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Abstract
At the end of the academic year 2017-2018, Yokohama National University’s English
Education Liaison and Coordination Committee asked the university’s English Education Section
to assess the effectiveness of the new English curriculum introduced at the beginning of the
academic year.

In response to this request, this article reviews the following: 1) the overall background for
reforming the curriculum and the leadership of the current YNU President, Dr. Yuichi Hasebe, who
took office in 2015, 2) general orientation for first-year students regarding the English curriculum,
3) visits by international graduate student teaching assistants (TAs) to foster intercultural
understanding and preliminary findings regarding student responses to visits by international

graduate student TAs, and 4) a statistical analysis of a questionnaire given to students.
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3. Classroom Visits by International Graduate Student Teaching Assistants

3.1. Introduction

As the world becomes globalized, there is an increasing need for English learners to become
acclimatized to the accents of non-native speakers of English. Furthermore, although requesting
clarification, negotiating for meaning, and seeking confirmation of what one thinks one has

understood are all critical interaction skills, these skills are rarely developed in Japanese classroom
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settings up to the high school level.

The course “Independent English Learning” (“IE”) places importance on developing both
familiarity with accents of non-native speakers and the development of interaction skills, with 10%
of the final course grade determined by students’ willingness and ability to interact actively in an
English-language setting and another 10% reflecting the degree to which students actively try to
become accustomed to various accents.

One challenge has been how to provide a learning environment that enables these skills to be
practiced. One part of the solution has been through the dispatch of international graduate student
teaching assistants (TAs) to the IE classrooms for three class periods out of the fifteen-class
semester.

This section overviews the TA recruitment and training processes with discussion of the kind
of content TAs are expected to prepare and describes how TA visits are conducted, including how

TAs are assigned to TA teams.

3.2.  TA Recruitment

The recruitment of TAs begins in April, the first month of the school year, and TA teams
begin visiting classes from the first week of May. During April, TAs must get lesson plans approved
by both IE course coordinators, which for most TAs requires multiple conferences with the
coordinators over two to three weeks at a minimum. When the TA program was first introduced,
recruitment was instead launched in December with an eye to completing this time-intensive
approval process no later than March, when no classes are in session, but this was abandoned after
the first year because of various practical considerations, including the fact that before April, the TA
applicants do not yet know their own class schedule and are therefore not certain that they are free
to work as TAs during IE class times, and the reality that recruiting students who are already
enrolled as graduate students in December means most of them will be at least second-year
graduate students when they begin teaching in April, with many therefore spending only one year
participating in the TA program before graduating. Shifting recruitment and training to after the
start of the school year allows the program to include first-year graduate students, who have the
potential to teach two years or more on the program, thereby lessening the number of new TAs

needing to be trained in future years.

3.3. TATraining

TAs are required to develop lessons regarding an absolute minimum of three topics, with four
topics being ideal and many TAs preparing five. First, a TA will normally prepare a section
introducing his home country in general terms. A common issue seen is that, for this section, TAs

produce encyclopedia-like summaries of their home countries, often with extensive lists of dry facts,
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such as the size of the country in square kilometers or the national population. The goal for the
coordinators is to help the TAs decide what one aspect of their country they want most to convey to
the students in this section, and then convert that into terms more easily understood by the students.
For example, rather than simply stating that Mongolia has a population of 3 million, a TA would be
encouraged to instead ask students to guess the population of Yokohama (3.7 million) or Osaka (2.7
million) or the number of people estimated to use Shinjuku train station daily (3.5 million) before
introducing the figure for Mongolia, in order to give the students some sort of context through
which they can process the number.

The second topic is required to be a straightforward one that is easily grasped by Japanese
students. Generally speaking this means that either advanced vocabulary is unnecessary for the
topic and the topic is somehow related to students’ daily lives (e.g., whether college students in
Egypt usually live with their families, in dormitories, or in apartments; how students in Malawi
commute to school; how chocolate is made). TAs are instructed to gauge each small group’s
listening level when they conduct their introductory activity and to advance beyond this easy topic
in favor of more advanced topics whenever possible. But in fact, many TAs choose to continue on
at length with this easy topic, even in the highest-level classes capable of discussing more advanced
topics, because they are confident that every student will understand it.

The third topic should be of medium difficulty level (e.g., kite flying in Afghanistan; using
Thai baht and US dollars as alternate currencies in Laos), and the fourth, if there is one, should be
advanced, talking about an ongoing social issue, for example (e.g., electricity theft via unofficial
hook-ups in India; cotton farming and the shrinking of the Aral Sea; child labor in Pakistan).

Many TAs also have a fifth topic, which is a topic that can be presented in only two to three
minutes. These are essentially backup activities that can be used if there are still several minutes
left in the session but insufficient time to take up another major topic. These are typically highly
visual and may include photographs introducing various kinds of ethnic clothing, native wildlife,
cuisine, or architecture.

TAs are also required to create worksheets that can be handed out in class as needed. TAs are
encouraged not to rely on the worksheets but instead to use them sparingly (to keep the focus on
oral interaction) and strategically. For example, a TA might hand out a worksheet and assign the
students a question to answer when the TA needs a minute of “breathing room” to find misplaced
photos or decide what to do during the remaining few minutes of a session. Worksheet questions
can also be assigned to give students a mental break if the students seem to need a break from
listening to English.

Before being dispatched to classes, TAs must complete a satisfactory mock lesson using their

completed materials, with the course coordinators as “students.”
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Many TAs have difficulty preparing all these things by the time TA visits are scheduled to
begin, so in fact only a limited number of TA teams are ready to be sent out during the first half of
May. Graduate students are allowed to apply for a position as a TA at any time in the term, although

there is no guarantee that there are any openings late in the term.

3.4.  Overview of TA Class Visits

Prior to being dispatched to classes each week, TAs are grouped into teams by the
coordinators. Normally, a TA team is made up of between four and six TAs, all of whom come from
different countries. TAs are not affiliated with one particular team, but instead change teams week
to week, or even class period to class period. That is to say, a TA might be working with one team
in her first class of the day, an entirely different TA team in her second class, and still another team
in her third class.

In assigning a TA to a team, the primary considerations for the coordinators are the TA’s
degree of experience (new hires are mixed in with experienced TAs), degree of flexibility of the TA
(the degree to which the TA is able to notice student reaction and modify his level of English
accordingly or segue into a topic having a more appropriate difficulty level), the degree of difficulty
of the TA’s prepared materials, and the degree to which the TA’s accent, speaking speed, and
enunciation are easily understood by Japanese learners. TAs with greater flexibility in explaining
their prepared content and with more easily understood speaking styles are normally dispatched to
lower-level classes.

At the beginning of the semester, no attempt is made to form teams with a balanced
representation of different regions around the world; the focus is purely on how easily each TA is
expected to be understood by the students. However, records are kept of which TAs have visited
which class groups, and the coordinators do attempt to ensure that by the end of the term, each class
is visited by TAs from a balanced range of world regions. This kind of coordination becomes
increasingly possible as the semester progresses because newly-hired TAs typically begin the
semester speaking rather quickly using difficult vocabulary, but as they gain experience they learn
which stories the students enjoy the most and which parts of the lesson the students are best able to
understand. In this way, TAs who could only be assigned to the highest-level groups at the
beginning of the semester gradually become able to be sent to classes of increasingly lower levels.

Within each team a team leader and two sub-leaders are chosen by the coordinators. The team
leader serves as the liaison between the regular class instructor and the TA team and also has
authority over how the session is run (including the ability to override decisions made by the
sub-leaders, although the TA team leader may not override decisions by the regular class instructor).

The sub-leaders are responsible for arranging smooth classroom logistics. One is responsible for
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separating students into groups; the other assigns each TA to a group and makes various on-the-spot
decisions such as how the TAs should rotate, how long each session will last, and so on. Although
the sub-leaders have the authority to determine session length, the TAs generally try to reach a
consensus among themselves before the class begins about whether, for example, an 80-minute
session should be divided into three sessions (two 25-minute sessions and one 30-minute session)
or four sessions (four 20-minute sessions).

During a visit, the TAs are usually responsible for conducting 80 minutes of the 90-minute
class, with 10 minutes reserved for the regular class instructor to take attendance, collect and assign
homework, and make introductory and closing remarks. Some regular class instructors request
extra time and the TAs are instructed to be flexible in accommodating any such requests. The
regular class instructor remains present during the TA visits and is responsible for assessing student
participation.

The classes are broken up into small groups of six to ten students and each TA is assigned a
group. TAs simultaneously present their prepared materials and then, after a certain amount of time
(usually 20 or 25 minutes) each TA will move to a new group of students and repeat the lesson.
This process of teaching a short lesson and then rotating to a new group is repeated until class time

is up.
3.5. Student Responses to the TA Classroom Visits

3.5.1. Background

Motivation is an important factor in learning a second language. A dominant conversation in
research on Second Language (L2) learning is the relationship between motivation and students’
formation of ideal L2 selves described by Dornyei’s L2 Motivational Self System (2009). Building
upon this framework, Yashima (2009) identified the concept of “international posture,” the
“tendency to relate oneself to the international community rather than any specific L2 group" (p.
145), and then demonstrated the link between this tendency and motivation to study the L2.
International posture refers to such attitudes as “interest in foreign or international affairs,
willingness to go overseas to study or work, readiness to interact with intercultural partners ... and
a non-ethnocentric attitude toward different cultures” (Yashima, 2002, p. 57). Did the TA classroom
visits described in the previous section contribute to students’ development of international
posture? Student responses to a survey on attitudes regarding the TA visits were collected and
analyzed, revealing that TA visits had a direct influence on some students’ patterns of thought and

action related to international posture.

3.5.2. Methods
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An online survey was conducted at the end of the 2018-2019 fall semester with 122 first-year
students who had completed the IE course during the 2018-2019 spring semester. The four
open-ended questions sought to measure students’ retention of lesson content and elicit descriptions
of changes in attitudes or behaviors that had resulted directly from interactions with the TAs. Many
of the TAs who taught in Spring 2018 hailed from countries economically classified as “developing
economies” by the United Nations (2018). Furthermore, these countries are grouped in

sociolinguistic terms with Kachru’s (1990) “Outer Circle” or “Expanding Circle” countries.

3.5.3. Results and Discussion

In this analysis, answers from Question 2 (“As a result of the presentations and exchanges with
the TAs, my opinion or view of a particular country/region of the world changed in the following
way”) and Question 4 (As a result of the presentations and exchanges with the TAs, I developed an
interest in a country that I hadn’t been interested in before. In particular, ...) were coded using
descriptive coding (Saldafia, 2016). Two themes related to the development of international posture
emerged—students’ changing views of “developing nations” and students’ reactions to using
English with speakers from Outer Circle and Expanding Circle countries (Kachru, 1990).
Additionally, some students provided answers describing concrete actions taken after the TA visits
which serve to support the link between enhanced international posture and motivation to engage in

self-directed learning.

3.5.4. Impressions of developing countries

Among the responses to Questions 2 and 4, eight included comments about differences between
students’ expectations of conditions in developing economies and the fuller picture seen in the TAs’
presentations. A full list of the results in the original Japanese can be found in Table 1. Stereotypes
were challenged such as in the response, “I realized that countries that are referred to as developing
nations are not as poor and suffering as I’d thought.” Another student noted the importance of being
able to explain about one’s own country to foreigners, adding, “... even among developing nations
of which the image of poverty is strong, there are also countries leading rich lives, and I came to
think that it is dangerous to trust one-sided images to pass judgement on countries.” Another

student gave the following thoughtful response:

I thought that they were all different and dealing with problems specific to their
regions. That wasn’t wrong per se but after I listened to them I was left with a stronger
impression of the universality rather than the uniqueness of the problems. Specifically,
developing nations and developed nations are all dealing with problems. [Q2]

This is related to the universality I mentioned in my previous answer, but I thought
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that in Japan there are various solutions to problems that could be useful for other

countries’ problem-solving attempts and, likewise, the opposite is true. [Q4]

These comments all indicate that students understood and were actively engaged with the
content provided by the TAs. Furthermore, the content contradicted their stereotypes of those
nations, broadening their view of the world and prompting them to recalibrate their

international posture.

Table 1

BHEENLTDARND DR LB TREENOORBFAEBWTHARL VD FEH TITHE
ELTWLEICVWDEZE L - LHRL 2T ITE B o7, [Q2]

There were exchange students from countries that I wondered if there would be exchange students
from, and I thought that since I am in Japan, a country that is developed in terms of studying, [
should work harder.

I Ao Tkk 2 CHUSIZ R A 7RI Z 0 2 TV D & o Tuvie, ZAUBNCEiEW Tl e d o
TeDNEE 2 W22 TIERTE O EANE L D b8 EMEO T BRI > 7o, BARRIZN 9 iR
EE EEEZNZEARRRIZ TOD KD REBEZ 2 Tz, [Q2]

I thought that they were all different and dealing with problems specific to their regions. That
wasn’t wrong per se but after I listened to them I was left with a stronger impression of the
universality rather than the uniqueness of the problems. Specifically, developing nations and
developed nations are all dealing with problems. [Q2]

S DRBEICERMEICHOWTE AL Z N AKRTO S S F 22 RIEMR b E o R gk
WCHRNDTEA D L, TDOHH Y TIEED LB o7, [same respondent Q4]

This is related to the universality I mentioned in my previous answer, but I thought that in
Japan there are various solutions to problems that could be useful for other countries’
problem-solving attempts and, likewise, the opposite is true. [Q4]

A v FEFEEGE EOED X SITE STV, LB Z2BNTA & R9H D Ml TR
LTWCTHALY &ERIT Bifiako T2 &Moo T, RERBITHIEREL TVD
WD RBIGICe o7, [Q2]

I had thought that India was a developing nation, but after listening to the presentation I learned that
certain regions of India are developed and have better IT technologies than Japan, and I came to see
that they have a certain level of economic development.

FEREE EEEFHINTODSEIZTIEEBRIZE LATS DT TlERnE Bolz, [Q2]
I realized that countries that are referred to as developing nations are not as poor and suffering as I’d
thought.

HOoOEDOZ L& bALAREDNCON LT HPITE D Z &IFTREIELE 7, F
TCERDA A=V PRV RER EETHA A=V XV ENRAEEZ L TWLIEG® Y | B
FrAA=—VRETIZIE LT, EEHET2013aRe0neE oz, [Q2]

Even among developing nations of which the image of poverty is strong, there are also countries
leading rich lives, and I came to think that it is dangerous to trust one-sided images to pass
judgement on countries.

A ¥ RRUT O OMBITF R b L FIRDBFEN S T23, o T2 X0 b EARAYIC
HEATNDZ LR noTz, [Q2]

My image of the region where the Indonesia person was from was that it is a developing nation, but I
saw that it was more technologically advanced than I had thought.

T =5 ORI O RIR ETHLBURE . EORBRIEICOWTAE TEML TV
IRinolo T EEID Z KT, [Q2]

I was able to know about the current situation and potential of Bhutan’s public transportation system
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in terms of development of which I had not previously been aware.

HE, W7 U7, M7 Y7, T 7Y B EORES EEICIERIZBENEV T, [Q4]
I developed a keen interest in developing countries such as China, Southeast Asia, South Asia, and
Affica.

3.5.5. Exposure to World Englishes

Eight respondents wrote about their impressions of using English with speakers from Outer and
Expanding Circle countries. The full list is included in the original Japanese in Table 2. A key
component (10% of the final grade) of the suggested unified grading rubric for the Independent
English course is an evaluation of whether the student “Actively tries to become accustomed to
various accents.” Decisions about class activities, assignments, and methods of evaluation are left
up to individual teachers.

The exposure to other accents during the TA visits prompted one student to “think a little about
what proper English (international language) is” and another to realize that “it is necessary to get
used to the English spoken by people from outside of English-speaking countries.” Furthermore,
the experience of talking with people who have learned English as a L2 to a high degree produced a
desire within some students to persist in their own English studies. One student observed,
“regardless of country they were all good at speaking English and I felt motivated to become able
to speak English” while another noted, “They were very good at English, and also understood

Japanese, so I realized that we should also properly study other languages.”

Table 2

WEENETH EFT, AARELHEHMTE TWEDOT, HRTEDLLEEOMEEZ LoD
LI sine BR L [Q2]

They were very good at English, and also understood Japanese, so I realized that we should also
properly study other languages.

FEETORFEN LT [Q2]
It was easy to talk to them in English.

FEEE LA D NDFGFEIZ S N D BENH D o7, [Q2]
I thought it is necessary to get used to the English spoken by people from outside of
English-speaking countries.

[ CREETH, HAEDENIC L > THEFEOMESIRY LT B 2RE- 72, [Q2]
Even speaking the same English, the degree to which it was easy to listen to the English of
speakers from different countries was completely different.

A FETHAROMEBL L 22 &7, A AROMEEL 2 HAEI B L T #023 & - 72728,
L OE O ALRATEB A A TH 2N TE TEEILRANZ S B0 ZINT 5 Z
ENTE, o, EOEOH bIEGEN LFE o7 ORGEA2FFEE 2 L O ITHIEA D &
B, [Q2]

Until now I only knew the value system of Japan and was using the value system of Japan as the
standard for making judgments, but I was surprised and made many discoveries that broadened
my world view when I heard live presentations of other countries’ cultures and value systems. In
addition, they were all good at speaking English regardless of their home country, and I felt
motivated to become able to speak English.

F2AEREE HARTTHBICEE L, 22O EAKRIZEZL TS Z ERTInE B o7, [Q2]
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I thought it was amazing that they could speak a second foreign language so well and that they
were studying abroad in Japan.

7 VT OETRERE TRWEGEZTIGICEE L TWTHREFEN R L TnD o7,
[Q2]

Hearing them speak English which is not the native language in the Asian countries they came
from, I thought their way of studying English is quite advanced.

AV FANDHTFENE THHEEMY T ohole, BH A 2 RN TEIVMEFDIEGE 2 -
TWHDIEA D EEU T, IELWEGE(ERRRE) S 1IN >N TA LB 2 72, [Q4]

It was very difficult to catch English spoken by Indians. I felt it is likely that within India they use
their own form of English, and I thought a little about what “correct” English (as an international
language) is.

3.5.6. Students’ Further Engagement in Learning Outside of Class

Research has confirmed the link between international posture and instrumental motivation
(Kormos & Csizér, 2014). As a direct result of the interactions with the TAs, some students in this
study independently took specific actions to continue learning about the countries to which they had
been introduced in classes taught by the TAs. A representative selection of such answers is provided
in the original Japanese in Table 3. For example, a student reported reading a book about Bhutan’s
Gross National Happiness measurement after hearing the presentation by the TA from Bhutan.
Another has been engaged in self-directed research of Africa and South America as a result of the
presentations. Still another wrote, “Within the same day of the classes, I looked up information at
home about countries in which I had not previously been interested.”

In addition to searching for more information, some students sought out new experiences. Two
students sampled new foods. One student reported, “I became interested in Indian food and now I am
making the rounds of Indian and Nepalese restaurants as well as researching homemade lassi.”
Another described going to an Indian restaurant over summer break, adding “I feel that the TA
presentations aided my understanding of other cultures.” Another student reported that the mate tea
s/he purchased after the presentation by the Argentinian TA had tasted “horribly bad.”

From such reports it can be clearly seen that students were motivated to continue studying about
other cultures as a direct result of the classes. Not only did they look up more information, they spent
time and money seeking out experiences of the food and drink they were exposed to in the classes. Of
all respondents, 20 indicated that they wanted to travel to the places they had learned about. Of those,
some indicated a specific desire to see for themselves places they had not previously been interested
in. For example, one student wrote, “I had not been interested in Ghana, but I learned that they make
chocolate, I felt a closeness to the place and desired to go there.” Another indicated, “I had not been
familiar with Southeast Asia, but after hearing the presentation I thought I want to visit.” Still another

had started exploring the possibility of studying abroad.

Table 3

FRITIAT &, BT o7 [Q4]
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I came to want to take a trip and see the places myself.

W= Z Do lzFH, GiL7zZ EDRWEHED FOBGEZMW-Z & T, ZDEIC
PR Z RO Z LN TEE LT, [Q4]

As a result of hearing the talks about countries I’d never heard of and talking with people of
nationalities I’d never talked to before, I developed an interest in those countries.

Hor bEA~DOREZ 2D LG L7z, [Q4]

I also started to think about studying abroad in another country.

A v RO ER D, 4 TIEA v F - 38— URELEKY L BFERT v o — D
28D TVET, [Q4]

I became interested in Indian food and now I am making the rounds of Indian and Nepalese
restaurants as well as researching homemade lassi.

A ¥ ROBRYNTEIRIZA » REFEOJEIZITE, FERRIZHW =, TA D7 LB TR
EERED—BZ 72> TN D EIE L D [Q4]
I feel that the TA presentations aided my understanding of other cultures.

W T TN o=, BT — g U EBOTEN TRV E EoT-,
[Q4]

I had not been familiar with Southeast Asia, but after hearing the presentation I thought I want to
visit there.

REFHDOT =2 o DFNBEWZ, 7—% o OERFEEREICH b7z THbE A Fr
b, A&eimill [Q4]

After hearing from the Bhutanese person in the Economics Department, I developed a renewed
interest in Bhutan’s Gross National Happiness and read a book about it.

H—TINIBE LR 2ol E, FaalthzlfEFoTHEL-T, BILAZRKL, 17X
7oL 727z

I had not been interested in Ghana, but I learned that they make chocolate, I felt a closeness to the
place and desired to go there.

TNEBF U ORBFEICRN SN~ TREZENE LT, b ET0-o72TT, [Q4]
I bought the mate tea that was introduced by the Argentinian exchange student. It tasted horribly
bad.

REZZITTZAD I BT, FETHRKOR)N S TZFEIZ OV TR,
Within the same day of the classes, I looked up information at home about countries in which I
had not previously been interested.

3.6. Conclusion

The TA visits produced changes in students’ perceptions of other countries and engagement with
international issues. Students reported developing a fuller picture of the world, having stereotypes
challenged, and becoming motivated to pursue more information and experiences related to the
countries which were introduced in the presentations. One student reported, “I didn’t have many
points of contact with South American and African countries, and up until now I only had information
from textbooks, TV, and the Internet, but I heard the talks from people who were actually from those
regions, and the image I held became a more forward-looking one.” ( [ K<°7 7 U U DENZxE LT
FERPDR TRETHEHRECT LE, A 4 —3y P TOFR LMD T2, FBRIZ
FOMIBKME DBFEEZ X &, LVFiRE A A —T%FFDX 5127257, 1) The classes provided
students with an initial point of contact with people from places they would not otherwise have had

contact with. As one student wrote, “Rather than learning about one country in detail, I learned the
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points where the images I had held until now of many countries corresponded to reality and the points
where they didn’t” ([ 1 DDEICHOWTFEL L, &9 K0 iE, ZLDEIZHONT, 4FT
DAA—=TWH>TNDEZALDLE) EZAEMD I ENTE [Q2]) ). Asaresult
of contact with the TAs, the students’ international posture was affected, resulting in more openness

to other cultures and willingness to further interact with people from various countries in English.

4 F L T A MNERICFEET H7 > — MHEHBRERP D
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