Curriculum Revitalization

in a Japanese High School:
Teacher—Teacher and Teacher—

University Collaboration
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This chapter describes curriculum development toward communication-
oriented English in a Japanese public high school over a 5-year period. It
compares and contrasts two 2-year projects in the same school, the first 205
beginning in April 2001 and the second in April 2004 (see Table 1), to
determine what factors contributed to the successful revitalization of the
curriculum. In the first project, teachers resisted the program; they struggled
and learned through trial and error, yet they lacked the communication

and collaboration necessary for sustained revitalization of the curriculum.

In contrast, in the second project, four teachers volunteered and formed a
team. As these teachers collaborated to develop the curriculum, they gener-
ated more learning opportunities for teachers in the context of their school.
Furthermore, they found that their students’ learning improved.

In this chapter, we first describe the school context and provide details
on the roles we assumed. Then, we delineate each project, incorporating
stories. We believe these stories offer valuable insights from a teacher’s
perspective of how teachers revitalized their curriculum in the school.

The School and Curricular Context

The public high school charged with incorporating the programs is coedu-
cational and located in a central regional area of Japan. Each grade has six
classes with, on average, 38-40 students per class. Some students begin
working directly after graduation, and others enter university. To cater to the
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Table 1. Overview of Projects

Year (Grade Level) Class Goals (Improving...) ;‘
2001 (1st grade) Oral Communication [ Oral communication skifls
2002 (2nd grade) Writing Speaking and writing skils
2003 (3rd grade) Wiriting: Teachers work in different ways

Note. Project 1 took place during the school years of 2001 and 2002; project 2 took plazs
during the school years of 2004 and 2005.

latter group, two of the six classes in each grade prepare students for uni-
versity entrance examinations. When the first project started in 2001, thess
were 10 English teachers in the school, including one native-English-speas
ing teacher, who was an assistant language teacher. The average teaching
experience was 15.6 years (range 0-31 years).

The main goal of the projects was to improve students’ communica=
skills in English in accordance with the guidelines on communication-
oriented English implemented by the Ministry of Education, Culture.
Sports, Science and Technology (MEXT). These guidelines, which were
renewed with a further emphasis on communication skills in 2003, wezs
designed to address a perceived need to improve the #ypical high school
student’s ability to communicate in English, which was felt to be inadeqe
despite several years of instruction in English. The overall objectives of the
guidelines were “to develop students’ practical communication abilities sucs
as understanding information and the speaker’s or writer’s intentions, and
expressing their own ideas, deepening the understanding of language and
culture, and fostering a positive attitude toward communication through
foreign languages” (MEXT, 2003, p. 7). Although the guidelines required
teaching Oral Communication twice a week to 1st-year students, most
teachers had been replacing it with a grammar class as they thought gram-
mar was essential to prepare students for university entrance examinations

Oral Communication was taught only when the native-English-spezicag
assistant language teacher visited each classroom approximately once a we
Oral Communication was taught using student-centered activities, such
as games. For other English classes, such as English I and II, most teache=
relied on the textbook. They focused on grammar explanation and translz-
tion, with little or no instruction in communication-oriented English. T
type of covert curriculum and traditional way of teaching, which is contza=



to official guidelines, has been the norm in Japan for many years (Sato,
2002). Table 2 shows the structure of the English curriculum of the school.

In 2001, the project began with Oral Communication for 1st-year
students and Writing for 2nd-year students. In 2004, the second project
started with Writing for 2nd-year students followed by Writing for 3rd-year
students. The goal was to continue to improve students’ communication
skills (vertical articulation—coordinated, coherent curriculum over several
years) over 3 years. Although there were some attempts to integrate the two
English classes (e.g., Oral Communication and English I) in the same grade
(horizontal articulation—coordinated, coherent curriculum among differ-
ent subjects), the teachers did not succeed in achieving this. Therefore, this
chapter focuses solely on vertical articulation (Oral Communication and
Writing; see Table 2).

With respect to the teaching culture at the school, initial interviews with
teachers at the outset of the project revealed three distinctive characteristics:

* Teachers had low expectations of students’ performance and often
complained about their students.

* Managing students and keeping classroom order were particularly
important to teachers.

* There was little communication among teachers regarding teaching
issues and goals.

McLaughlin and Talbert (2001) categorize this as a weak school teaching
culture in which most teachers are isolated and rely on routine practices (see
also Kleinsasser, 1993; Sato & Kleinsasser, 2004).

Roles and Motivations

In spring 2001, chapter co-author Sato, a university teacher, was asked

by fellow chapter co-author Takahashi, a member of the Communicative
Language Teaching Study Group organized by Sato (see Sato, 2003), for
advice. The prefectural Board of Education had just unexpectedly assigned

Table 2. The School’s English Curriculum

Year (grade Classes where projects were
level) implemented (vertical articulation) Other classes
Lst year Oral Communication I (2 hours) English I (4 hours)
2nd year Writing (2 hours) English II (4 hours)
3rd year Writing (2 hours) Reading (4 hours)
English [T—elective (2 hours)
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Takahashi’s public senior high school to experiment with a 2-year project
(the project name, translated from Japanese, is the Communication Power-
Up Plan). Sato was interested in the project, and asked for permission to do
research. It took 6 months for the principal of the school to accept Sato as a
researcher and curriculum adviser, after which Sato was allowed to visit the
school and collect data. Sato visited the high school once a week, observed
classes, and gave advice to the teachers involved in the projects. Multiple
data sources, including interviews (teachers and groups of students),
classroom observations, documents (e.g., teachers’ materials, videotapes of
students’ speaking tests, students’ portfolios), and student surveys, were used
to document how the teachers revitalized the curriculum and how students
improved their communication skills. Sato interviewed teachers and groups
of students twice a year (September and February—March). He collected
and analyzed all data except for the students’ speaking tests, portfolios, and
surveys.

Takahashi, who became the coordinator of the projects, collaborated
with Sato and met with him every week after his visit. She received addi-
tional advice from Sato through online communication. Based on this
advice, Takahashi created lesson plans and developed materials, which she
then shared with other teachers. She also created a student survey, and asked
other teachers to administer it in their classes twice a year (October and
February). Takahashi was responsible for summarizing the survey data. She
also collected comments from students’ portfolios in July, December, and
February and translated them into English.

Project 1 (2001 and 2002 School Years): Revitalizing
1st-Year Oral Communication and 2nd-Year Writing

INTRODUCTION

The first project started in April 2001, although Sato did not become
involved until September 2001. Most teachers were not sure how to teach
Oral Communication and thought students might perceive it as a Sfun class.
They thought it would not be useful to students taking university entrance
examinations. The teachers had to change their curriculum, and to some
degree their teaching approaches, because of the top-down reform initia-
tives. During the first 3 months of the project, teachers often complained
about the students’ lack of progress on their speaking tests. However, as the
teachers began to discuss assessment criteria during meetings in October
and collaborate to assess speaking tests, they witnessed a remarkable change
in the students’ performance. The second year started in April 2002. Even
after engaging in a long discussion, three teachers did not agree to integrate




writing and speaking to further improve their students’ communication
skills. Takahashi took the initiative and tried the new approach recom-
mended by Saro; the other two teachers relied on the textbook. Over time,
the other teachers began taking risks, and moved away from the textbook as
they observed Takahashi’s class and saw how well Sato’s approach worked.
The following sections describe how the Oral Communication curriculum
was revitalized when the textbook was changed and speaking tests were
implemented and how the revitalization continued in the second year as
writing and speaking were integrated.

THE FIRST YEAR: ORAL COMMUNICATION
FOR 1ST-YEAR STUDENTS

The Process of Revitalization: Changing the Textbook

and Adding Speaking Tests

Oral Communication (twice a week) started with five Japanese English
teachers and one assistant language teacher. One class (approximately 40
students) was divided into two, and the assistant language teacher team-
taught one of the two classes a week with each Japanese English teacher.
Teachers were uncertain how to teach Oral Communication, and the pre-
fectural Board of Education had not provided guidelines. Sato immediately
suggested the following:

* Use a different textbook, Impact Intro (Ellis & Sano, 1997), which
has many pair and self-expression activities, including a teacher’s
manual with clear directions in English. (The manual is attached to the
textbook.)

* Give a speaking test' after finishing each unit, and make sure speaking
test results are incorporated into the total grades of the Oral Communi-
cation class.

* Have a weekly meeting for teachers who teach Oral Communication

classes.

Following Sato’s advice, teachers stopped using the required textbook
approved by MEXT in June and made it a supplementary text.* They began

' Although the term fest is used, the tests would be more appropriately thought of as a form
of continuous assessment based on performance. However, as formal tests are highly valued
in the context, the term fest was retained for these assessments.

?Senior high school teachers in Japan can choose textbooks from a list of MEXT-approved
books. The municipal or prefectural Board of Education decides which textbooks are

used in junior and elementary schools. Teachers are required to teach using the approved
textbook. Therefore, the school retained the MEXT-approved textbook as a supplementary
resource, although teachers used Impact Intro as the main textbook.
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using Impact Intro in July, after the midterm examination of the first semes-
ter. The teachers were motivated to use speaking tests as they thought the
tests would encourage students to engage in oral activities in class. However,
attending a weekly meeting was difficult for the teachers because of their
tight schedules and reluctance to do so. Table 3 shows the structure for Oral
Communication classes in the 2001 school year. Nine speaking tests (i.e.,
assessments) were administered: four individual speeches, four pair presenta-
tions, and one group presentation. Presentations 1-4 were scheduled for the
first semester of the year (April to September) and presentations 5-9, for
the second semester (October to March). Appendix A shows sample hand-
outs for the presentations. Hello There was the required MEXT-approved
textbook.

Five speaking tests were administered from April to July, before Sato
began visiting the school. The tests involved individual, pair, and group
presentations on predetermined topics. Students prepared for the presenta-

Table 3. Structure for Oral Communication Classes
in the 2001 School Year

Lesson/Unit Topic Speaking Test
1 | Introduction (Hello Self-introduction Individual presentation
There!)
2 | Lesson 1 (Hello There!) What are you interested | Individual presentation
in? (What I am interested
in)
3 | Lesson 2 (Hello There!) This is my class Individual presentation
schedule. (My favorite subject)
4 | Lesson 3 (Hello There!) What club do you Pair presentation
belong to? (Club activity)
5 | Unit 1 (Impact Intro) My family Pair presentation
(My...won't let me go!)
6 | Unit 2 (Impact Intro) My friends Pair presentation
(Nice to meet you!)
7 | Unit 3 (Impact Intro) My pastimes Pair presentation
(Are you doing anything
on...?)
8 | Unit 6 (Impact Intro) Modern sounds Individual presentation
(My favorite bands)
9 | Unit 7 (Impact Intro) Food Group presentation

(At the restaurant)




tion, memorized what they wrote, and gave the presentation in front of the
class. The other students watched and assessed each performance. During
this period, however, there was little improvement in fluency, delivery, and
enthusiasm in the way that students deliver their presentations and teach-
ers began questioning the effectiveness of the speaking tests. Some teachers
thought the speaking tests were too difhicult for students who did not have a
basic knowledge of English grammar. In addition, students’ grades varied to
a great extent, depending on which teacher they had.

When Sato first visited the school as a researcher and advisor in Septem-
ber, he strongly recommended that teachers hold regular meetings to discuss
assessment criteria. In October, teachers finally began to meet weekly. In the
meetings, teachers watched videotapes of the students’ performances and
discussed how best to assess them. Some teachers had relied on the assistant
language teacher for assessment, but they all agreed the Japanese English
teachers should also participate in assessing the speaking tests. In the follow-
ing meetings, the teachers shared the problems they were having in the class
and their ideas for improvement.

As the teachers collaborated toward the goal of developing coherent
assessments and performance tests, the students’ performance improved sig-
nificantly. Students began to enjoy the presentations they had created. The
students’ communication skills (luency, delivery, and enthusiasm) improved
as they began to expand on their memorized scripts. One teacher, Ishikawa,’
reported,

Students developed presentation skills over the year. They could perform
with gestures and emotions. (second interview, March 2002)

Mike, the assistant language teacher, commented on the speaking tests:

Students gained self-confidence. They still may be very, very shy. I think
their confidence is growing. Certainly, they are learning new skills. They
are becoming more and more interested in presentations. Once we did
a group presentation, and there were some really original skits. (second
interview, March 2002)

In a meeting, the teachers discussed the ratio of each assessment com-
ponent for Oral Communication. Although they had been relying on term
examinations as the single assessment component, they decided to incorpo-
rate speaking tests and to have them count for as much as 40% of a student’s
final grade. Thus, the teachers now had three assessment components for
Oral Communication: (a) term examination, 50%; (b) speaking tests, 40%;
and (¢) participation and assignments, 10%.

2 C o
5 All teacher and student names, except for authors’, are pseudonyms.
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From their initial experience, teachers learned the following:

* Giving nine speaking tests throughout the year is important because it
takes time for students to get used to and to gain confidence in using
English. Teachers, therefore, must be patient and try new ways of
working.

* Continuous assessment through speaking tests can develop students’
speaking and listening skills.

It is important to discuss assessment criteria because it encourages teach-
ers to observe more carefully the students’ performances and stages of
learning.

* Both teachers and students should participate in the assessment of
speaking tests. Students can learn much from watching the perfor-
mances of other students. Japanese English teachers need no longer rely
on the assistant language teacher.

* A weekly meeting is important because it gives teachers the opportunity
to share their problems and teaching ideas.

However, teachers stopped having weekly meetings in January as
students became used to making oral presentations. Without the weekly
meetings, the teachers stopped sharing their ideas as well as problems they
were having in their classrooms. They seemed satisfied with the students’
performance and thus believed there was no need for the meetings.

Student Learning: The Pleasure of Using English

At the end-of-year departmental meeting, teachers did not have enough
time to discuss what they had learned, what kind of problems they had had,
and how they could develop the Oral Communication class in the following
year. Although they had conducted a student self-evaluation survey twice
during the year, the results were not fully discussed. It was clear, however,
that the students wanted the challenge of participating in more spontaneous
and natural conversations, as their comments in their portfolios showed.

Mika: ] enjoyed presentations but I don’t have confidence in speaking
with a native speaker. I want to be able to have a natural conversation

in English. (third portfolio, February 2002)
Takeshi: / want to be able to think in English so that I can speak more

freely in a conversation. I hope we can have many interactive activities.

(third portfolio, February 2002)

The students evaluated their own speaking and listening skills in Octo-
ber and February, comparing them with those from the previous April. They
responded to a questionnaire developed by Takahashi. The results showed
the students believed their speaking and listening skills had improved




through their oral presentations (see Tables B1 and B2 in Appendix B). For
example, in terms of speaking skills (Table B1), the percentage of students
who said “I can hardly speak” decreased from 19% to 1%. In terms of
listening skills (Table B2), the number of students who said “I could hardly
understand” decreased from 28% to 4%. Because the students’ level of
English was not high, teachers were afraid that pair activities and speak-
ing tests would be too difficult for students and, thus, the students would
not enjoy these activities. However, the surveys showed students liked

the student-centered and communication-oriented classes better than the
teacher-centered grammar translation class. As students made oral presenta-
tions, their communication skills gradually improved and they began to
enjoy using English in class.

Unfortunately, most teachers did not seem to notice how much students
wanted to continue to learn oral English. As their comments show, students
had a strong desire to try more spontaneous and natural conversations.
However, their teachers did not use the results from the student surveys
when they evaluated their Oral Communication classes, nor did they
attempt to share at meetings what they had experienced. Although teach-
ers became aware of the improvement in students’ oral skills, they did not
consider working toward further improving students’ communication skills.
In addition, as the curriculum shows (see Table 2), there was no Oral Com-
munication class in the second year. The new school year started without
enough discussion and evaluation of the program. The next section describes

how 2nd-year teachers struggled to revitalize a writing class.

THE SECOND YEAR: WRITING FOR 2ND-YEAR STUDENTS

The Process of Revitalization: Integrating Writing and Speaking
As there was no Oral Communication class for 2nd-year students, teachers
had to teach a Writing class. Takahashi was again at a loss and asked Sato
for advice. Sato recommended that three 2nd-year teachers try the approach
used at his university. The approach, which integrates writing and speaking,
had been successful at the university (Cholewinski & Sato, 2005). Brown
(1994) maintains that the integration of language skills is the only plausible
approach within the framework of communicative language teaching. He
affirms that “by attending primarily to what learners can do with language,
and only secondarily to the forms of language, we invite any or all of the
four skills that are relevant into the classroom arena” and that “often one
skill will reinforce another” (p. 219). Moreover, the student survey and the
group interview conducted at the end of the first year clearly showed that
the students wanted to continue to improve their oral communication skills.
Sato visited the school in early April 2002 and demonstrated how

uoneIoqe[[0D) ANSIATUN~1aydea] pue 12YoEI] ~I9Yde3], [[00ydS ST dsouede( & Ul UONEZI[EIIADY WNNOLLIND

213



214

Revitalizing a Curriculum for School-Age Learners

to teach writing and speaking in an integrated way. However, except for
Takahashi, none of the teachers liked the approach. The other two teachers
thought it was a speaking, not a writing, lesson. In particular, they resisted
abandoning their familiar textbook, which included many translation
exercises. After a long discussion, the two teachers compromised and said
they would use the textbook as a main tool and incorporate some free
composition exercises. They said they might try the new approach after
they observed how Takahashi’s writing class went. Thus, in April 2002, the
teachers implemented different writing classes for 2nd-year students. Mori,
an experienced teacher, reflected on those days:

1o be honest, I didn’t like the approach. Although I participated in the
demonstration and received explanation from Takahashi afterward, 1
was at a loss about how to teach. Because I am a teacher, I want to teach
students with confidence in my class. Then we had a meeting among

us. We had to compromise. I mean I had to be in the middle between
Takabashi and Kawai. Otherwise, I thought we would go our own ways
and get nowhere. So I made effort little by little and tried to cooperate
with other teachers. (second interview, March 2003)

As a consequence, two types of class were introduced. Kawai and Mori
mainly taught according to the textbook, with some inclusion of free writ-
ing. Takahashi told her students to do all the exercises in the textbook as
homework. In class, she attempted the new approach and had students
express their ideas by writing on a range of topics, from Three Things About
Me! to Asking About Japan.

The students in advanced classes covered 10 topics and the students in
general classes covered 7 topics following the 8 steps listed below:

1. introducing three questions about a topic |

2. practicing conversation strategies

3. writing assignment (homework): (a) what you want to say, (b)
vocabulary you want to use for this topic, and (c) three new ques-
tions you will ask in the next conversation

4. peer correction of the composition

5. timed conversation, changing partners (3-minute timed conversa-
tion and 2 minutes of summarizing) X 3 times

6. recording: record the timed conversation on tape

4 Although the new MEXT guidelines (2003) stipulate that “writing instruction is con-

ducted more effectively by integrating writing activities with listening, speaking and ‘
reading activities” (p. 14), most teachers continued to ignore the guidelines and rely on the
textbook with which they were familiar.



7. self-assessment (homework): (a) transcription of the recorded
conversation, (b) self-assessment of the recorded conversation, and
(c) setting a goal for the next conversation

8. writing assignment (homework): fun essay writing with pictures

For each topic, students were required to analyze their recorded con-
versation at home. After transcribing their recorded conversation, they
answered the following self-assessment questions: (a) What were three things
you said that you are proud of? (b) Find three mistakes you made and try to
correct them. (c) What conversation strategies did you use? (d) What useful
expressions did your partner say? (¢) What advice can you give to your
partner? and (f) What is your goal for the next conversation?

Takahashi gave a demonstration class in November and showed how
much progress students had made since June. Other English teachers, two
junior high school teachers, an inspector from the prefectural Board of
Education, and Sato participated in the classroom observation. Students had
4-minute conversations and wrote a 15-sentence composition about a seri-
ous topic. After that, participants had a meeting at which divergent views
were expressed. The inspector was impressed with the class and commented
that this could be a model for communication-oriented English, which is
the goal of the MEXT guidelines. However, toward the end of the meeting
Kawai spoke up, and commented

I have been teaching the other half of the class that Takahashi taught
today, relying on the textbook based on grammar translation method.

Then Kubo said

Why was our school assigned to do this project? How about higher level
high schools? All they have to do is to prepare students for prestigious

university entrance exams.
The inspector replied

The most important thing is to improve students’ communication skills.
We cannot ignore this goal. Teachers need to change their beliefs about
English-language teaching.

After the demonstration lesson and meeting, other teachers (including
those from other grades) attempted to use pair work in a positive way. For
example, after practicing pair work, Mori tried recording conversations for
the first time. Kawai also tried pair work for the first time and would some-
times ask Takahashi what the next topic would be and what kind of materi-
als they would use. Little by little, Kawai and Mori began using innovative
approaches. Kawai recalled what he did:
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Well, I started to use a new approach, which would integrate writing
and speaking in the second semester. I mainly used the textbook in

the first semester because I was not sure of how to use new approaches.
Anyway, when I saw students enjoying using English with their part-
ners, I thought this might work well. Actually, I enjoyed teaching, too.
Gradually, I got used to the new approaches and spent more time on free
writing and speaking. (second interview, March 2003)

Takahashi’s Episode 1: The Power of Portfolios

The following is Takahashi’s first-person description of her writing class:

In the writing class for 2nd-year students, I asked the students to write
a report assessing their portfolios at the end of the school year in March.
When they looked over all the worksheets in their file, they noticed
improvements. By reflecting on their learning history, students gained
confidence.

However, slower learners seemed to make so little improvement
that I often did not notice the improvement in class. For example, I
was discouraged that the slower learners were unable to have 3-minute
conversations, even in December, and to see them 5pem[ing an entire
period writing only 10 sentences. Thus, I didn’t expect they could make
improvements, and I began wondering whether this class was helping
them learn. However, their semester reports showed that their speaking
and writing skills did improve and that they had gained confidence in
learning English. Some students wrote the following comments:

Hiromi: /t was very difficult or almost impossible to have a
2-minute conversation even in October. I didnt know how to
keep a conversation going. Its still difficult to ask new questions
but I came to use conversation strategies more and more. (third

portfolio, February 2003)
Ichiro: [ couldn’t speak English at all in April, but now I can

use the expression “How ya doin’?” to open a conversation, “How
bout you?” to ask the same question, and “Nice talking with
you!” to close a conversation. This is a big change for me. (third

portfolio, February 2003)

Kaori: / didn’t know any conversation strategies. But I now use
the shadowing strategy, and it is very helpful to keep a conversa-
tion going. (third portfolio, February 2003)

For the speaking test in December, most students in the general class
Jailed to have a 3-minute conversation. I gave a speaking test three times

a year after I had covered a couple of topics. Students prepared for all




topics but didn’t know until the test started which topic they would have
to talk abour and who their partner would be. However, after writing
their semester reports, the students gained confidence. I was surprised
that for the speaking test in March, most students succeeded in having a

3-minute conversation.

Student Learning: The Pleasure of Communicating

with Other Classmates

The 2nd-year students evaluated their own writing and speaking skills in
October and February, comparing them with those from the previous April.
(This included students in the other teachers’ classes as well as students in
Takahashi’s classes.) These evaluations showed that students noticed their
speaking and writing skills had improved by interacting during speaking
and writing activities. For example, regarding writing skills activities (see
Table B3, Appendix B), the percentage of students who said “I can hardly
write what I want to say” decreased from 23% to 4% over 10 months, and
the percentage who said “I can write what I want to say with grammatical
mistakes” increased from 11% to 46%.

Regarding speaking skills, the survey asked students about timed,
2-minute conversations they had based on the writing assignments done
as homework. They described what they wanted to say and the vocabulary
they wanted to use and asked three questions. They were encouraged not to
look at the writing assignment (the composition) when they had the timed
conversation. The percentage of students who said “I can hardly speak”
decreased from 32% to 5%. The percentage who said “I can speak without
compositions” increased from 8% to 33% (see Table B4, Appendix B).

For 3-minute conversations (Table BS, Appendix B), the percentage of
students who said “I can speak using compositions” decreased from 61% to
36%, and the percentage of those who said “I can speak without composi-
tions” increased from 19% to 40%.

In summary, students felt they had made progress in speaking and
writing skills through continual self-assessment and by setting a specific
goal for the conversation. Students initially wrote only five to six sentences
about a topic and had a conversation for 2 minutes at the most. By the end
of the semester, students in advanced classes could write approximately 20
sentences about a topic and had 4- to 5-minute conversations. In general
classes, students wrote 10—15 sentences and had 3-minute conversations
without looking at their compositions.

AFTER THE FIRST PROJECT: TEACHING ON THEIR OWN

When the next school year started in April 2003, the teachers finally met to
talk about what they were going to do and how they were going to teach. In
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a meeting, Takahashi proposed following Sato’s advice that they continue to
use the integrated approach and develop students’ communication skills by
using discussion and debate. Nonetheless, the teachers could not come to an
agreement, mainly because some teachers thought it would be too difficult
for their students. Another reason might have been that the teachers had
never debated in English when they were students. Although the teach-

ers finally agreed to use the book Impact Topics (Day & Yamanaka, 1999)
instead of a MEXT-approved textbook, they disagreed about the speaking
tests. Mori and Takahashi decided to try discussion and debate, whereas
Kawai and Goto, a new teacher, preferred the more familiar individual
presentations. The four 3rd-year teachers started to teach on their own and
had little communication with other teachers.

Project 2 (2004 and 2005 School Years): Revitalizing
the Curriculum Through Teacher Collaboration

INTRODUCTION
The second project started in April 2004. The high school was designated

a model school because of its excellent English program and was assigned
another 2-year project. This time, the prefectural Board of Education asked
Sato to be an adviser. A report on the study was to be presented at a national
conference for high school teachers of English in November 2005. First,
there was a heated discussion among those in the English Department
about whether they should accept the project. Many teachers were reluctant
because they felt they were under pressure and that preparing for the confer-
ence presentation would take too much time. Then, four teachers, including
Takahashi, volunteered and formed a team. Sato advised them to create a
syllabus and have weekly meetings, which he attended. With the help of
Sato, Takahashi made a syllabus and presented it at the meeting. The syl-
labus was modified and agreed on by the teachers. The next section reports
what happened in 2004 when the four teachers began working together. The
results were surprising.

THE FIRST YEAR: REVITALIZING
2ND-YEAR WRITING AS A TEAM

The Process of Revitalization: Sharing Ideas and Problems

The four teachers, including Takahashi, met several times before the school
year started in April 2004, during which time they devised a plan. First,

the teachers organized an orientation meeting for every class. They showed
students a video created by recent graduates to introduce the new subject—



Writing. Before school, during the spring holidays in March, Takahashi
asked two graduates to explain in Japanese what they had learned from her
class and how they had prepared for it. Takahashi thought students would
understand what these graduates said better than they would the teachers’
explanations. In addition, teachers gave each student a syllabus written in
Japanese. The syllabus included goals, topics to be covered, and assessment

components as follows:

Goals

 Improve communication skills (focus on speaking and writing skills)
* Develop awareness about language learning

Objectives

* Enable students to have 3-minute conversations about daily topics

e Enable students to write 15 sentences about daily topics

e Enable students to be autonomous learners through peer editing, self-
assessment, and portfolio assessment

Topics

* Three Things About Me!

* My Favorite Stories

* The Athens Olympics (Part 1)

¢ The Athens Olympics (Part 2)

* My Hometown

e The School Trip to Okinawa

e DPeople I Admire

Assessment Components

* term examination (50%)
* speaking test (20%)

* fun essay (25%)

* portfolio (5%)

It was the first time teachers had given students a complete syllabus in
an English class. Takahashi commented on it in her first interview:

Our new attempt is that we showed our students concrete goals of the
class at the beginning of the year. Also, we explained the syllabus by
using the video made by our graduates. I guess our students could have
an overall picture about this class and were encouraged to see graduates
as models. Moreover, they could recognize that all the students in the
same grade will take the class using new approaches. (1st interview,

September 2004)
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Revitalizing a Curriculum for School-Age Learners

The orientation meeting was successful in that all the teachers and
students were put on the same track.

Next, based on Sato’s request, teachers began holding weekly meetings.
Sato asked Takahashi to arrange each teacher’s timetable so that all four
2nd-year teachers could participate in the meeting. Because of their tight
schedule, not all teachers willingly came to the meeting. Yet as time passed,
the teachers began to appreciate having an opportunity to communicate
with other teachers. At the meetings, the teachers shared their ideas and
problems. In particular, around the beginning of the year, the three teach-
ers who had just started to teach the new subject asked Takahashi and Sato
many questions about how to teach and what to do next. Sato observed all
four teachers’ classes, videotaped part of each class, and showed the video to
the teachers in the weekly meeting, reasoning that they could learn much
better by watching other teachers’ classes. One of them, Sugiura, made a
comment in the meeting;:

I really appreciate the opportunity to watch the video of other teachers
classes. I can learn a lot about how other teachers use the same activity

in a bit different way. Every week I can learn something new in the
meeting. (field notes, April 21, 2004)

Sato also occasionally gave advice to teachers. For example, he advised
teachers to create assessment criteria for the speaking test. Teachers sat
together, watched a videotape of a few performances, and negotiated the
criteria. This gave them the information they needed to develop rubrics.
Table 4 shows the original rubric for the speaking tests, and Table 5 shows
the modified version, which was created after a long discussion. At first,
teachers had difficulty defining each criterion; however, they learned to
develop their understanding and clarify the definition of each criterion in
the end. For example, “Asking questions” in “Fluency” in Table 4 could be
included in “Strategies,” and “Spontancity” in “Delivery” could be included
in “Fluency.” Also, the group decided that “Impression” was too subjective
and thus deleted it when they modified the rubric (see Table 5). The revised
version had a greater focus on criteria for communicative effectiveness and
provided more detailed descriptors. In addition, allowing all students to
achieve a mark other than zero in each category was less demoralizing for
weaker students.

The weekly meeting offered many learning opportunities for teachers.
As Sugiura commented, talking about teaching and teaching issues became
the norm among these teachers. Moreover, they got together at other times
when they felt a need, despite their busy schedules.

Finally, in addition to the required materials, teachers started to develop




Table 4. Rubric for the Speaking Test (July 2004)

Criteria Total points Description and rating

Fluency 8 * Asking questions (2, 1, 0)

* Response rate (2, 1, 0)

e Answer in more than two sentences (2, 1, 0)
¢ Maintain a 2-minute conversation (2, 1, 0)

Accuracy 2 ¢ Grammar (1, 0)
 Pronunciation (1, 0)

Delivery 4 * Volume (2, 1, 0)
¢ Spontaneity (not memorization) (2, 1, 0)

Strategies 4 * How ya doing? (1, 0)

* Nice talking with you. (1, 0)
¢ Shadowing (1, 0)

* How about you? (1, 0)

Impression 2 * Impressive (2, 1, 0)

their own materials and to share them. For example, Kubo made a handout
about the Athens Olympics, which included three quizzes. For the topic
The School Trip to Okinawa, Sugiura created a handout to check the use of
strategies. She was concerned that her students might not be able to use the
conversation strategies she had taught, so she asked them to interview three
students (using four questions) and circle the strategies they had used on a
handout (see Figure 1).

For the topic People 1 Admire, Takahashi created a guessing game as a
warm-up activity (see Figure 2).

In short, the teachers developed materials and shared them with other
teachers. This allowed the teachers to learn from one another and to further
develop the curriculum. Sugiura commented in her first interview:

I am glad that I could join this team. I think I could develop my
teaching repertoire. Now I have many choices and can choose a suit-
able activity in the future. We shared our teaching experiences with one
another. I really think we became open-minded and talked about many
problems. In the past, we didn’t share what we were doing. (st inter-
view, September 2004)

Takahashi’s Episode 2: The Power of Peer Editing
The following is Takahashi’s first-person description of how peer editing
helped her students learn:
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