading difficulties was not evident.

Keywords: an English-speaking Japanese language learner at intermediate level, noun modifier

structure, reading process, longitudinal study, Inner relation’ and ‘Outer relation’
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#Instructions:
As an American professional English teacher, your task is to provide corrections and suggestions

based on the following constraints and input sentences.

#Constraints:

Ensure the text is easily understandable for someone with a TOEIC score of 500.
- Keep sentences concise.

- Correct any grammatical errors and highlight them in bold.

- Suggest more appropriate words or expressions using italic.

- Provide a list of reasons for each correction and suggestion.

#Input:
CCWEAE T L-ASDI Y v A D AT

#Output:
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1. HFETOBNERZLNED
REIE

I have four families

I have four families.
T4 A\FKfE] LvworEEFOEN
DHLE N HRIBE)

2. AELRBIE

In summer

In the summer

(FI 2 D SCIRA> & “the” D 3B 2
HTIERWAIMENREINT
Ww5)

3. EAHFDOREIL

Fukui University

Fukui University
(1EzCI2 X “the University of Fukui”
THDHN, KIEE)

4. ERDPELZVHNEICNT 5
BIEDOA R

It's too difficult for other people
to know that.

It's difficult for others to do so.
(AT O STIR 2> & b B A%H U 7%
WAEIZH L BBLOADIEIESD
REINTND)

5. FHEOLVIZREDZ W
(ENXF =S

This reminds me that it takes
talent to do things well, but it also
takes effort.

This serves as a reminder that
while talent 1s important, effort is
equally crucial.
(BIEDQRFENE L FHED L NV
IZTEHED D 1) . FENEDRE S
NHWREMED S 5)
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The Use and Impact of Generative Al in Editing English Writing Tasks:
Practices and Effects in Beginner-Level English Classes for First-Year Students at a
Regional National University in Japan

HENNESSY Emi

The rapid advancement of machine translation and generative Al necessitates a critical
reevaluation of foreign language education practices, particularly in English as a Foreign Language
(EFL) instruction. This paper presents a practical implementation aimed at determining whether EFL
instructors can design tasks that leverage these technologies to enhance the efficiency of language
learning and improve outcomes for beginner-level university students. Specifically, it reports on the
practical implementation and effects observed in English classes during the spring semester of 2024
at a regional national university in Japan.

In the English classes, students were assigned to write essays on designated themes, which they
subsequently edited using generative Al in on-demand sessions, totaling five assignments throughout
the semester. Students also engaged in peer presentations of their finalized essays as a form of output.
The effectiveness of this approach was assessed through surveys measuring affective responses and
English writing tests to evaluate language proficiency.

The results revealed a significant positive impact on students’ emotional engagement, suggesting
that integrating generative Al can substantially enhance language learning for beginners. This
practical implementation not only highlights the benefits of generative Al in language education but

also outlines essential considerations and challenges for future task design.

Keywords: EFL, classroom improvement, writing, technology and language teaching, generative Al
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Project-Based Learning for Community Revitalization
at a Japanese National University:
A Qualitative Analysis of Student Experiences

Christopher Hennessy

Abstract
From 2017 to 2024, the author co-designed and facilitated Project-Based Learning (PBL) courses
focused on community revitalization for second-year students at a Japanese national university.
These courses promoted Fukui's culture and history to domestic and international audiences.
With upcoming curriculum changes in 2024, the PBL course is undergoing significant revisions.
This paper reflects briefly on the previous six years of PBL before focusing on the 2023-2024
course, in which the author collaborated with a community organization in Katsuyama City,
Fukui Prefecture. In this project, seven students were divided into two teams: one developed
disaster prevention materials for non-Japanese residents in partnership with the local city
hall, while the other created social media content to attract international tourists. Data from
questionnaires completed at the start, midpoint, and end of the course provide qualitative
insights into students’ evolving experiences in Cultural Engagement and Local Knowledge,
Leadership and Team Dynamics, and Mentorship and Role Differentiation. This analysis
highlights key learning outcomes, including shifts in students’ roles, interactions with mentors,
and skills gained. In conclusion, the author will try to connect these themes to create a
preliminary theory, often a feature of grounded theory research, to describe the experiences of

the students and how they developed in this PBL course.

Keywords: project-based learning, grounded theory, active learning, community revitalization,

regional Japan

1. Introduction

Since 2017, the integration of Project-Based Learning (PBL) in the Japanese higher education

landscape has allowed students to engage directly with community-based projects, bridging

academic goals with practical, localized impact. At the University of Fukui, a national university

in Japan, PBL courses have been particularly transformative for second-year students tasked with

community revitalization initiatives that promote cultural and historical aspects of Fukui Prefecture

to both domestic and international audiences. Over seven years, these courses have evolved in their
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goals, structure, and partnerships, reflecting broader curricular shifts and pedagogical innovations.
With upcoming curriculum changes set for 2024, the PBL course itself is entering a new phase,
necessitating a close reflection on past iterations and an in-depth analysis of the recent 2023 course.

The 2023-24 PBL course marked a distinct collaboration between the author and a local
community development leader in Katsuyama City. The course was divided into two specialized
teams, each with distinct objectives tailored to Katsuyama City’s community needs. One team
partnered with the city hall and community leaders to develop disaster prevention resources for
non-Japanese residents, addressing the urgent need for inclusivity in public safety. The second team
focused on creating social media content to attract foreign tourists, directly supporting Katsuyama
City’s tourism goals (Katsuyama City 2024). This structure provided students with diverse
experiences, combining government collaboration with the challenges of digital promotion, and
fostered a nuanced understanding of how academic learning intersects with real-world community
needs.

In this paper, the author will give an exploratory qualitative analysis of the 2023-24 yearlong
course based on student feedback collected through three questionnaires administered at strategic
points: pre-course, mid-course, and post-course. The analysis emphasizes students’ perspectives
on their evolving roles within PBL teams, their interactions with the instructor and community
organization leader, and the practical skills they developed through the project. By applying a
constructivist grounded theory approach, the study aims to reveal the mechanisms through which
students adapted to and internalized their experiences, particularly in the areas of community
engagement, leadership/team dynamics, and mentorship. This research contributes to the growing
understanding of PBL’s role in fostering experiential learning, adaptability, and community-oriented
competencies in diverse educational settings. The findings also provide insights into how future PBL
courses may be designed to support community revitalization in rural Japanese settings, integrating

both local and global perspectives for maximum student and community benefit.

2. Literature Review
2-1. Background of Project-Based Learning

Project-based learning (PBL) appears under various names throughout educational history.
However, many contemporary versions trace back to early 20th-century American education
and John Dewey’s promotion of experiential, action-oriented education. The PBL trend in the
1900s reflected a broader educational shift toward “experiential, democratic and social behaviorist
ideals” (van Lier, 2006, p. xi). Today, PBL is seen as essential for providing students with authentic,
contextual learning experiences. Capraro, Capraro, & Morgan (2013, p. 2) describe PBL as “composed
of several problems students will need to solve,” emphasizing that it creates a meaningful scaffold

for understanding science, technology, engineering, and mathematics concepts, while also integrating
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language arts, social studies, and art.

Despite these perspectives, a precise, standardized definition of PBL is difficult to find due to
the overwhelming number of definitions in existence. Prince & Felder (2006) contribute a structured
view, identifying eight core characteristics of PBL: (1) collaborative teamwork, (2) open-ended
assignments, (3) reallife relevance, (4) student-developed strategies, (5) evaluation against goals, (6)
broad problem scope, (7) focus on the end product, and (8) emphasis on applying integrated knowledge
rather than simply acquiring it. Grounded in these foundational theories and characteristics, the
author has developed both STEM-oriented PBL—centered on engineering-based design challenges—

and non-STEM PBL, focused on regional revitalization, over the past decade.

3. Context of the Study
3-1. PBL in the School of Global and Community Studies - University of Fukui

The PBL course discussed here is part of a broader departmental commitment to project-based
learning, an important part of the School of Global and Community Studies (GCS) - University of
Fukui curriculum. All GCS students engage in PBL courses during their first, second, and third years,
with certain projects extending across multiple semesters or even up to two years. By their second
year, GCS students select from various PBL courses or projects. The course described here, unique
in its integration of English language instruction, is the only option at the second-year level that
includes short-term international students, aiming to bridge the local community with broader global
perspectives. This aligns with the emphasis on PBL as a means for students to engage meaningfully
with both local and international contexts, fostering adaptability and interdisciplinary collaboration

(Capraro, Capraro, & Morgan, 2013).

3-2. The DEEP Fukui Project

Since 2017, the author and a colleague have annually designed and delivered a one-year PBL
course for second-year students called “The DEEP Fukui Project.” While the course content adapts
each year based on student input and resource availability, its overarching goal remains to showcase
Fukui's lesser-known cultural elements to a broader audience, often using English for international
outreach. Project examples include creating English-language pamphlets on local sake producers
for distribution in major tourist areas both within and outside Fukui Prefecture, developing English
Wikipedia pages to introduce Fukui's attractions and cultural sites, and producing videos that

highlight lesser-known aspects of Fukui culture.
3-3. Descriptions of Previous PBL Course Content
Each year’s project builds on the lessons learned from prior experiences, with evolving levels of

student autonomy, involvement of local stakeholders, and focus on community impact. Here is a brief
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overview of these projects:

2017 - Local Sake Pamphlet: This initial project involved creating bilingual pamphlets

promoting local sake producers. Students visited companies, interviewed stakeholders,
and produced pamphlets distributed within Fukui and beyond. The project benefited from

expert training but required recalibration to allow more student independence.

2018 - Local Experience (Taiken) Pamphlet: Building on the 2017 framework, this project

focused on taiken experiences (hands-on local activities) and the production of a pamphlet.
Students gained more independence through researching and choosing their own faiken
activity, which helped balance class activities and fieldwork. However, quality control and

managing larger student numbers posed challenges.

2019 - DEEP Fukui Project Video: In this project, students independently explored lesser-

known aspects of Fukui, creating English-language videos aimed at a broader audience.
While the project fostered significant autonomy, it depended heavily on student motivation,

and language learning often was not emphasized.

2020 - Simple English Wikipedia Articles: This smaller-scale project, affected by COVID-19,

had students research and contribute to Simple English Wikipedia pages on Fukui-related
topics. Though conducted online, the project demonstrated that digital PBL could be

effective and manageable with smaller groups.

2021 - Local Organization Promotion: This project shifted towards promoting local

organizations on social media. Students joined local events, devised public relations
strategies, and created content for Instagram and YouTube. The structure worked well, but

there was a noticeable decline in the global (English-language) component.

2022 - Local Area Promotion Pamphlet and Event: In collaboration with a local organization,

students planned events and designed promotional pamphlets. Despite strong student
preparation in PBL skills, communication issues with the facilitating organization revealed

areas for further refinement.
Through these projects, several key takeaways emerged: student dedication and the involvement
of stakeholders significantly impact project quality and balancing scaffolded support with autonomy

is essential. Additionally, multiple facilitators and priming activities (such as initial mini-projects)
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can substantially enhance the project’s overall effectiveness. These insights shaped the continuous
development of the PBL framework the author had developed and informed the ongoing exploration
of PBL’s role in community engagement and student learning. In the next section, the author will
describe the methodology used as well as the background of the 2023-24 PBL course that is the main

focus of this paper.

4. Methodology
4-1. Background of the 2023 Project Based Learning Course for Community Revitalization

The 2023 course involved seven students, divided into two teams with distinct project goals.
Students chose which of the two projects they wished to participate in. As with previous iterations of
the course, it was conducted over one academic year (Spring semester and Fall semester). One team
consisting of four students (two female, two male, all Japanese nationals) national collaborated with
a community organization leader and Katsuyama City Hall to develop disaster prevention materials
tailored for non-Japanese residents in the city. The other team (three female, all non-Japanese
but full-time degree-seeking students fluent in Japanese) worked exclusively with the community

organization leader to create social media content aimed at attracting foreign visitors to Katsuyama.

4-2. Data Collection Method - Questionnaires

For this research, the author aimed to understand what students initially sought from their
relationships with the course instructors and organization members, and how these relationships
ultimately influenced their learning by the course’s end. Specifically, the focus was on what students
expected to gain and what they felt they had gained afterward. To capture these perspectives, the
author administered a longitudinal questionnaire: the first questionnaire was conducted prior to the
course’s start (April 2023), and the second followed the first semester’s course’'s completion (July
2023). The final questionnaire was conducted after completion of both semesters of the one-year
course (February 2024). All three questionnaires were nearly identical in structure, with differences
only in verb tense to capture future expectations (April 2023, July 2023) versus reflections on the past
(July 2023, February 2024). The questionnaires were administered via Google Forms, and received

responses from all seven students.

4-2-1. Questionnaire content descriptions

Pre-Class Questionnaire (April 2023)

The pre-class questionnaire aimed to capture students’ motivations and expectations as they
began the PBL course. Eight questions focused on understanding why students chose this course,
specifically probing their interest in Katsuyama City and its community revitalization needs. It

explored their personal development goals, particularly skills like communication and problem-
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solving, which they saw as valuable for both individual growth and teamwork. Students were also
asked about their preferred roles within the group, allowing them to reflect on how they envisioned
contributing to the project. Additionally, the questionnaire sought insights into students’ expectations
of the instructor’s role, particularly around the level of guidance and support they anticipated
receiving. Finally, questions centered on what students hoped to learn from local organization
members, with a focus on community perspectives that they believed would be essential for

contextualizing their work in Katsuyama City.

Post-Spring Semester Questionnaire (July 2023)

The mid-course questionnaire prompted students to reflect on their progress in relation to
their initial goals, encouraging them to evaluate how the course activities had helped them advance
toward these objectives. Twelve questions centered on team dynamics, asking students to assess
how roles had been distributed within the group, as well as the effectiveness of collaboration in
achieving project goals. The role of the instructor was revisited, with questions focusing on how
the instructor’s guidance influenced their approach to the project and supported their learning.
Additionally, students were asked to consider their interactions with local cooperating organization
members, specifically regarding the practical support and community knowledge these members
provided. The questionnaire also included prompts about new skills and insights, particularly those
related to project management, that students may have gained through the hands-on activities and

community engagement.

Post-Fall Semester Questionnaire (February 2024)

In the final questionnaire, students were asked to reflect on their overall outcomes and to assess
the extent to which they achieved their initial goals. Twelve questions encouraged them to consider
personal growth, specifically through leadership roles and responsibilities they assumed within
the group, and how these experiences shaped their confidence and accountability. The evaluation
of relationships with both the instructor and community members was further explored, with an
emphasis on mentorship and the role of these figures in guiding the project’s direction. Students were
also prompted to reflect on practical learnings gained from working with the community, including
insights about tourism and local issues. Finally, the questionnaire asked students to consider how they
might apply the skills and knowledge gained from this PBL course to future endeavors, allowing for

a comprehensive reflection on the course’s long-term impact on their development.
4-3. Constructivist Grounded Theory Approach
This research utilizes a Grounded Theory Approach (GTA) to analyze the data, adhering to a

constructivist perspective as described by Charmaz (2014). Depending on the chosen methodology,
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literature reviews in GTA can occur before framework development (Clarke 2005) or after data
analysis (Glaser & Strauss 1967; Glaser 1978) to avoid preconceived biases, referred to as “received
theory” (Glaser & Strauss 1967). However, as the author has prior experience and publications on the
topic, a completely unbiased stance as suggested in early GTA iterations is not feasible. Instead, the
research framework and questionnaire are shaped by the researcher’s accumulated experience and
extensive literature review.

The constructivist GTA emphasizes iterative data analysis through techniques like coding,
memo writing, and the constant comparison method, where new data are continually compared to
existing data to refine insights. Analysis begins with line-by-line coding to minimize researcher bias,
progressing to focused coding to identify prevalent patterns. This is followed by categorization,
where codes are elevated to abstract categories through memo writing, ultimately forming
interconnected theoretical concepts. While GTA aims to develop organized theories explaining and
predicting phenomena, this paper focuses on establishing initial categories rather than constructing

comprehensive theories due to the scope and complexity of the research (Charmaz 2014).

5. Analysis

In this section, the author will examine and describe here the grounded theory approach
analysis individually to each of the questionnaires distributed during the yearlong PBL course: April
2023 at the beginning of the course, July 2023 at the end of the first semester, and February 2024
at the end of the second semester. In the next Discussion section, the author will describe how,
collectively, these analyses revealed three principal thematic categories: Cultural Engagement and
Local Knowledge, Leadership and Team Dynamics, and Mentorship and Role Differentiation. The
codes that built the categories did not unilaterally point to the development of any given category but
instead reflected the prevalent themes and patterns derived from the majority of students’ responses.

Representative quotes illustrate how these themes emerged in each phase of the study.

5-1. Pre-Class Questionnaire Analysis

Cultural Engagement as a Motivator

In pre-course responses, students described an eagerness to connect with the culture of Katsuyama
City and to contribute to community development. This phase reflected motivations rooted in
cultural discovery and relationship-building within the community. Many students framed their
early perceptions of Katsuyama City with curiosity and anticipation, forming an initial foundation for

engagement. One student expressed this clearly: “I want to mingle more with the locals and to gain
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as much new knowledge as possible about the place where I'm studying™ (April 2023). Another added,
“The organization is like windows that help us to see deeply into the target place... valuable sources

for our investigation” (April 2023).

Anticipation of Personal and Professional Growth

Participants articulated strong intentions to improve skills like effective communication and
collaborative problem-solving, seeing these as integral to their growth. These goals set up how they
approached teamwork and accountability within the course. One student noted, “I was a little bit shy,
also I tend to follow others' ideas... but personal ideas are important in group working so I want to
be brave to state my points” (April 2023). Another commented, “I want to become more observant...
I want a study which I can challenge myself and learn new things” (April 2023), showing a desire for

both personal and academic growth.

Role of Instructor and Local Organization Members as Guides

Students anticipated that the instructor and organization members would act as mentors and
cultural liaisons. They expected the instructor to guide while allowing autonomy, and they viewed
local members as crucial for contextualizing their work within Katsuyama City's cultural landscape.
As one student observed, “Chris will be an instructor who guides us on how to run the project
appropriately and smoothly... we are trying to aim to be perfect” (April 2023). Another remarked,
“They will teach us what they are doing in the front line of tourism industry in Katsuyama City, and

the goals or targets they are aiming for” (April 2023).

5-2. Post-Spring Semester Questionnaire Analysis

Immersive Cultural Engagement

By mid-course, students’ initial curiosity had deepened into a more immersive engagement. They
began to experience meaningful interactions with locals, which expanded their understanding of
Katsuyama City’s daily life and values. This phase marked a shift from observation to active cultural
participation. One student noted, “My goals to communicate more with the locals... along the process,
I got to know and meet more locals which is totally helping me to achieve my goals” (July 2023).
Another reflected on this engagement by stating, “The activities involved in this project so far were
really useful because... I got to know the hidden gems... totally worth discovering in Katsuyama” (July

2023).

! Student responses in questionnaires were written in either English or Japanese. English responses are
written here as is. All Japanese responses were translated by the author.
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Development of Collaborative Dynamics and Team Roles

Responses at this stage showed students developing an increased awareness of team roles and
dynamics. They coordinated tasks and adapted to each other’s strengths, forming a cohesive group
identity. One student shared, “We divided tasks almost equally and each person did them, after that,
combined them” (July 2023), while another noted, “In a group work, I am more to a manager... even in

Tiktok group, I am the one who arrange the schedule” (July 2023).

Instructor’s Role as a Facilitator of Autonomy

The instructor’s role evolved into that of a supportive guide, as students appreciated the non-
directive approach. The author’s guidance was valued for fostering independence while aligning
students with course objectives. One student said, “Chris is more guide than instructor... he just gives
recommendations and feedbacks that are helpful in making our projects run smoothly” (July 2023).
Another added, “Chris acts as the bridge between us and the people related to Katsuyama... whenever

we encounter difficulties... we can turn to him for help” (July 2023).

5-3. Post-Fall Semester Questionnaire Analysis

Emergent Leadership and Responsibility

By the course’s end, students expressed a shift toward leadership, describing how guiding peers
fostered confidence and accountability. This transition underscored their movement from external
guidance to self-directed responsibility. As one student reflected, “At first, I thought I wanted to be
the helper... However, I ended up as leader because nothing will move if I haven't done anything”
(February 2024). Another student said, “My role was almost the leader... I think I worked well with
the teammates but there was a phase when the progress turned to be a little bit slower” (February

2024).

Self-Efficacy and Professional Readiness

Students’ final reflections demonstrated growth in professional and interpersonal skills, such as
networking and teamwork. They recognized how these competencies prepared them for future roles
demanding cultural sensitivity and collaboration. One student stated, “I got the chance to explore a
lot of places and know the locals better... This really help my growth especially related to teamwork

and networking with other organizations” (February 2024).

Cultural Mediation by Local Organization Members

Interactions with local organization members were essential for understanding Katsuyama City's
unique needs. These members provided cultural insight and practical advice, enhancing the students’

project relevance and community connection. As one student observed, “They are our first window to
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understanding Katsuyama and the people who have provided us with the most practical help. Without
them, our impression of Katsuyama would have remained superficial” (February 2024). Another
added, “They helped us to connect us with any help around Katsuyama City... to find more places and

experiences that we can do to contribute into our project” (February 2024).

Though the data is scant with seven students, across the longitudinal data a tentative but cohesive
model emerged depicting a process where Cultural Engagement and Local Knowledge, Leadership
and Team Dynamics, and Mentorship and Role Differentiation formed an interconnected framework
of student experience. Initially motivated by curiosity and self-development, students gradually
internalized a sense of cultural enquiry, which fostered autonomy and leadership. Their interactions
with the instructor and community members reinforced the value of experiential learning in building
professional and interpersonal competencies. In the next section, the author will attempt to further
explain and connect these overarching themes among the data in this research project, as well as

against data collected in similar past research projects.

6. Discussion

This overall analysis of the data in this research project analysis highlighted in the previous
section led to three core categories: Cultural Engagement and Local Knowledge, Leadership and
Team Dynamics, and Mentorship and Role Differentiation. These categories illustrate a process of
collaborative and community-driven learning where students developed community revitalization
awareness, cultural engagement, and practical skills. In this section, the author will briefly explain
how the data analyzed come together to create these categories.

Furthermore, as the author has conducted a similar longitudinal research project in a past PBL
(Hennessy 2023) with nearly exact same questionnaires, this section will focus not only on the new
codes and categories created in grounded theory process as described in the previous sections, but
the author will try to integrate the data collected from these students with previous the previous
research results. The main codes from the previous research study connected to this research include

promotion skills, teamwork, self-reliance, critical thinking, problem-solving, and communication.

6-1. Cultural Engagement and Local Knowledge

Cultural Engagement in the context of this data set refers to the active participation of
students in understanding and interacting with the cultural context of Katsuyama City. It involves
activities such as exploring local traditions, engaging with community members, and learning about
the region’s unique history and challenges. Students described their motivations to explore the
community beyond superficial observations. This engagement emphasizes practical immersion and

interaction with the local environment as a means of learning and contributing to the community.
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Alignment with Prior Themes

Themes of teamwork and communication emerged strongly throughout the research projects past
and present, as students consistently described organization members as key sources of insight into
Katsuyama City’s community. Students expressed a desire to engage deeply with the community,
valuing the organization members as critical resources for understanding local culture. As one
student noted, “The organization is like windows that help us see deeply into the target place...
valuable sources for our investigation” (April 2023). Another emphasized the cultural relevance of this
engagement connecting with communication, stating, “Theyre our first window to understanding
Katsuyama” (February 2024). The data suggests an overall Immersive Cultural Engagement through

a search for Local Knowledge.

Divergence from Prior Themes

Contrary to earlier findings where promotion skills were a focus, in the 2023-2024 iteration of the
PBL course, cultural inclusivity took precedence. Rather than seeking to promote Katsuyama City,
students aimed to learn how to make it more welcoming for residents and tourists. For example, a
student stated, “I want to mingle more with the locals... gain as much new knowledge as possible
about the place where I'm studying” (April 2023). This search for inclusivity led to students wanting to
promote the area as they learned more about it. This shift highlights how PBL goals in a rural setting
may naturally emphasize inclusivity and local understanding which in turn can lead to stronger

outward promotion.

6-2. Leadership and Team Dynamics

Self-Reliance and Problem-Solving

The PBL course fostered a clear increase in self-reliance and problem-solving skills, consistent
with past findings. Many students reported growing into proactive roles within their teams. The
representative quote, as noted above, is, “At first, I thought I wanted to be the helper.. However,
I ended up as leader because nothing will move if I haven't done anything” (February 2024). This
quote emphasizes the theme of emerging autonomy and leadership demonstrates how the PBL course
reinforced self-reliance and adaptability. These themes found in the previous research align with
Emergent Leadership and Responsibility demonstrated in this research study, as well as Self-Efficacy,

Professional Readiness, Development of Collaborative Dynamics, and Team Roles.

6-3. Mentorship and Role Differentiation

Instructor as Facilitator and Guide

As students’ roles became defined, the instructor’'s guidance was increasingly valued. Students viewed

the instructor as a non-directive guide, with one describing him as “more to guidance... instead of



FEIBSEE sCisE 55 9 5 (2025)

controlling everything, just gives some recommendations” (February 2024). Another noted, “Chris
was the bridge between us and Katsuyama, supporting us whenever we encountered difficulties”
(February 2024). These observations align with previous findings that highlight the facilitator role of
instructors within PBL, where guidance supports students’ self-directed learning. This category is
supported by the previous section’s codes including Instructor’s Role as a Facilitator of Autonomy,

Development of Collaborative Dynamics and Team Roles,

Practical Mentorship from Organization Members

Organization members provided not only project-relevant knowledge but also a broader sense of how
to navigate real-world community issues, something noted less frequently in prior PBL research.
For example, one student reflected, “I learned how some random things that we found... can be very
helpful for a better result” (February 2024). Additionally, they described the organization as essential
to understanding Katsuyama City’s cultural context: “Without them, our impression of Katsuyama
would have remained superficial” (February 2024). Cultural Mediation by Local Organization

Members from this research study supports this category.

6-4. Comparative Insights Between Current and Previous Research Projects

As noted above in this section, previous research studies the author conducted based on other
PBL iterations (see section 3-3 Descriptions of Previous PBL Course Content) and this current
research study on PBL share core themes such as teamwork, self-reliance, communication, and
problem-solving, highlighting students’ growth in independence and collaborative skills. These
studies emphasize the dual mentorship roles of instructors and community organization members in
fostering metacognitive and technical skills. While earlier studies focused heavily on practical skills
like social media promotion, event management, and technical skills, they also hinted at the potential
for cultural engagement through themes such as local knowledge and community interaction
(Hennessy & Malcolm 2021; Hennessy 2023). However, these aspects were not explicitly framed in
terms of cultural inclusivity.

In contrast, this study brought cultural engagement and mentorship differentiation to the
forefront, reflecting a shift toward fostering broader cultural awareness and long-term impact.
This shift builds upon the groundwork of earlier iterations through the experiences of the
author and expands the scope to include cultural engagement and the students’ role in creating
inclusive environments for local residents and visitors. This progression demonstrates how earlier
practicalities laid the foundation for more integrated, reflective objectives, underscoring the

adaptability of PBL to meet evolving educational and community needs.
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7. Conclusion

This study examined a unique iteration of a project-based learning course focused on community
revitalization, conducted at a national university in Japan. Through a partnership with a community
development organization in Katsuyama City, students engaged in two distinct projects: one creating
disaster prevention materials for non-Japanese residents, and the other developing social media
content to attract international tourists. Using qualitative methods and data collected from pre-
course, mid-course, and post-course questionnaires, along with data from past research projects, this
research identified three core themes in the students’ learning experiences — Cultural Engagement
and Local Knowledge, Leadership and Team Dynamics, and Mentorship and Role Differentiation.
These themes reflect students’ adaptive learning journeys as they assumed meaningful roles in
community-based projects, deepening their cultural understanding, collaborative skills, and real-world
problem-solving abilities.

Despite the valuable insights gained, this research is not without limitations. The study’s small
sample size, consisting of only seven students, restricts the generalizability of the findings to other
PBL courses or cultural contexts. Additionally, the data relies on self-reported questionnaires, which
may be subject to personal bias, especially as students reflected on their perceived learning gains
and role adjustments over time. Future studies could benefit from integrating additional data sources,
such as direct observation of student activities, or interviews with community members involved in
the projects, to provide a more comprehensive understanding of the impact of PBL on both students
and the community.

Looking forward, paths for future research emerge. First, expanding the scope of PBL research
to include a larger, more diverse sample across multiple universities in Japan would help to clarify
how regional and cultural factors influence learning outcomes in community-based PBL programs.
Also, exploring the long-term impact of such courses on students’ professional development and
community engagement after graduation would provide valuable insights into the lasting effects
of PBL experiences. Future research could also build on the themes identified in this study by
developing a cohesive framework that interconnects cultural engagement, leadership dynamics, and
mentorship in project-based learning contexts. By exploring these themes in greater depth and across
diverse educational settings, subsequent studies could provide a more comprehensive understanding
of how these elements collectively contribute to student learning and community impact.

This study underscores the potential of project-based learning in the curriculum to cultivate
adaptable, culturally aware, and community-minded individuals. As universities in Japan and beyond
consider curriculum revisions, insights from this research can contribute to a broader understanding of
how structured partnerships with local organizations enrich PBL experiences. By continuing to explore
and refine the role of project-based learning in diverse educational contexts, future research can further

inform best practices for integrating experiential learning with community revitalization goals.
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The MATATAG Curriculum and Japanese Lesson Study:
Exploration on Collaborative Expertise Sessions (CES) in the
Philippines

William Tjipto

Abstract

The need for students to adapt to 21st-century skills has necessitated the implementation of
the MATATAG Curriculum beginning AY 2024-2025 in the Philippines. This research note is
an exploratory analysis into one of its core components, the Collaborative Expertise Sessions
(CES), which focus on teacher collaboration to improve lesson quality. Lesson study, renowned
for its focus on professional development and collaborative learning among teachers, is mirrored
in CES. This research examines CES methodology and implementation by using MATATAG
training materials, and reviewing research on MATATAG and CES. The author has approached
CES through the perspective of established Japanese lesson study, a similar teacher collaborative
methodology.

Currently, there is limited published research on the new curriculum, making it an opportune
moment to explore its emerging implementation. These early findings suggest that there are
several factors that contribute to effective CES teacher communities. This has enhanced teacher
support and professional development, fostering a collaborative teaching environment. However,
challenges such as implementation consistency across pilot schools, varied support from
stakeholders, resistance to change, and difficulties balancing CES participation with teaching
responsibilities have hindered standardization.

Our analysis of CES aligns with lesson study implementation in some aspects. Key differences
highlighted are CES is required as policy, following guided discussions, whereas lesson study
1s often introduced voluntarily, adapted based on local needs and context, and routinely
includes lesson observations. Continued monitoring of CES implementation will be crucial to
understanding how the Philippines addresses these challenges and adopts a sustainable model of

teacher collaboration.

Keywords: Japanese lesson study, MATATAG Curriculum, Collaborative Expert Sessions,

professional development, teacher collaboration
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1. Background of the MATATAG Curriculum

The 21st century has created unprecedented opportunities through technological advancements
that connect people around the globe, but it has also exposed new challenges, particularly for
developing nations like the Philippines. The need for students to cultivate creativity, critical thinking,
collaboration, emotional intelligence, and digital literacy skills has driven a need for change in the
existing curriculum (Estrellado, 2023) and the rolling implementation of the MATATAG Curriculum,
beginning in AY 2024-2025. Acknowledging the importance of holistic education, the curriculum
integrates values education across all subjects and grade levels. This strategy aims to cultivate not
only academic excellence but also character development and essential life skills. Teachers play a
crucial role in facilitating values education through interactive and experiential learning methods,
ensuring that students can apply these values in real contexts. The integration of values education
aims to ensure that students grow not only in academic competencies but also in personal integrity,
empathy, and social responsibility, thus preparing them to be well-rounded citizens capable of making
positive contributions to society.

One of the essential components of MATATAG is the Collaborative Expertise Sessions (CES),
scheduled collaborative meetings designed to foster teacher collaboration where educators can
share best practices, develop and critique lesson plans, analyze student performance, and strategize
solutions to educational challenges. CES sessions are held regularly, usually twice a week, and involve
teachers from various schools working together, sometimes even across school districts, to enhance

their practices in the goal of improving student outcomes.

2. Lesson Study

Japanese lesson study is a practice aimed at enhancing professional development through
collaboration, implemented widely in the Japanese educational system and adopted in various
countries globally. It is usually a process that involves teachers collaboratively identifying, planning
lessons, observing the lesson together, and reflective post-discussions (Lewis & Takahashi, 2013) with
the goal of improving instructional practices and student learning outcomes. The process generally
includes identifying a specific teaching challenge or goal, collaboratively designing a lesson, observing
the lesson being taught (often by one teacher while others observe), and then engaging in reflective
discussions to assess the effectiveness of the lesson and suggest improvements.

International studies on lesson study underscore the transformative effects of lesson study
on both teaching practices (Inprasitha, 2022) and student learning behaviors (Norwich & Ylonen,
2015), contributing to the development of a positive, student-centered school culture. Lesson study’s
adaptability to different cultural contexts, as demonstrated by its implementation globally, further
attests to its potential as a robust framework for teacher continuous professional development and

collaborative learning among teachers.
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3-1. Literature Review

The implementation of the MATATAG Curriculum, including CES, has garnered significant

attention, although it remains in its early stages, with only a limited number of published studies

available. This research note analyzed 21 available early reports on MATATAG, focusing on CES.

Given that CES is an integral part of teacher development, the author aimed to map available

evidence, identify key factors contributing to its effectiveness, and understand the challenges

faced during its initial rollout. The introduction of CES as a Ministry-led mandate, compared to the

voluntary nature of lesson study outside Japan, presents a unique context for analysis.

3-2. Positive Results

3-2-1.

3-2-2.

3-2-3.

Collaboration: Studies such as those by Kilag et al. (2024) and Domingo & Masapbi (2024)
demonstrate that CES encourages teachers to share best practices and adopt innovative
pedagogical approaches, ultimately enhancing lesson quality.

Professional Development: By providing a structured environment for collective problem-
solving, CES has facilitated more informed instructional practices, underscoring its role in
promoting teacher professional development and enhancing collaboration (Uy et al., 2024).
Teachers actively participating in CES report a sense of camaraderie and professional growth,
which translates into improved student engagement and better learning outcomes.
Curriculum Changes: Among many other changes, values education is now integrated
across various subjects, fostering holistic learning (Kilag et al., 2024). CES has supported
this integration by encouraging teachers to work collaboratively on values-based instruction,
leading to more cohesive and consistent character education across different classrooms.
Teachers who participated in CES felt more equipped to deliver values education effectively,

ultimately contributing to positive behavioral changes among students (Uy et al., 2024).

3-3. Challenges

3-3-1.

3-3-2.

Resource Constraints: Several studies emphasize that CES'’s potential is hindered by practical
limitations such as inadequate time, insufficient training, and lack of administrative support.
Lagbao (2024) and Kilag (2024) both highlight concerns about time constraints. Teachers
struggle to balance CES activities with their other teaching responsibilities, a situation
exacerbated in under-resourced schools where they often take on multiple roles, leading to
reports feeling overwhelmed by the amount of preparation required for CES meetings, which
can involve detailed presentations and formalized discussions.

Adoption Issues: Adoption of the new curriculum and the structured discussions mandated in
CES sessions have proven to be a consistent challenge for some teachers (Ubias, 2024). Many

educators struggle with adjusting to the new collaborative frameworks, particularly due to the
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additional workload that CES entails. The mandatory, Ministry-led nature of CES (Kilag et al.,
2024), coupled with the need for exhaustive lesson preparation and adherence to structured
discussion topics, has led to some resistance. Furthermore, the varying levels of experience
among teachers and the disparity in institutional support exacerbate these challenges, making
consistent adoption across different schools difficult.

3-3-3. Resistance to Change: Another critical challenge involves resistance to the collaborative
approach inherent in CES. As noted in two articles by Uy et al. (2024), some educators are
resistant, particularly those unfamiliar with collaborative frameworks or those who see it as
an added workload rather than an opportunity for growth. In contrast, lesson study practices
outside Japan are often voluntarily adopted and can be customized to fit the specific needs
and context of a given school or district. This top-down implementation of CES limits the
autonomy of educators, leading to varying degrees of engagement and resistance.

3-3-4. Institutional Support: Furthermore, the review identified disparities in the support provided
by administrators across different schools. The level of administrative commitment greatly
affects the effectiveness of CES implementation (Loza, 2024). In schools where leaders
are highly supportive, CES is seen as a tool for professional development and continuous
improvement. However, in schools lacking such support, CES often becomes an additional

burden rather than a valuable opportunity for growth.

4. Differences

There are several distinctions between CES and lesson study. The most highlighted challenge of
MATATAG is that CES is a Ministry-led policy mandate that must be implemented by all schools,
whereas lesson study is typically introduced voluntarily and adapted in frequency and focus, fitting
for each localized context. This distinction results in a more rigid structure for CES, with scheduled
meetings and structured discussion topics guided by curriculum guides (Dayola et al., 2024). While
such structure can be beneficial in ensuring uniformity, it may also restrict teachers’ flexibility and
creativity in collaboration. This, coupled with the lack of observation sessions that defines the basis
in lesson study, possibly reduces the overall effectiveness of CES in fostering in-depth reflection and

more personalized professional growth.

5. Recommendations

For CES to succeed, it is essential to address the challenges identified among all the
reviewed articles. Providing adequate resources, targeted professional development, and reducing
administrative burdens on teachers could help make CES a sustainable practice in the Philippines.
Additionally, adopting more flexible meeting schedules and incorporating observation elements

similar to lesson study could enhance the depth of collaboration, motivation of teachers and



The MATATAG Curriculum and Japanese Lesson Study

administrators, and ensure continuous professional growth.

Lessons from Japanese lesson study can potentially offer guidance for overcoming these barriers,
emphasizing the importance of adaptability, autonomy, and sustained administrative backing in
fostering teacher learning communities. By examining the CES in the Philippines within the lesson

study context, valuable insights might be discovered.

6. Gaps

In exploring the research currently available, several research gaps appear that may warrant
further exploration. The current body of literature lacks other comparative analysis between
CES and similar collaborative frameworks like lesson study, particularly in the Philippine context.
This research note does not include the determination of which methodology is more effective,
only identifying the perceived and potential benefits or drawbacks of each method, only seeking
to understand and highlight the commonalities and differences of CES and lesson study in most
contexts. While Uy et al. (2024) and Olipas (2024) provide insights into CES’s impact on professional
development, there remains limited evidence regarding its long-term effectiveness compared to
other collaborative practices. Another identified gap is the variability in CES implementation across
schools with different capacities and resources. This variability points to a need for a more nuanced
exploration of how context-specific factors influence CES outcomes, compared to the current search

for how best practices can be standardized across these broad educational settings.

7. Conclusion

The MATATAG Curriculum, with CES as one of its core components, represents a promising
effort to adapt the Philippine education system to meet the demands of the 21st century. The
student-centered, holistic approach aims to simplify competencies, allowing teachers to develop
collaboratively and focus on student learning. While CES is designed to foster teacher support
networks, the current challenges highlight the complexities involved in achieving effective adoption
across different schools. While some comparisons with lesson study can be drawn, the flexibility,
voluntary implementation of lesson study, and inclusion of class observation contrast it with CES.
Further study into implementation and integration with aspects of well-established lesson study may

address some of the challenges identified by the pilot MATATAG schools.
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Abstract
This exploratory paper examines the factors that led to diverging experiences that two
instructors of the same intercultural communication course (ICC) at a Japanese national
university have encountered when planning, teaching, and assessing student performance. The
course, situated within a Global and Community Studies program, is taught using English as the
medium of instruction (EMI) and aims to foster cross-cultural interaction skills among Japanese
and international students. This is considered a cornerstone course to prepare students for
working in an increasingly intercultural local community. Therefore, ICC is a compulsory course
for all second-year students of the program. This paper explains the course design, development,
and materials before introducing the background and identity of the two instructors, as this is
one of the factors that was found to be more significant to the diverging experiences mentioned
above. Then, factors running in parallel will also be discussed: the number of course takers and
their background (e.g., nationality and previous experiences with cross-cultural communication),
their English proficiency, their customization of the class content, in addition to three minor
but noteworthy influences. Finally, this paper will explore the potential of engaging in research
in the development of intercultural communication skills of Japanese university students
within the context of an EMI course (which focuses on content and skill learning, as opposed
to, for example, a CLIL - content and language integrated learning - course where content
and language are scaffolded in parallel). While the authors are aware that measuring learning
outcomes In intercultural communication education presents some challenges, the institutional
setting is deemed appropriate for a case study, and the factors introduced in this paper can be
alleviated to establish a research design featuring a test group and a control group. In addition,

it is deemed necessary to include student voices as part of the research design in some capacity.

Keywords: intercultural communication; intercultural competence; EMI; EFL discussion; teacher

reflection
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1. Introduction

This article narrates the stories, perspectives, and discoveries of two university instructors in
Japan who teach the same introductory course to Intercultural Communication (henceforth ICC) to
two different groups of students. The course follows the EMI (English as a Medium of Instruction)
concept, building on students’ preexisting English language proficiency to introduce intercultural
communication as an academic subject. ICC is a compulsory course for all second-year students
at the School of Global and Community Studies (GCS), University of Fukui. In fact, the course can
be considered to be at the forefront of the first of three main objectives upon which the School is
founded, labeled education for intercultural understanding (FSACBIRETE [bunka rikai kyoiku))
(School of Global and Community Studies, n.d.). ICC is professed in English to enable both domestic
and international students to participate actively and enhance their intercultural competence in an
international environment through discussions and cross-cultural exchanges. Active learning in the

form of discussions and analysis of intercultural scenarios is a core component of the ICC syllabus.

In the academic year 2023-2024, the two instructors paired for the first time to facilitate the course.
This experience was a learning opportunity for both and opened several possibilities for research,
which will be explored further in this paper and future combined efforts. Having a unified syllabus
and course materials allowed the two facilitators to compare class engagement, dynamics, and student
efforts and achievements. This cooperation made us realize that classroom stories and experiences
can differ, sometimes greatly, based on a number of factors. In this paper, we will highlight three main
factors (the number of students and their background, life experiences, and knowledge of the world;
the student’s ability to use English in an academic context; and their individual contributions to the
course content) and other minor influences, to then describe how each of these factors shaped the

teaching and learning environment.

2. Literature Review

In the Japanese university context, courses taught in English are not a novelty — according to Brown
and Bradford (2017), some form of content instruction in English has been a feature of university
curricula for the last thirty years. The most recent data by the Japanese Ministry of Education,
Culture, Sports, Science and Technology (MEXT, 2021) reveals that academic courses in English
are available at 307 universities at the undergraduate level and 232 institutions at the graduate
level. The report, however, encapsulates all forms of teaching using English under the label ¥ &
W2 X B3 [eigo ni yvoru jugyd] (instruction offered in English), leaving a gap in our understanding
of whether this involves a) using academic content in English to scaffold academic language skills,
b) approaching academic subjects to achieve a shared goal of learning a language and a topic, or ¢)

using English as the language used in classroom interactions, as well as the learning materials. These
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three approaches are known in the literature as CBI (content-based instruction), CLIL (content and
language integrated learning), and EMI (English medium instruction), respectively. While it would
be an oversimplification to introduce the three approaches as part of a continuum, as they can
employ different sets of language education strategies to reach their goal (Carrio-Pastor, 2021), it is
not impossible to visualize CBI as one of the extremes (focusing on the language used in academic
content), EMI as the opposite extreme (focusing on content and not the teaching and learning of
English), and CLIL as a midway point that can shift more or less closer to one of the extremes

depending on circumstances such as the instructor or student English proficiency.

2.1. English as a medium of instruction

One reason to design the ICC course using an EMI approach is its familiarity to students, as many
second to fourth-year courses offered at our department are taught using some variations of EMI.
In addition, this approach allows students who will be studying outside of Japan for a semester or
year after completing the course to experience being immersed in an English discussion-based
environment, similar to what they will likely find when studying abroad. Similarly, EMI provides a
smoother transition to studying at a university in Japan for international students with lower Japanese
proficiency and higher-to-native English abilities. It should be pointed out, however, that adopting an
EMI approach in our context does not entail completely disregarding the language development of
students who do not speak English natively. As Brown and Bradford (2017, p. 330) point out “content
mastery does not have to be the only outcome of EMI; it is merely the primary focus. EMI classes
may Incorporate elements of language sensitivity and language support”. The latter description fits
the ICC course design well; the extent to which language support was offered (and needed) is one of

the differences between the two parallel sections and echoes the findings of Rose et al. (2020).

One further reason to promote an EMI approach to the teaching and learning of intercultural
communication, specifically, is the course design choice to prioritize building intercultural competence,
rather than focusing solely on understanding other specific cultures. This allows the course designers
to leverage what Cummins (2017) calls language-independent information, or knowledge and abilities
that can be transferred from the students' L1 and L2. This approach has proven to have neutral to
positive outcomes in content learning (Lin & Lei, 2021) and has the potential to enhance learning
motivation, academic skills, and language proficiency in case studies conducted at other Japanese

higher education institutions (Rose et al., 2020; Sim, 2018).

2.2. The teachability of ICC skills

When designing a skill-based course in the field of intercultural communication, it 1S necessary to

tackle the elephant in the room - whether the ability to function in an intercultural environment
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can be effectively facilitated as part of a university course, regardless of the language the course is
taught. This position is notoriously held by Balboni and Caon (2015), who maintain that the constantly
changing nature of contemporary culture, especially due to the influence of mass media and social
media, and the sheer number of existing cultures make describing intercultural competence difficult

and teaching intercultural communication unfeasible.

The course designers acknowledge Balboni and Caon’s position; however, they believe it is possible
to foster development, if not explicitly teach, in students” attitudes towards intercultural exchanges,
communication strategies that can work across cultures and help bridge cultural gaps, and an overall
mindset of acceptance towards people from different backgrounds and cultural habits. This philosophy
of facilitating “intercultural skills” seems compatible with Byram and Golubeva’'s (2020) definition of
intercultural (communicative) competence and also coherent with the goals of the GCS department

(School of Global and Community Studies, n.d.).

2.3. Intercultural competence in Japanese education

Japanese tertiary institutions have followed the Ministry of Education's mandate to cultivate “global
talent” (7' T—2N)VAM, gurobaru jinzai) for more than thirty years at the time of writing - yet, as
Tsuneyoshi (2018, p. 50) points out, “there are inconsistencies in the calls for ‘internationalization,
implying that while internationalization may be being promoted, a multicultural perspective may
be lacking”. An example of such inconsistencies is the confusion or interchangeability of “foreign
language education” and “English language education” in both official policy documents (e.g., MEXT,
2021) and vernacular uses, suggesting that “internationalization” may sometimes be used as a
portmanteau for “English ability”. Sakamoto (2022, p. 216) agrees when stating that “[iln Japan,
gurobaru jinzai policies have been criticized for having a disproportionate, inappropriate and
ineffectual emphasis on quantitative FL [foreign language] proficiency goals [..] and for failing to
adequately articulate what the gurobaru jinzai concept entails and how educators can support the

development of these graduates”.

What is highlighted above is not limited to language - Tsuneyoshi (2018) acknowledges that in
Japan the concept of internationalization is introduced in elementary school through the portrayal
of English-speaking sojourners, often visiting temporarily, or foreign workers or spouses of Japanese
nationals. Therefore, promoting intercultural competence in the Japanese context entails first and
foremost deconstructing this image and the widespread belief that all foreigners to Japan speak
English. Then, emphasis should be placed on building an inclusive cross-cultural perspective as
opposed to the Japanese and EFEN (kokusaijin, “international person”) duality (McVeigh, 2015) by

raising awareness of ethnic minorities in Japan and of non-English speaking and non-mainstream
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cultures. A further step is suggested by Sakamoto (2022), who encourages educators to foster an
environment in which students can become comfortable expressing themselves through discussion,
which in turn will create opportunities for them to work on their adaptation and negotiation skills in

(culturally) diverse situations.

The irony of attempting the above through an English-medium university course is not lost on the
authors. However, this paradox may be mitigated if the course instructors do not completely fit
the stereotypical image described above and if they are able to cultivate an interculturally vibrant
learning environment. This is why the identity, background, and experience of the ICC course

facilitators are relevant and will be introduced in the next section.

3. ICC course description

3.1. Course instructors

While the two instructors facilitate the course using a shared syllabus and teaching materials,
their life and work experiences differ in a way that can (and we think skowld) influence the course
dynamics. Both class instructors are highly proficient users of English, but neither identifies as a

native speaker.

The first instructor, Hazuki, is a native of Tokyo, but attended high school and college in the U.S,,
in a very culturally diverse environment of the New York metropolitan area. The experience of
learning English and conducting academic studies in the U.S. coincided undoubtedly with multi-
layered intercultural communication experiences, assisted by teachers and peers of multiple cultural
backgrounds. Following several years of professional experience working in advertising firms,
she pursued her graduate studies in the field of religious studies, and gained exposure to various
approaches to religious themes in the world, which led the way for teaching ICC in 2024. In facilitating
the course she encouraged students to critically look into several aspects of Japanese culture and their

own historical perceptions in order to support their acquisition of intercultural skills.

Ivan, the other instructor, is a white male whose first language is Italian; he was born and raised in
Ttaly and moved to Japan (with no previous knowledge of the Japanese language and scarce previous
Interactions with Japanese culture) in his late twenties. He received some informal experience in
intercultural interaction and mediation through volunteering activities teaching Italian to refugees
in Milan, and formal training in intercultural sensitivity development at the University of Venice. He
has been responsible for developing and teaching the ICC course at GCS since 2017. This background
allows him to bring to class the perspective of a learner of English (albeit dated) and Japanese,

which tends to resonate with both the Japanese and non-Japanese students populating the course.
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In addition, he can leverage the experience of having taught the course multiple times and having a

tentative grasp on what students find engaging or boring, easy or difficult, relatable or unrelatable.

3.2. Course logistics and materials

As mentioned in the introductory paragraph, this fifteen-week EMI intercultural communication
course Is required for all regularly enrolled second-year GCS students, regardless of their current
English proficiency level. The course is also open to exchange students until the maximum course
capacity for each section (24) is reached. There is no formal English requirement for international
students, but all prospective course takers are asked to meet with one of the instructors to verify
that they can understand the course materials and logistics. In 2023-2024, GCS students were
prompted to choose one of three sections of the ICC course. The two sections described in this paper
were illustrated to the students as being EMI courses taught completely in English (section a) and
English with a small degree of Japanese language support (section a). The remaining section uses
Japanese as the language of instruction to a larger extent and adopts different class materials (in
English). As a result, while the third section follows many of the tenets of the two sections introduced
here, its differences cause it to fall outside the scope of the research thread that this paper hopes to

Inaugurate.

The main constituents of the ICC course are discussion preparation, class discussions, learning

journals, and four interim tests related to the class content.

1. Discussion preparation: Prior to the average class meeting, students are assigned a portion
of the course critical reader (see below) to read and annotate as well as a set of discussion
questions and real-life cross-cultural communication scenarios they need to respond to.
This elaborate preparation ensures that students can come to class ready to engage in peer
discussions (that is, they know what they want to say and can, if needed, research ahead of
time the English they need to convey their opinions).

2. Class discussions: Students are randomized in small groups (of three, when possible)
and given carte blanche on how to set up and navigate the class discussion. There is no
requirement to cover all discussion questions prepared in advance. One or two additional
questions are sometimes revealed at the beginning of the class discussion to elicit more
spontaneous answers.

3. Learning journals: At the end of each class meeting, students are tasked to reflect on what
they learned from the reading, the discussion, and the interaction with their peers.

4. Tests: Throughout the semester, students complete four short open-book tests designed

to reiterate and reflect on the concepts first introduced in the course booklet and through
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discussion. Often the test questions are inspired by the content of student discussions.

As part of the orientation, ICC course takers are made aware that all the constituents above
contribute to their final grade for the class. In this instance, they also receive a critical reader, i.e.
an introduction to the main ideas and findings in the field of intercultural communication that will
constitute the main reading material for the course. The concepts introduced in the critical reader are
adapted from a selection of topics featured in most Intercultural Communication college textbooks,
rewritten by one of the authors and collaborators adopting lexical and structural simplification
techniques to make the content accessible to non-native speakers of English. In their class practices,
the course instructors liberally supplement further readings, news articles, and videos — however, the
critical reader itself is unchanged for the two sections, and so is the scheduling of the course. In other
words, both sections follow the same materials at the same pace for ease of comparison and, in the

future, research design.

All of the class assignments, as well as the critical reader itself and the syllabus, are distributed on the

course LMS. Conversely, all peer discussions happen in the classroom, in a face-to-face environment.

4. Instructor perspectives and reflections

The two facilitators kept close contact and met almost weekly to ensure that the course pace was
appropriate for the students and to discuss the class dynamics, student reactions to the assignments,
as well as to share ideas, insights, and supplementary materials. Throughout these reiterative
negotiations, and upon reflection at the end of the course, the two instructors realized that some
differences they identified in the way students approached their coursework and their development
of intercultural competence was influenced by several factors. In this paper, we choose to highlight:
(1) the number of students in each section and their national and intercultural background, (2) the
students’ ability to express themselves in English, (3) the role of student responses in shaping class

discussions, and (4) miscellaneous minor influences.

4.1. Student numbers and identity

Both section a and section a reached full capacity as soon as course registration opened. On the one
hand, a class of 24 in an active learning context is an ideal number, as it allows learners to work in
pairs or groups of three or four, and the facilitators to plan groups flexibly. On the other hand, this
number of students is significantly larger than any other discussion-based EMI course taught by the
same instructors. Both thought this would inevitably hinder their ability to act as facilitators during
the discussions, which proved true early in the semester. As a further reflection, Hazuki pointed out

that having seven to eight small groups working simultaneously in the classroom made it difficult
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for the instructor to pull together all the various strands of discussion at the end of each class
meeting. This is consistent with Ivan's experience and not limited to the 2024 cohort. In Ivan's case,
an additional hindrance was the classroom size, which barely fits all the students and makes moving

around the classroom to facilitate group work akin to an agility training workout.

Regardless of numbers, the instructors agree that student identity (including nationality and life
experiences) is one of three chief factors determining the diverging development of class dynamics
in the two sections. Ivan's section (section a, or “English only”) comprised 17 Japanese students aged
19-21, and 7 international students aged 20-27 from France, Hungary, Malaysia, Taiwan, and the
United States. Meanwhile, Hazuki’s section (section a, or “English with Japanese language support”
had 20 Japanese students aged 19-22, and 4 international students aged 22-24 from China, Indonesia,
Malaysia, and Korea. The exchange students were enrolled into each section based on their strongest
language: English, for section a, and Japanese for section a. This decision created an involuntary
situation whereby section a was populated by international students from East and Southeast Asia
who could participate in a discussion in English as well as Japanese if needed; on the other hand,
section a hosted a broader range of cultural backgrounds and included three students who were
absolute beginners in Japanese but proficient in English. As a consequence, in section a, the initial
learning journals from some Japanese students echoed a mix of excitement and panic at the thought
of starting their first EMI class with students from other cultures while being unable to use their
mother tongue should they not be able to express themselves in English at first. In section a, instead,
the student reflections suggest that many seemed at a loss as to what to do at first, but they were
guided by students with experience in taking discussion-based classes in English, which included but

was not limited to the international students.

Nationality was not the only factor contributing to the different development of class life in the two
sections. In the section taught by Ivan, a small number of Japanese students and all three European
students had previous study or living abroad experiences, where they gained direct exposure to the
realities of cross-cultural communication, be it from a very young age or through au pair or work
opportunities. In contrast, the core of Japanese students had limited chances to interact with peers
from other cultures before joining the University of Fukui. Similarly, four exchange students were
just beginning their first experience outside of their home country and were still adjusting to life in
Japan. As a result of this gap, some of the ideas discussed as part of the course contents (e.g., barriers
to intercultural communication, and culture shock/reverse culture shock) were made more poignant
through the anecdotes shared by the students with intercultural experience - something that
many course takers acknowledged in their reflections. The students’ diverse life experiences were

also central in section a and originated episodes like the following. When discussing intercultural
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barriers, students engaged in a discussion on the influence of historical precedents and events in
shaping societal identities and contributing to intercultural conflicts. Hazuki expanded on the question
and introduced the topic of collective memories of the past wars of the early twentieth century, asking
the students: “How are we to deal with the memories of WWI and WWII when they are not our direct
memories?”, “Why is it important to know that Japan was not only a victim of war, but a perpetrator?”,
and “What would be some good ways to form mutual understanding amongst people from opposing
camps of the war?”. Students in section a, which consisted predominantly of Japanese students with
a mix of international students from Asia, were able to share their perceptions of history and what
they have learned about the wars in schools. Their reflections reveal a newly gained understanding of
the causes of friction between Japanese nationals and people from other Asian countries, which often

traces back to the different perceptions of what took place during wartime.

4.2. Student English proficiency

A second major factor contributing to the class dynamics and ultimately to the success of the class
discussions was, predictably, students’ confidence in using English and their underlying proficiency
in the language. As described above, students were tasked to prepare for discussion before each
class meeting. Specifically, they were asked to prepare discussion notes by answering ten to twelve
discussion questions and submitting them the day before the class meeting. In the classroom, students
shared their views with their peers based on these notes. Reflecting on the experience of facilitating
the English-with-Japanese-support section, Hazuki notes that there was a significant difference
between what the students were able to produce as answers to the discussion questions. The more
proficient students could write a paragraph-long answer to each question, while others could only
contribute one simple sentence or note. To help bridge the gap, the instructor of section a shared
some exemplary answers from international students in class, so that others would be encouraged to
write longer notes in the next assignments. In addition, it became clear that some students translated
the discussion questions into Japanese, answered them, and then fed their answers in Japanese to
an online translator, copying and pasting the English output onto the submitted forms. This strategy
can be thought to demonstrate the students willingness to participate in the class discourse and
provide original contributions to the discussion despite them not feeling confident doing this directly
in English. While allowing students to use machine translation may raise criticism, we would like
to point out that, in an EMI setting, this strategy gave students the means to communicate their
thoughts, experiences, and opinions in English in the classroom, which they may not have been able
to do otherwise. In other words, this was a fundamental steppingstone in building their intercultural
competences (and potentially strengthen their language abilities, although this would need to be
confirmed in a research setting). During the discussions, the atmosphere was positive, and once the

classroom was filled with voices of students engaged in cheerful discussions either in English (or
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sometimes Japanese), even the rather quiet students seemed compelled to speak with their peers. To
alleviate the issue of discussions switching to Japanese, Hazuki started to take into consideration the
students’ characters and idiosyncrasies when planning additional questions and discussion groups that

would ensure lively discussions.

In Ivan’s section, the difference in written output in discussion preparation was not as visible — if
anything, the class preparation activities were taken more seriously by the Japanese students, while
at times it was clear that the more proficient students cut corners intending to speak off the cuff
during the class discussions. In the classroom, however, the language barrier became more evident
as each discussion question unfolded and left its original thread to follow the students” unique takes
and sharing of experiences. Here the more proficient students, regardless of their nationality, were
able to navigate the developing conversation with more ease while others struggled to follow and
relegated themselves to a more passive role, reacting to their peers' ideas rather than adding their
own. This tendency created some friction among classmates and, on two occasions, resulted in one
(international) student complaining about their group members and asking the facilitator to be part
of a “less reticent group” (sic) for the following discussion. To mitigate the issue, Ivan also started
planning the discussion groups based on class observation and student feedback, making sure that
the students’ hard work was well represented and valued within each group while still maintaining

cultural diversity when possible.

4.3. Student responses: Building class upon students’ voices

Because the ICC course is designed based on discussions and students are expected to have an idea of
how they would answer the questions by the time they participate in discussions, students” responses
submitted before the class provided valuable additional content for in-class discussions. In other
words, student voices were another major factor determining the unique development of each of the

two sections.

In section a, for example, in answer to the prompt, “Why is ‘knowing everything’ not an option in
the field of intercultural communication?” one student answered: “In Japan, it is considered important
to be reserved when speaking with superiors, but this might be very different in other cultures.
Therefore, it is impossible to know everything about appropriate behaviors and communication
styles in particular cultures.” What the student expressed here was the impossibility of knowing
what to say or how they should behave in their own cultural environment. This concern made way
for a few questions to be posed to the entire class on cultural expectations students face when they
start working in Japan. Usually, new graduates who start working at companies in Japan go through

intensive training in business manners and proper language to be used in the workplace, e.g., how to
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greet customers and business partners, how to answer phones, how to respond to emails, where to
sit in meeting rooms so that respect is properly paid to those with whom they conduct business. As
exemplified in the use of honorifics, cultural expectations are 7ea! concerns for young college students.
Hazuki encouraged the students to think about such cultural expectations in Japan by asking students
how they feel about them, what the pros and cons of such expectations are, and how these are
adapting to today’s globalized society. In this snippet of section a’s class life, a student’s voice gave
everybody the chance to expand on the particular cultural expectations young people face in Japan

and how they can manage them.

In section a, a comparable episode happened while discussing the topics of profiling and covert
racism. Here, the stories shared by the international students about their life in Fukui (which, within
the Japanese context, could be thought of as a rather rural area) fueled a debate on whether it is
more appropriate to use Japanese or English when starting a conversation with a tourist, sojourner,
or foreign resident. What became clear from the student voices was that the Malaysian and
Taiwanese students were almost exclusively addressed in Japanese in their daily interactions in the
local community, as well as on campus. Conversely, the American, French, and Hungarian students
reported being spoken to in English or interaction being avoided when using English was not an
option. The class meeting then turned into an extended learning opportunity for all actors involved
as some students argued that speaking English to a person who does not “look Japanese” (sic) is
a choice made out of consideration and omotenashi (8H7T7Z L, “hospitality”), while others adopted
an egalitarian view arguing that the choice of language to speak should not be dictated by one’s
appearance and Japanese should be the default choice in Fukui, with English being the backup choice

should interaction in Japanese fail.

4.4. Other factors

While the discussion in this paper revolved predominantly around three major factors, the ICC course
facilitators also identified a set of less preeminent influences that shaped the diverging development
of the two sections which are still worth mentioning: the facilitators” experience, the students’ lack of
experience in taking discussion-based courses, and some students’ erratic attendance and inconsistent

attitude towards classwork.

The first factor is the facilitators’ experience teaching an ICC course following an EMI approach.
There was a significant change on the part of the instructor in section « in managing her first
discussion-based class. At first, the instructor was not confident enough to let the students have
discussions freely, fearing that they might start to diverge in Japanese. Around the fifth class

meeting, however, Hazuki was reassured that students were comfortable conducting their discussions
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on their own and that they even preferred to manage their own talking time rather than being
urged intermittently by the facilitator. This was a great learning experience as she understood that
Instructors need to trust students’ abilities to take agency of their own learning in the classroom. This
experience differs from section a's, where Ivan felt comfortable letting the students take the lead in

the classroom, mostly as a result of having taught six previous iterations of the same ICC course.

Related to the previous one would be the second factor of students” acculturation to discussion-based
learning. In the early stages of the course, one Japanese student asked the instructor to share the
“correct answers” to the discussion questions on the course LMS, so that students could verify their
answers. In response to this, Hazuki made a patchwork of exemplary (rather than “correct”) answers
from different students, but this effort did not have to continue for long as the student figured out that
with minimal aid from translation tools they could contribute significantly to in-class discussions, as
they indeed had a lot to say but needed to articulate their thoughts in Japanese first. This case was
a prime example where EMI provided content learning on the topic of intercultural communication,
as well as improvement in English language skills. Again, this did not happen in section a, most
likely because all international students had previous experience of class discussions and all but three
Japanese students were previously enrolled in an English communication course designed specifically

to develop the ability to lead and participate in discussions in an English-speaking context.

A third factor worth mentioning at the tail end is some students’ wavering engagement in class
preparations, learning journals and tests, as well as inconsistent attendance. This was particularly
the case in Ivan's section where, as the course unfolded, a significant number of exchange students
started to submit shorter and sloppier assignments and often did not submit any evidence of
discussion preparation or reflection altogether. This trend was also accompanied by increasingly
frequent absences, from individuals or groups, particularly following national holidays or long
weekends (for reference, the course meets on Mondays). Conversely, the regularly enrolled students
were more consistent in preparing for class discussions, submitting tests and journals, and attending
class meetings. In Hazuki's section, students’ engagement in class was rather consistent although
there was certainly a discrepancy between students with exemplary preparation and participation
and others who struggled writing their answers to discussion questions and learning reflections after
each class. As the students were required to submit their outputs in English, it would be advisable
to evaluate how their performances rely on their varying commands of the English language, and
whether less proficient students should be encouraged to enlist the aid of translation tools in producing
their outputs. This is the kind of reflection that makes us think our course needs to adopt a research

paradigm.
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5. Research potential and future development of the ICC course

The idea of publishing our reflections as research notes stems from our belief that the ICC course
has the potential to contribute to the academic discourse on facilitating intercultural competence
and skills in Japan. Each factor described above, in fact, could develop into an independent research
thread. Since the main purpose of this course (and one of the pillars of the School of Global and
Community Studies) is fostering our students’ ability to function competently in an intercultural
setting we predict that our future research efforts will move in this direction and will reshape the

ICC course to support the students’ personal development.

The extant structure of the course, with two sections running in parallel following the same syllabus
and educational goals and striving to maintain the same pace, lends itself well to a comparative study
that can be designed to understand the extent to which the factors narrated in this paper influence
the intercultural growth of ICC students and how the facilitators can scaffold this process while
preserving and empowering each student’s unique personal history, personality, and talents. At the
onset of this research design, the authors are leaning toward an implementation of Sakamoto’s (2022)
framework for the development of global competence, a set of guidelines informed by the specificity
of the Japanese context as well as the realities of international students in Japan. Sakamoto's findings
identify the following traits as requirements to attain global competence: an attitude of openness,
willingness to engage, relational abilities, self-expression, emotional stability, independent and critical
thinking, foreign language ability, and specific knowledge about the diversity of cultures and the
influence of one’s own cultural background. Sakamoto's project concluded that the Japanese education
system falls short in cultivating students” independent critical thinking, self-expression, and awareness
of cultural diversity. The author also suggests that this is an area in which educator agency can be
transformative. We believe that, with a few structural changes and a research-oriented approach,
the ICC course can further this research thread and become a case study in promoting intercultural

competence at the tertiary education level in Japan.

The course goals, syllabus, materials, structure and philosophy, and student enrollment being
constants, we foresee first and foremost a change in the way data (chiefly student reflection as this
proved to be one of the main factors influencing the course development) is collected and analyzed.
The learning journal has been a useful tool to gather a general appreciation of each student’s progress,
but its current free format can generate a dilution of students’ voices. In addition, it does not allow the
facilitators to gather quantitative data. Revising this data collection tool to include both a quantitative
and qualitative component (as seen in Sim, 2018) is a priority as this would allow data triangulation. In
addition, the researchers are considering changing their approach to analyzing the students” written

reflections from content analysis to narrative inquiry, this being “the only methodology that provides
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access to language teaching and learning as lived experiences” and “can be viewed as a matter of
investigation of the development of second language identities of time” (Barkhuizen et al., 2014, p.
12). Adopting such an approach would enable the researchers to: a) shed light on the ICC students’
acquisition of intercultural skills, b) minimize the influence of translator- and Al-enhanced student
reflections, as the focus would shift from keywords to development patterns, and c) track any changes

in the way learners use English in the classroom, thus closing the EMI circle.

6. Conclusion

This reflective piece of writing narrates how the experiences of two instructors/facilitators teaching
parallel sections of an intercultural communication EMI course at the University of Fukui underscore
the unique challenges and opportunities of fostering intercultural competence in an inherently
culturally diverse classroom environment. The differences in student identity, language proficiency,
course contributions and engagement not only shaped class dynamics but also revealed valuable
insights that the authors would like to investigate further in a qualitative research setting. This can
be achieved by tapping into an existing framework for global competence in Japan and implementing
small changes to the course to favor data collection and analysis and to properly describe intercultural
education strategies that can prove effective within Japan's evolving higher education landscape and

Immigration realities.
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