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@Collaborative Learning Acquires a New Meaning
Frances Devlin-Glass YXFERNFRIZSHIZ
Visiting Megumikai Professor of English Literature, School of Letters, Kobe

College.

As someone deeply interested in pedagogy, | have acauired a deeper
understanding since arriving at Kobe College about how Japanese culture
enables and enhances a richer kind of collaborative learning than is dreamed of
in the west, or at least in my culture, Australia, where there is much rhetoric about

the benefits of collaboration, but not nearly as much practice of it.



My teaching style is aquite forensic : | like to provide data, and then to ask
auestions of it, and to get students interacting with one another as well as with
myself. | found this technique, which has always worked well for me at home in
Australian universities, was not so effective in Japan, where students did not
initially trust that the aquestions were indeed open ones. For a start, many of my
students were unused to working exclusively in English; my questions were too
many and too complex; students were very adept at refusing to meet my eye; or if
asked directly and by name, to simply not answer, and sometimes they did not
listen very carefully to one another’ s answers because they were privileging
mine. For a time, it was quite disconcerting. | wished | had been better prepared
for these difficulties, and would recommend Brian McVeigh' s very critical book
on Japanese education, Japanese Higher Education as Myth (2002) to foreign
language teachers in my situation. It is, however, a bleak book which does more to

analyse the problem than solve it.

When | realized, with help from colleagues (especially Cohen-sensei and Seton-
sensei, both experienced and gifted teachers of English), that the students
worked better in teams, their learning became much more efficient and secure. It
meant that those less confident in English were able to ask the more fluent to
translate. They were free to mix Japanese and English in ways that put the
subject of enauiry ahead of the problem of language. Lack of familiarity with
English became less of an impediment, and gradually they learned to understand
how useful cross-cultural comparisons can be as a methodology for
understanding. It is always exciting, in any culture, to find students questioning
the bases of what they consider to be ‘natural’ and fundamental. | found,
though, that | needed to monitor group presentations because
misunderstandings could easily be compounded, as for example in the group
which did not realize that Aborigines was a generic noun, used sometimes by
indigenous groups other than Australian indigenous people. They had found
information about an indigenous Canadian community which they mistakenly
thought was an Australian group. Similarly, if students understood that | actually



encouraged stronger students to assist weaker ones, provided their final product
(essay or journal) was completed independently, the work was done well and
with integrity.

Assessment in two of my courses at Kobe College involved students in keeping
auite extensive reading/learning journals, which encouraged students to write in
English more than they normally might (at least half a page per week), and before
class. | found these journals a really useful assessment instrument. It took some
persuasion for them to complete this work prior to class and to revise it in the
light of class discussion, focusing not on what was said but on the
meta-cognitive issues. (What did | miss and why? How does English do this
differently from Japanese™) | wished in retrospect that | had set up more of the
learning challenges week by week as group exercises. | believe it would have
increased the quality of the journals for the less confident students. It was
challenging, too, to persuade students that their mistakes could become portals
of discovery and were interesting in themselves to think about. Those who
understood the metacognitive aspect of the journal did some remarkable and

independent work.

One of the most interesting classes | taught at Kobe College was in Feminist
Re-readings of Creation Myths. | taught extracts from Sumerian, Judaeo-
Christian, Irish and Australian myths, and we used this basis to question how
Kojiki constructed meaning for Japanese culture. It was very illuminating not only
for me but for students to find the answers to questions about aspects of their
culture that they took for granted, about for example, how the myths
institutionalize gender differences, or treat the body, or the landscape, and why it
is that Shinto has survived alongside Buddhism and Christianity, whereas

exclusivist monotheisms are more common in the west.

Another pedagogical challenge was how to workshop the notion of critique of
sources in the Advanced Writing course (for Juniors), and to help the students
understand the difference between a content-rich course and a
process-oriented one. Each student in this course was required to mock up a



research thesis in outline: to devise main hypotheses and sub-guestions, to find
relevant sources, put together a bibliography for at least one sub-question,
annotate it, identify the schools of thought from which it emanates (a task that
proved too difficult for most; however, there were some very fine examples of
high level competence in this area), and note the strengths and weaknesses
several books, as well as begin to write a section. It was the critique requirement
(documenting limitations, biases, silences in data/argument) which generated
most heat, and eventually light, for the students. Again, work-shopping, this time
in a class of 25, was an effective method, and they proved attentive to one
another’ s needs. Reticence about one’ s subject of enquiry being scrutinized
by so many of one’ s peers was overcome by watching others profit from the
collaborative advice of their peers. It was hardest for those who volunteered early
in the process, though to some extent | was able to socially engineer that the
exercises that would be most generally useful were work- shopped first, and to

track for the class how revisions were proceeding.

| am not sure where the training to work in collaborative teams begins in Japan,
and it may well be in kindergarten, or among siblings in families. However, it was
powerfully in evidence in two extra-curricula events in which | participated. A
group of undergraduates in the English Drama Club mounted a full-scale Disney
musical, Beauty and the Beast. Rehearsals were an inspiration. The director was
a young undergraduate, an impressively energetic woman, as were most of the
performers. Scenes were rehearsed three times in quick succession with
feedback sessions between each iteration, and long, focused discussions at the
end of each rehearsal period. Attention to feedback was intense and noted point
by point, sentence by sentence. This feedback was reflected immediately in the
next version of the scene, and so refinements occurred progressively and were
reinforced. At one stage, a single two-day rehearsal weekend pulled the whole
choreography of the piece into place, an extraordinary achievement, which spoke
volumes about the focus of the group, and their commitment. Rarely did | notice
any performer, even the most menial, absent himself or herself from the
rehearsals, and | was attending only one of the three or four per week. The
students seemed to understand that to be involved was an absolute
commitment to the group, and not an optional individual commitment. | have



worked with professional actors on productions for many years, and the Kobe
group was remarkably different in that | never once saw anything that resembled
nerves, reserve or what | think of as prima-donna behaviour. There were stars,
but everyone had a sense of his/her importance in the show. Even the lighting
man, who had no work to do until the last week, attended every rehearsal. The
circumstances under which rehearsals proceeded were also an inspiration: the
only space available were the spaces around stairwells at Kwansai Gakuin (and
very occasionally a comparatively luxurious space at Kobe College). In those
stairwells, there was very noisy competition from rap-groups and dancing clubs
(with loud music). Not only did they accept this far-from-ideal environment, but
they embraced it, even made a virtue of it, saying on many occasions that it
forced them to project their voices. The sight of them warming up on the
balconies and yelling with huge diaphragm-breaths into the sauare below is one
that | will not quickly forget. There were, | think, only two rehearsals in the theatre
space. This group is one that warrants study, | believe, and would make an
excellent site for doing higher degree research on collaborative learning. |
interviewed members of the group subseauently to try to understand more about
their processes and their thinking about them, but | felt there was much more to

learn about them and that one would need Japanese to do it well.

The second theatrical event | experienced was bringing together a
theatricalisation of James Joyce' s novel, Ulysses, for Bloomsday in Kobe.
Serious demands were made of very busy students: they had to learn to read one
of the most demanding works in English Literature, and it was clear that they did
understand their passages.; they had to work as equals with teachers, and while
this was not easy or natural for them, they did it with grace and ease; and some
of them were required to act roles that were far beyond their normal repertoire of
behaviours. | was amazed by some of the performances: young women whom |
had protected in casting because | assumed they were extremely shy, produced
some of the very most astonishingly extrovert performances. | cannot imagine the
level of personal determination that this entailed. Invariably it was their ability to
work, without ego and taking a lot of directions with complete precision and
accuracy, in small groups, and to bounce ideas off one another, that in the end
enabled these personally risky performances. This was done with a short



rehearsal period of one month. | was personally very much supported in my
variety of roles: scripting, direction, publicity, props and costume creation, not only
by the student performers but also staff from the English Department, both
academic and administrative (Yamada-san). Chief of the faculty members who
were supportive was Cohen-sensei, whose energy and aesthetic input were
prodigious, and Hijiya-sensei, Seton-sensei and Maeker-sensei made wonderful
contributions on the acting and teaching/learning fronts. The students will find
themselves commemorated in a film documentary on international Bloomsdays

being released this year by Fritzi Films. Ulysses in yukata is newsworthy!

My research interests in Joyce and his readers (including Bloomsday performers)
have taken me into an extraordinary reading circle in Kyoto, of mainly academics,
which has been meeting for a whole day a month for 20 years. Again, the
discussion is conducted collaboratively, non-competitively, and is very focused. A
few paragraphs a month are read, translated, discussed, references sought and
debated. It is clear that younger members are sustained by more experienced
members in a long-term commitment driven simply by the need to understand
James Joyce more deeply. No-one need feel a failure in this group because its

raison d’ etre is learning by sharing difficulties.

| envy these collaborative practices and hope to encourage them in a more
systematic way in my own culture on my return. Thank you, students and

colleagues, for teaching me some aspects of how you learn.
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