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From the Editors 

 

July brings us the end of the first semester of the 2020 academic year. Both teachers and 

students have dealt with and overcome a variety of problems as teaching moves out of the 

classroom and into Zoom meeting rooms, PowerPoint narrations, and lengthy e-mail exchanges. 

With the first semester complete, the Kobe JALT executive board would like to wish everyone a 

pleasant summer break filled with relaxation. 

 

The second volume of the Kobe JALT Journal is filled with articles which address and help us 

try to make sense of the current teaching moment. Earl Derek Keever makes the case for 

embracing complexity and unpredictability in language teaching and learning – certainly an 

applicable sentiment given the circumstances. Jason Pratt and Aaron Dods bring us an article 

about the connection between language learning and retention and short breaks in classes.  

 

Neil Cowie and Keiko Sakui share a variety of tips for online teaching, among them “Don’t 

panic!” and “Keep things simple” – tips which are especially relevant now. Anna Engle writes 

about a topic which connects to the various protest movements happening around the world but 

is little understood in Japan: the African-American experience. Gordon Dale Carlson addresses 

reading anxiety by sharing an engaging pre-reading activity.  

     

Armando Duarte covers the biggest Kobe JALT event in recent memory: Beniko Mason and 

Stephen Krashen’s presentations which covered story listening, guided self-selected reading, 

and a variety of other topics related to language teaching and learning. Laura Ashley Kurotobi 

reviews Bridging the Humor Barrier, a textbook resource for teachers who wish to integrate and 

apply humor to their lessons. 

 

The editors of this journal and the Kobe JALT executive board are pleased to bring the second 

volume of this journal to publication. Many people deserve praise and credit for making this 

publication possible, including the authors listed above, the Kobe JALT publication chairs, and 

all of the readers and reviewers who participated in the editing process. 
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As always, the Kobe JALT Journal is accepting article submissions on a rolling basis. If you 

would like to see your own writing published here, please contact 

kobejaltpublications@gmail.com and submit your work. We look forward to your submission. 

 

From the Kobe JALT Journal editors and Kobe JALT executive board, we wish everyone a great 

summer break and happy reading! 

 

Armando Duarte – President and Editor 

Kathryn Tanaka – Publications Chair and Editor 

Michael Griffiths – Publications Co-chair and Editor
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Reassessing Aims in Language Education   

Earl Derek Keever 

Freelance Language Teacher and Teacher Trainer  

MA TESOL 

Cambridge University Assessor & ICELT Moderator 

  

The success of a language lesson is often judged by the extent to which main lesson aims are 

achieved, and it is assumed that students learn languages by following a synthetic syllabus, in 

other words, by marching through a series pre-selected grammar or lexical items. This article 

questions both the assumption that students learn language by following a linear syllabus, as 

well as the instructional efficacy of strict adherence to pre-determined aims. Following Dick 

Allwright (2005), it suggests considering aims as ‘learning opportunities’ and affordances to 

cater for a broader range of potential lesson outcomes and promote a more learner-centred 

classroom.  

言語レッスンの成功において、多くの場合、主要レッスン目的は達成程度によって判断され、学生は事前

に選択された一連の文法または語彙項目を synthetic syllabus（総合シラバス）に従って言語を学習すると

想定される。本論では、学生が linear syllabus（線形シラバス）に従って言語を学習するという仮定と、

あらかじめ決められた目標を厳守することの教育的有効性の両方を問う。ディック・オールライトに続い

て、より広い範囲の潜在的なレッスン成果に対応するための「学習機会」およびアフォーダンスとしての

目的を検討することを提案する。 

 

Keywords: Second language acquisition; learning outcomes; teacher training; complexity 

theory; aims; language teaching  
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Introduction 

“Yes, but I wasn’t clear about your aims and these need to be made clear to the learners!” 

Having worked extensively as a teacher trainer on both pre-service and in-service teacher 

training courses, I have heard this refrain countless times – it must be one of the most frequently 

voiced trainer criticisms in post-lesson discussions. I had similar feedback from a Director of 

Studies (DOS) on a lesson, one that I thought had been fairly successful in terms of the 

opportunities for vocabulary and language acquisition that the material afforded to the learners. 

It was a text-based lesson on viral videos, with lots of interaction and opportunities for the 

learners to share information and ideas. The lesson started with discussion about social media, 

memes, and viral video. It included an authentic video from Youtube (Technoviking – the first 

internet meme according to the video’s creator), followed by an authentic text, some 

comprehension questions, noticing activities for interesting lexis, and finally more personalized 

speaking. After the lesson, the DOS had nothing positive to say, and asserted that he was not 

clear about what the main aims were. He felt that the text was too short for receptive skills 

development but agreed that it was lexically rich and that the main aim must have been 

vocabulary, but, since it was not explicitly stated to the learners, it was ineffective. 

This notion of explicitly stating aims, outcomes and techniques as requisite for a 

successful lesson is common across teacher training platforms, and is also instantiated in the 

Diploma in Teaching English to Speakers of Other Languages (DELTA) Module 2 criteria. Here 

is a gloss of the specific criterion related to aims: “candidates should ensure that learners 

understand/appreciate (either implicitly or explicitly) the relevance of techniques, procedures 

and activities used during the lesson to achieve the learning outcomes” (Cambridge Assessment 

English, Delta 5a).  

So why the preoccupation with aims, and isolating discrete language items and/or 

skills? The underlying assumption seems to be that learners will learn what you teach them 

according to the precise specifications laid out in the plan. “To write an effective plan the 

teacher needs to think carefully about what exactly the aim of the lesson is. What will the 

learners learn?” (Watkins, 2005, p.108). State your main aims, follow the procedure, each stage 

is interconnected and interrelated. 
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Will They Learn What We Teach Them?  

However, the complexity of teaching and learning a language, as research on SLA suggests, 

resists such a simple process. Diane Larsen-Freeman (1997) reminds us, “learning linguistic 

items is not a linear process – learners do not master one item and then move on to another. In 

fact, the learning curve for a single item is not linear either. The curve is filled with peaks and 

valleys, progress and backslidings” (p. 18). Hence, for any particular lesson, Larsen-Freeman’s 

ideas raise questions like: What will the learners learn? Something new or will they consolidate 

lexis from the previous lesson? And, will all the learners have the same takeaway from the 

lesson? Can we expect them to learn it at the same pace? And are we talking about explicit 

knowledge (learning about grammar, or what words mean and how to say them), or implicit 

knowledge (how to use language and lexis in real time)? Is it realistic for all learners in the class 

to achieve the same mastery in a 1-2 hour lesson? And, finally, how do we know when someone 

has learned something?  

Steve Brown in his writings on ‘Preflection’ has this to say about aims, “Teaching is 

more about exploiting learning opportunities than achieving pre-selected aims”…and, “Just 

because you have decided that you want to teach a certain language point…this doesn’t mean 

that students are ready or able to learn it” (Brown, 2013). And, as Dick Allwright (2005) points 

out, “What learners get from a lesson is not predictable merely from what is taught in that 

lesson and certainly not just from the teaching points covered… We cannot now sensibly 

measure the overall success of a lesson simply in terms of the percentage of teaching points 

successfully learned because the learners may have learned little from the teaching points and a 

lot from everything else that happened in the lesson” (p. 12). 

 

Aims as Learning Opportunities  

Hence, it might be better to start with the assumption that learning is not predictable, uptake in 

the lesson is unknown, and therefore planning should allow for more “richness of opportunity”, 

and we should replace teaching points with “learning opportunities” (2005, Allwright, p 13). For 

a language lesson on narrative forms, for example, an overall lesson outcome might be ‘learners 

will have opportunities to interact and share past experiences in the context of childhood 

stories’. This will no doubt elicit the use of narrative forms, but the key takeaway for some may 

be new lexical items, how to best structure a story, and so on.  

 



 7  

 

In a teacher training context, less trainer insistence on, for example, trainees doing corrective 

feedback only, or primarily, on the target language would also accommodate and support the 

notion that language learning is complex, non-linear; feedback and input on, for example, other 

emergent language, on a lexical gap, a way to conclude, etc. may be more valuable and timely 

for the learners’ developing interlanguage system than correction of a past form.  

Viewing the lesson aims as opportunities for learners to engage with learning 

materials, and with the other people in the room, with the overall goal of assisting them with 

communicating their thoughts, ideas, and feelings aligns with key precepts of a Dogme 

approach, and is closer to the original goal of communicative language teaching. So planning 

for an activity such as, for example, a role-play interview that affords opportunities for the 

likely emergence of the present perfect is a valid activity, but allowing the feedback and input to 

diverge, allowing for the lesson to go where it could go, based on learner output, rather than 

where the teacher wants it to go, based on a finely tuned plan, may be more effective as it 

allows for learning to take place at the point of need. In other words, instructors should consider 

allowing lots of flexibility in the plan and design of the lesson and be prepared to adapt in 

response to the learners.  

This more responsive and reactive approach to teaching challenges the traditional in-

service teacher training models found on courses like CELTA, which are underpinned by the 

assumption that novice and inexperienced teachers lack the language awareness and confidence 

to deal with emergence in the classroom. However, there have been teacher training courses that 

are in contradistinction to this view (see the videos and writings from Anthony Gaughan’s 

fascinating blog, http://teachertrainingunplugged.com/, for an example). In his training model, 

lesson aims are much more loosely constructed and teachers are encouraged from the outset to 

develop the ability to deal with language beyond the target grammar structure from the book.  

 

Conclusion 

In the end, having a direction for the lesson, and an overall aim is usually desirable, but 

measuring the success of the lesson in terms of the degree to which aims are achieved seems 

more focused on what the teacher is doing rather that what the learners want or need.  

 

 

http://teachertrainingunplugged.com/
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Viewing aims as opportunities and affordances seems much more in line with a learner-centred 

approach as it reinforces the common refrain on teacher training courses: ‘teach the learners, not 

the plan.’  Viewing planning in this way leads to a more fundamental student-centred classroom 

( not just at the level of the activity, but it suggests an analytical syllabus/internal syllabus – rather 

than a synthetic one). Another key implication here is a pedagogical shift from marching through 

a pre-determined plan, to a more organic and responsive teaching style, reacting to the students 

in the room and responding to their needs as they arise. Teaching in this way requires a different 

style of training and, I would argue, a different perspective on planning.  

Derek Keever (MA TESOL) is a freelance teacher trainer, researcher and lecturer based in Kobe, 

Japan. He has worked in the ELT field for over 25 years, teaching, training teachers, and 

researching and studying how languages are learned and taught. He specializes in the creation of 

CPD programs, exploiting authentic texts for the classroom, educational designer, and task-based 

language teaching. 
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An Evaluation of Breaks’ Impact on Long-term  

Retention of Language Items 

 

Jason Pratt 

Yamanashi Prefectural University 

Aaron Dods 

Obirin University 

 

Research has shown that being able to sustain focus both on general and specific tasks, also 

known as vigilance, has been shown to deteriorate over time. Several lab-based studies have 

demonstrated that performance on a variety of problem-solving and recognition tasks is 

negatively affected as a result of this deterioration. Breaks have been proposed as a potential 

solution. In contrast to the clinical nature of most existing research, the present study was 

predicated on a classroom-based approach to demonstrate the efficacy of breaks on foreign 

language retention. Over a semester, students from five classes were tested at the end of each 

lesson on content covered in the lesson. Employing a crossover study, rather than a parallel 

study approach, we compared classes where students had classes with breaks with classes where 

students had classes without breaks. Lessons containing five-minute breaks at the mid-point 

were delivered alternately with the others containing no breaks. The test format and number of 

items did not change regardless of whether a break was administered in the class or not. Results 

from these weekly tests were compared with results from review tests administered at the mid-

term point and the end of the semester. The review tests covered all items from each test given 

up to that point. Results indicated that students tended to score better on mid-term and final 

review questions derived from content originally covered in classes that contained breaks. This 

may suggest that long-term retention is improved by encouraging vigilance renewal. This article 

details the study, conclusions, and considerations for improving measurements in future studies.  
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これまでの研究では注意力は時間が過ぎるにつれて衰えることを示してきた。いくつかの実験に基づく研

究では、このような注意力の欠如が成績にマイナスに働くことを示している。考えられる対応策として小

休憩を挟むことが提案されてきた。本研究とは、これまでの臨床研究とは違い、教室での調査に基づくも

のである。１セメスターにわたって５クラスの学生がそれぞれの授業で扱った内容に関する試験を課され

た。いくつかの授業では中間に５分休憩が与えられ、他の授業は休憩が与えられなかった。授業の最後に

行われる小テストの比較の結果、各授業の点差はばらつきがあるものの、学生たちは一貫して小休憩を与

えられたクラスで扱った内容に関する中間・期末の復習問題でよい点数をとった。このことから示唆され

ることは、長期記憶は注意力を取りもどすことによって高めることができるということである。この論文

は、測定方法を改善するために詳細に研究方法、結論、および考察方法を論じた。 

 

Introduction 

The genesis of this research results from first-year freshman interviewees expressing difficulties 

in adjusting to 90-minute university lessons after 40-minute lessons in high school, and 

remaining mentally active for the entirety of the lesson. Even with the deliberate use of a variety 

of tasks and activities that differed in terms of tempo and goals, both researchers encountered 

high levels of vigilance decrement, that is, a decrease in levels of sustained attention, across a 

broad swath of classes. 

A majority of students expressed through a short, Japanese language-based written 

questionnaire that the adoption of class breaks was worthwhile. After breaks, students reported 

renewed vigilance as well as some other benefits; namely increased energy levels, feeling more 

refreshed, and being better able to rededicate themselves to the task at hand as a result of breaks 

placed at the midway point in classes. However, it was unclear as a result of the informal survey 

as to whether or not providing breaks in the middle of 90-minute lessons resulted in measurable, 

increased benefits to learners. Specifically, the question that most concerned the researchers was 

whether it was actually possible to measure any impact on learner retention of language items or 

other lesson content through the insertion of breaks. A language item refers to any individual 

vocabulary item, common collocation (e.g., go for a walk) or formulaic expression (e.g., I look 

forward to seeing you). The present study thus addresses this question of possible impact on 

retention. 

 

Literature Review 

As much of the most compelling research on vigilance comes from the field of psychology, 
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findings from within were often consulted for this study. According to Lleras (as cited in Yates, 

2011), overstimulation, where constant mental or physical stimuli exist over an extended period 

of time, can lead to a process of habituation (i.e. the diminishing of an innate response to 

frequently occurring stimuli) and subsequent vigilance decrement. Fatigue is also indicated by 

Harm Veling (as cited in Griffey, 2010) as a factor that negatively affects an individual’s 

vigilance. Moreover, research by Forster and Lavie (2009) and Ariga and Lleras (2011) has 

posited that the mind is always focused on some stimuli, even if the stimuli deviate from the 

task being targeted by the teacher. Task unrelated thoughts, or TuTs, can take the form of 

external distractions, such as background noise, temperature (environmental stimuli), or internal 

distractions related to mind wandering. 

The loss of vigilance is associated with a number of detrimental effects related to job 

and academic performance. Under otherwise equal circumstances, Nisbett claims that students 

who maintain vigilance better will outperform those who suffer greater decrement (as cited in 

Tims, 2010). Mind wandering has been shown to negatively impact on comprehension 

(Szpunar, Khan, & Schacter, 2013), and to negatively affect accuracy in numerous studies, such 

as those by Parasuraman and Davies (as cited in MacLean et al., 2009), Mackworth (as cited in 

Robertson & O’Connell, 2010) and Hatta (1993). Furthermore, research by Farley, Risko, and 

Kingstone (2013) points to the harmful effects of vigilance decrement on memory. 

Studies which have looked into how vigilance can be positively affected through the 

introduction of breaks between tasks are of particular relevance to this study. Such research has 

shown the positive impact that breaks can have in mitigating vigilance decrement (Ariga & 

Lleras, 2011), refreshing vigilance (Mackworth, 1950 as cited in Davies & Parasuraman, 1982), 

and enabling thought consolidation (Griffey, 2010).  

 

Research Question 

This study sought to measure the impact on the retention of language items or other class 

content through the insertion of breaks into lessons. Specifically, the question at hand was 

whether taking a 5-minute break in the middle of a 90-minute university lesson alters the  

amount of language items and other class content retained by students. If the answer was yes, 

does it improve or reduce retention? As defined in the introduction, language items in this study 

refer to individual vocabulary items as well as collocations and formulaic expressions. 



 13  

Methodology, Results and Limitations 

Methodology 

Five English speaking and listening courses were evaluated over the course of a 14-week 

semester. Each class was lower intermediate in level, coed, and consisted of some 30 students, 

although absences tended to reduce this number to the mid-twenties for actual weekly 

attendances. All of the classes were compulsory classes from the faculties of humanities, global 

communications, and business. All rooms taught had similar seating arrangements in classrooms 

that could comfortably hold approximately 50 students. All classes were also observed 

concurrently within the same semester in the same year. 

The aim of the study was to assess if breaks would affect student retention of 

information in the mid- and long-term. Five-minute breaks were provided every other lesson as 

close to the middle of lesson as possible, meaning that one week there would be a break and the 

following there would not. This method was carried out in ten of the fourteen lessons for each 

class. As possible, except on occasions when testing schedules differed, breaks were uniformly 

provided or avoided in the same weeks for all five of the classes involved in the study. At the 

end of each lesson, a five-item paper-based quiz, based on language that was covered in that 

class, was given to each student. The five items were taken from class content, potentially 

featuring questions related to language items, grammar, or cultural knowledge (refer to 

Appendix A). The questions were multiple choice, with three answer options provided.  

Twice during the semester, once at the mid-term point and again during the final week, 

paper-based review quizzes were also administered. The review quizzes consisted of exactly the 

same questions and wording as the weekly quizzes, although the order of the questions was 

randomly changed. Additionally, in order to eliminate any potential impact from students 

reviewing past answers, as well as changes in student motivation, the answers and scores of the 

original weekly quizzes were not provided to students prior to the administration of the review 

quizzes.  

While the alternating of lessons with breaks and lessons without breaks was critical in 

enabling the assessment of the impact of said breaks, this alternation created further benefits for 

the study. Firstly, it reduced the likelihood that results for one class were overly influenced by 

the timing within the term, given that students may feel different levels of fatigue at the 

beginning, middle and end of a semester. Secondly, with one topic generally covered over two 
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classes, it 

reduced the likelihood that the topic choice had any undue impact on student motivation. 

Finally, in considering longer-term retention of lesson content, the alternation of lessons with 

breaks with lessons without breaks ensured that any differences in the data collected could be 

more accurately attributed to the presence or absence of a break rather than the time that had 

elapsed since the language items had been covered. Finally, in order to further ensure fair 

assessment, only students who participated in all weekly quizzes and review quizzes were 

included in the data set. The numbers of students qualifying can be found in Table 1 below. 

 

Results 

Results are broken down by class, with the five classes labeled A through E. In Table 1, mean 

scores are listed for tests given in classes with breaks and without, both for weekly tests and for 

review tests. All scores range from a possible zero (no answers correct) to five (a perfect score). 

In the case of review tests, all of the items from the weekly tests were covered. The review test 

results were then calculated as separate tests based on the original weekly tests’ groupings of 

items, with a score of zero to five considered for each test. The mean was then calculated to 

allow for a score that could be used to assess any decrement. The score decrement thus shows 

how much lower the mean scores of the review tests were than those achieved on the weekly 

tests. 
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Table 1. Mean scores for tests and differences between weekly and review test mean scores  

(score decrements) 

 

Table 2. Results of the analyses of the data recorded in Table 1.  

Class # of students Weekly scores Review scores Score decrement 

A 11 
with break 4.5 

with 

break 
3.94 with break 0.56 

w/o break 4.64 w/o break 3.77 w/o break 0.86 

B 7 
with break 4.54 

with 

break 
3.61 with break 0.93 

w/o break 4.26 w/o break 3.66 w/o break 0.6 

C 6 
with break 4.13 

with 

break 
3.6 with break 0.53 

w/o break 4.39 w/o break 3.67 w/o break 0.72 

D 8 
with break 4.4 

with 

break 
3.8 with break 0.6 

w/o break 4.46 w/o break 3.75 w/o break 0.71 

E 13 
with break 4.4 

with 

break 
3.66 with break 0.74 

w/o break 4.21 w/o break 3.31 w/o break 0.9 

Class Mean standard error Mean standard deviation 

Point-biserial 

correlation 

coefficient 

p-value 

A 
with break 0.12 with break 0.39 

-0.35 0.11 
w/o break 0.14 w/o break 0.45 

C 
with break 0.23 with break 0.56 

-0.18 0.58 
w/o break 0.23 w/o break 0.57 

D 
with break 0.17 with break 0.48 

-0.10 0.70 
w/o break 0.18 w/o break 0.63 

E 
with break 0.15 with break 0.53 

-0.18 0.39 
w/o break 0.12 w/o break 0.44 
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Table 2 shows the results obtained from the tests. The mean standard error and standard 

deviation are listed for reference. In the two right-most columns are the results for a point-

biserial correlation test, a modified application of Pearson’s Correlation (Wherry, 1984), 

followed by the p-value, obtained in sig (2-tailed) form. 

In weekly tests, three of the classes averaged better test scores when no break was 

provisioned. However, in review tests, students in four of the five classes were more likely to 

experience greater score decrement in regards to test items that came from classes without 

breaks. That is to say, the students scored incorrectly on a test item that they answered correctly 

on in a weekly test more often when the items were covered in a class with no break. 

The point-biserial correlation coefficient test was employed to assess whether any 

correlation existed between providing students with breaks and better retention of language 

items learned in class. When determining if this test can be successfully applied to a data set, a 

number of factors must be considered. These factors include assessing if any outliers in the data 

set detract too greatly from the results; whether the homogeneity of variances, based on 

Levene’s test for equality of variances, is of an acceptable value (above 0.05 for the mean), and 

whether a score higher than the minimum (above 0.05) is achieved on the Shapiro-Wilk test. 

Class B’s data set failed the Shapiro-Wilk test with a minor outlier included, and failed in terms 

of homogeneity of variance with its outlier removed. For this reason, Class B’s data set is 

excluded from Table 2 and the following assessment, but the results from the tests can be found 

in Appendix B. It should be noted that Class B is the class where students experienced greater 

decrement in retention of correct answers for classes with breaks. In two other cases, outliers 

were found in an examination of boxplots. These outliers were retained as the sample sizes were 

small and the test results did not differ substantially regardless of whether outliers were included 

or excluded. For reference, Appendix C shows the results of the tests without outliers and 

explanations of the outliers in each class.  

According to the results of the point-biserial correlation analyses as detailed in Table 

2, three of the classes showed low correlation between the provision of breaks and the long to 

mid-term retention of language items, and one showed a moderate level of correlation. 

Nonetheless, the p-values suggest that there was no significance for any of the classes. 
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Limitations and Conclusion 

Comparing students’ results from weekly tests and review tests appeared to indicate that the 

provisioning of breaks in the middle of 90-minute university classes may aid in fostering greater 

mid to long-term retention of language items or other class content. However, the evidence is 

still not definitive enough to state with confidence that the insertion of breaks clearly impacted 

on learner vigilance in our research. 

Thus, further study is merited. However, there are several reasons why it is difficult to 

conclude that a definitive positive correlation can be drawn between breaks in 90-minute 

university language classes and increased mid to long-term retention of language items. Firstly, 

while the point-biserial correlation analyses suggested at least some level of correlation in 

results, it was not only typically a weak level, but the p-values were declaratively insignificant. 

Secondly, even though the data did not allow for Class B to be properly evaluated by a point-

biserial analysis, it had a higher mean retention of correct answers for items from tests where 

breaks were not provided. Thirdly, the tests themselves may have not had enough consistency in 

the types of items and difficulty, hampering a realistic measurement of comparative decrement. 

Finally, the number of students and classes that participated in this study was necessarily limited 

by the number of similar level classes that each researcher taught. 

 Considering the above, in order to make any declaration of the effectiveness or 

ineffectiveness of breaks and thus proscribe any advice on how to manage break times in terms 

of duration and type of activity, it is necessary first to refine the tests given and to accumulate 

results from a greater number of students.
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Appendix A 

Sample of a test administered to students 

 

1. Baseball is a very _________ sport 

A. exciting 

B. excited 

C. (Not enough information to decide) 

 

2. This test is _____________. 

A. boring 

B. bored 

C. (Not enough information to decide) 

 

3. Which word means 怖い? 

A. annoying 

B. scary 

C. disappointing 

 

4. Which word means びっくりした? 

A. confused 

B. disgusted 

C. surprised 

 

5. Which word means 疲れた? 

A. tired 

B. terrified 

C. depressed 
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Appendix B 

Results of Class B’s point-biserial coefficient analyses 

 

These figures are presented for reference, despite the data set failing the requirements of the 

analyses. 

 

One outlier was identified in a boxplot. The first numbers indicate results of analysis with the 

outlier’s data included. The figures preceded by an asterisk are the results of the analysis that 

excluded the outlier’s data. This particular student experienced a much greater drop (2 points) in 

correct answers on review test items originating from classes with breaks as compared to 

weekly tests than the class mean excluding this student’s scores (0.75 points). Nonetheless, 

whether including or excluding this outlier’s scores, this class’ results failed to meet the 

requirements necessary to be analyzed through a point-biserial correlation test, as detailed in the 

article. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Class Mean standard error Mean standard deviation 

Point-biserial 

correlation 

coefficient 

p-value 

B 

with break 
0.19 / 

*0.09 
with break 

0.51 / 

*0.22 
0.31 / *0.12 0.30 / *0.71 

w/o break 
0.26 / 

*0.29 
w/o break 

0.68 / 

*0.72 
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Appendix C 

Outlier-free point-biserial coefficient analysis results for Classes A and C 

 

Two outliers in Class A and one outlier in Class C, respectively, were identified in boxplots. In 

the article, the figures presented for these classes incorporate the outliers’ scores. For 

comparison, the table above shows the scores with the outliers removed. 

 

In the case of the students from Class A, one of the outliers had experienced an 

increase (0.17 points on average), not a decrement, in correct answers on review test items 

originating from classes with breaks as compared to weekly tests. The other student had a much 

greater drop (1.33 points) in correct answers on review tests compared to weekly tests than the 

class mean excluding these students’ scores (0.56). As for Class C, the outlying student achieved 

a higher score (0.33 points higher on average) on review test items originating from classes 

without breaks as compared to weekly tests, while the other students averaged a 0.93 point 

decrement when not factoring in the outlier’s scores. In both of these classes, the difference 

between the results with or without outliers was not considered to be significant. As such, the 

outliers’ results were included in the figures presented in the article. 

 

 

 

 

Class Mean standard error Mean standard deviation 

Point-biserial 

correlation 

coefficient 

p-value 

A 
with break 0.07 with break 0.22 

-0.32 0.20 
w/o break 0.15 w/o break 0.44  

C 
with break 0.28 with break 0.62 

-0.40 0.26 
w/o break 0.12 w/o break 0.91 
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General Tips for Online Teaching 

 

Neil Cowie 

Okayama University 

Keiko Sakui 

Kobe Shoin Women's University 

 

Below is a summary of tips for online learning that were shared in a live Zoom meeting on 

March 16th 2020. This was organized by the National Institute of Digital learning based in 

Dublin City University, Ireland.  

 

In addition to the tips offered below, there is an excellent website of further resources at: 

https://www.dcu.ie/nidl/resources/Swiftly-Moving-Online-Coronavirus.shtml 

 

Teacher to learner 

Don’t panic! 

Get guidance and help where you can. 

Connect with students in any way you can, such as through email and over social media 

networks. 

Provide ‘how to’ information in short instructions. 

Do easy things that you are used to. 

Keep things simple and limit the number of online tools that you use. 

Be true to your own way of teaching. 

 

First lesson 

Have a ‘welcome’ lesson where you explain expectations, steps you will take, and what tools 

you will use. 

Ask students how they want to participate – try not to micromanage their approach too much. 

Agree on rules of interaction with students and share resources with them. 

 

Online content 

Try to use a blended approach. This will include a mixture of off-line activities and live sessions 

for discussion and feedback. This balance will depend on your online experience and available 

tools. 
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Encourage students to create content, such as infographics and videos. They can share these 

with each other and this will encourage peer feedback. 

Add links and visual images to your own content. Try not to just use text. 

Try to create an atmosphere of community and welcome. Use forums if you have access to them 

so that students can interact with each other. 

Don’t lecture for too long. Get students to answer questions during your talk. 

 

Learners 

Do not assume that all students are experienced in online learning. 

It is important that students are not overawed by the online experience. Try to give them 

confidence and ease them in to activities. 

Give students very clear deadlines. 

Understand that some students may not be in a private space when they are online. 

Encourage students to form support networks outside class and to find study buddies 

 

Live sessions 

Use a ‘flipped classroom’ approach. For example, watch preparatory videos or readings before a 

live online lesson. 

Try to co-teach for live sessions – it is hard to be in charge of the software and teach at the same 

time. Don’t be afraid of silence. 

You don’t have to always respond to the chat transcript in the live session. Look at it later and 

give feedback to the whole class. 

Use breakout chatrooms for pair/group discussion.  

In live sessions, the teacher can address students by name and give personalized feedback. 

Break a large class into several smaller ones for a live session and make each lesson shorter. 

 

 

 

 

 



 25  

Online Teaching 

Neil Cowie 

Okayama University 

Keiko Sakui 

Kobe Shoin Women's University 

 

During the current global crisis caused by the pandemic spread of COVID-19, many teachers 

have suddenly been asked to provide online courses. In response, below are two quick reference 

guides to common online teaching activities. The first one applies to most kinds of courses and 

the activities, include communicating with students, giving a lecture, and providing feedback. 

The second guide is about language teaching and covers the four skills and using a course book. 

General approaches are suggested rather than specific teaching ideas. 

 

Each row has various suggestions ranging from very low tech methods to more technologically 

advanced options. What a teacher chooses will depend on their own situation. It is not suggested 

that the high tech option is always the best one, and it is likely that most teachers will use a 

combination of options. As a general rule, try to use what is simple and familiar. Teachers do not 

suddenly have to become experts in online learning but should teach in a way that they feel 

comfortable. 

 

It is important to note that each school will have its own policy on data protection and privacy. 

Teachers should be careful not to share their student data inappropriately. The ‘price’ of using 

free software is that participants’ data can be accessed by the software company. This is not to 

say do not use free applications but be careful about sharing student information.
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1) General teaching 

Activity Less tech Mid tech More tech 

Communicating 
with students 
 
(check your school’s policy on 
data protection and privacy) 

Make an email list of each 
class.  
 
Make sure that you ‘bcc’ the 
students so you do not share 
everybody’s email address. 
 
If your school does not allow 
email find out what method is 
used to get in touch. 

1) Use common Social 
Networking Services (SNS) to 
text or call students. 
 
SNS examples include 
Facebook, Line, Whatsapp, 
Slack etc. 
 
2) Share Padlet pages where 
both the teacher and students 
can upload information, 
questions etc. 

Use a Learning Management 
System (LMS) to upload your 
course materials and contact 
students. 
 
LMS examples include: Moodle, 
Blackboard, Canvas, Manaba, 
Edmodo, Google Classroom etc. 
 
Teachers may use their own LMS 
or schools may have one for all 
teachers. 

Lecture or content  
based class 

Attach a Powerpoint slideshow 
to an email.  
 
Students look at the slides and 
read the lecture notes 
underneath. 

1) Attach a Powerpoint with 
embedded audio to an email, 
SNS or an LMS. 
 
PPT will play embedded audio 
or video directly on OneDrive 
but for other ways of sharing it 
will need to be downloaded. 
 
2) Share Google Slides with 
audio by using a link in an 
email, through SNS or on an 
LMS. 
 
Students can listen to the 
Powerpoint or Google Slides as 
they view the slides. 
 
3) Create short videos of your 
lectures with a smartphone. 
Upload the video to YouTube or 
Microsoft Stream and share the 
link in an email, through SNS or 
on an LMS. 
 
Students click on the link and 
watch your lecture. 

1) Create a Powerpoint video 
using screencasting (sometimes 
called screen capture or screen 
recording). 
 
Examples of free screencasting 
software include: Screencast-O-
Matic, Zoom, and Jing. Paid 
versions are Snagit and Camtasia.  
 
You can also use built-in screen 
recording tools on a Mac or a 
Windows computer.  
 
Once you have made your 
screencast you need to share it 
with students on an LMS or upload 
to YouTube, Microsoft Stream, 
DropBox etc 
Students can see the teacher’s 
face, listen to their voice and look 
at the slides. 
 
2) Host a live webinar (sometimes 
called a meeting) for your class.  
 
Examples of hosting software 
include Zoom, Skype, Facetime, 
Blackboard Collaborate, Adobe 
Connect. 
The webinar can be recorded and 
shared for students who could not 
attend. 
 

Feedback and 
assessment 

The teacher can give feedback 
on coursework and assess 
students by email. 

1) The teacher can give 
feedback and assess students 
by SNS. 
 
2) The teacher can share 
quizzes with students through 
Google Forms or Microsoft 
Forms.  
 
Links to a quiz can be shared 
by email, SNS or on an LMS. 

The teacher can embed quizzes in 
their own videos.  
 
Videos can be computer 
screencasts or made on a 
smartphone. 
 
Software to embed quizzes 
includes Camtasia (paid) and H5P 
(free). 

https://padlet.com/
https://www.teachertrainingvideos.com/
https://www.teachertrainingvideos.com/
https://elllo.teachable.com/courses/a-class-with-saas/lectures/8971739
https://elllo.teachable.com/courses/a-class-with-saas/lectures/8971739
https://elllo.teachable.com/courses/a-class-with-saas/lectures/8908198
https://www.google.com/slides/about/
https://docs.microsoft.com/en-us/stream/portal-get-started
https://screencast-o-matic.com/blog/beginners-guide-free-screen-recorder/
https://screencast-o-matic.com/blog/beginners-guide-free-screen-recorder/
https://support.techsmith.com/hc/en-us/articles/360023972151-Record-the-Screen-and-Audio
https://support.apple.com/en-us/HT208721
https://www.digitaltrends.com/computing/how-to-record-your-computer-screen/
https://www.wikihow.com/Upload-a-Video-to-YouTube
https://www.wikihow.com/Upload-a-Video-to-YouTube
https://www.cambridge.org/elt/blog/2020/03/17/checking-your-students-learning/?utm_source=SFMC&utm_medium=email&utm_content=https%3a%2f%2fwww.cambridge.org%2felt%2fblog%2f2020%2f03%2f17%2fchecking-your-students-learning%2f&utm_campaign=Checking+your+students+learning+-+20200319_090648_JP&WT.mc_id=Checking+your+students+learning+-+20200319_090648_JP
https://www.cambridge.org/elt/blog/2020/03/17/checking-your-students-learning/?utm_source=SFMC&utm_medium=email&utm_content=https%3a%2f%2fwww.cambridge.org%2felt%2fblog%2f2020%2f03%2f17%2fchecking-your-students-learning%2f&utm_campaign=Checking+your+students+learning+-+20200319_090648_JP&WT.mc_id=Checking+your+students+learning+-+20200319_090648_JP
https://h5p.org/
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   2)  Language Teaching 

 
 
Speaking and 
discussion  
 
(click link for 
details) 

 

1) Email attachments of 

speaking tasks and activities. 

 

2) Give links by email to online 

speaking courses. 

 

3) Students email to the teacher 

small audio or video files of 

them speaking. 

 

1) Students upload small audio 

or video files of their speaking to 

an LMS forum (sometimes 

called a discussion). 

 

2) Upload and share audio or 

video files on YouTube, Flipgrid, 

Voice Thread, Microsoft Stream 

etc. Then share the link on an 

LMS or by email. (Instructions 

for Ss using Drive.) 

 

Students can listen to and 

comment on each others’ 

recordings. 

 

Host a live webinar for your 

class.  

 

The teacher and students can 

interact with each other as a 

whole class. It may also be 

possible to divide the class into 

smaller groups for speaking 

practice. 

 

 

Writing 
 

1) Email attachments of writing 

tasks and activities. 

 

2) Give links by email to online 

writing courses. 

 

3) Students submit writing 

assignments by email 

attachment. 

 

Students submit writing 

assignments to the teacher 

through the LMS or via Google 

Docs, One Drive, DropBox etc 

 

1) Students and teachers 

discuss writing through a live 

webinar. 

 

2) Students can create 

collaborative documents using 

Google Docs. Microsoft teams 

etc 

 

Listening 
 

1) Email attachments of 

listening tasks and activities. 

 

2) Give links by email to online 

listening courses. 

 

3) Students submit listening 

assignments by email. 

 

Students submit listening 

assignments to the teacher 

through the LMS or via Google 

Docs, One Drive, DropBox etc 

 

Students and teachers discuss 

listening through a live webinar. 

 

Reading 
 

1) Email attachments of reading 

tasks and activities. 

 

2) Give links by email to online 

reading courses. 

 

3) Students submit reading 

assignments by email. 

 

1) Students submit reading 

assignments to the teacher 

through the LMS or via Google 

Docs, One Drive, DropBox etc 

 

2) Students can do extensive 

reading on X-reading (paid) or 

Mreader (free). 

 

Students and teachers discuss 

reading through a live webinar. 

 

Using a 
coursebook 

 

The teacher can send email 

attachments of coursebook 

tasks and activities. 

 

If the coursebook has some 

online tasks and activities the 

teacher can inform students 

through email, by SNS or on the 

LMS. 

 

Some coursebooks have fully 

online management systems for 

teachers.  

 

They will include learning tasks, 

practice activities and tests.  

 

Examples: Macmillan; 

Cambridge; Pearson 

 

https://docs.google.com/document/d/1LkqAtU0ZoPbQ0u6ma5sVUaQuHfti5cZTiZG-sDQdvzE/edit
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1LkqAtU0ZoPbQ0u6ma5sVUaQuHfti5cZTiZG-sDQdvzE/edit
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1LkqAtU0ZoPbQ0u6ma5sVUaQuHfti5cZTiZG-sDQdvzE/edit
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1VPK_dB5XCvcMAGgYGgGuTh_DlLL0UoRGxcZyQDmUwIo/preview
https://xreading.com/
https://mreader.org/mreaderadmin/s/
https://www.macmillanenglish.com/jp/distance-teaching-and-learning-hub/
https://www.cambridge.org/elt/blog/2020/03/19/teaching-your-adult-english-class-online/?utm_source=SFMC&utm_medium=email&utm_content=https%3a%2f%2fwww.cambridge.org%2felt%2fblog%2f2020%2f03%2f19%2fteaching-your-adult-english-class-online%2f&utm_campaign=Teaching+your+adult+English+class+online_JP&WT.mc_id=Teaching+your+adult+English+class+online_JP
https://www.pearson.com/english/professional-development/covid19.html
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Neil Cowie teaches at Okayama University. As well as researching various aspects of online 

learning he has co-created (with Keiko Sakui) four wholly online courses. These are available 

on the Udemy online learning platform. 

 

Keiko Sakui teaches English and teacher trainer courses at Kobe Shoin Women’s University. 

Her research interests include the use of ICT in language classes, English education at 

elementary schools and effective teacher training. 

 

 

 

 



 29  

Black in America: Teaching Japanese High School Students About the 

Current African American Experience 

 

Anna Engle 

Kobe College High School 

 

I taught a one-semester unit entitled "Black in America" in an elective English class to thirty-

one 2nd year high school students at a private girl's school in Kansai. This unit explored what 

life is like for African Americans today. The unit enabled students to look at the challenges 

African Americans face along with their unique, beautiful culture. Class was taught once a 

week, over 2 consecutive 45-minute periods in a classroom that had a projector. The course, 

entitled “Oral English Elective,” focused on teaching culture through movies, music, and other 

forms of media. Speaking, critical thinking, and content comprehension were emphasized above 

grammar. 

During summer vacation before the semester began, students were given summer 

homework to build background knowledge and cultivate interest in the unit. Reflective journal 

writing assignments were given to active prior knowledge and introduce students to the movie 

“The Hate U Give.” Additionally, the homework included song analyses of four different songs 

about the African American journey. In the previous semester, students had learned how to 

analyze English songs and write song analyses. Two of the artists chosen for the summer 

homework songs were male, and two female. Michael Jackson and Beyoncé were artists known 

by most students, while James Brown and Alicia Keys were introduced to many students for the 

first time. Jackson’s song was released in 1995 and is about police brutality. Keys’ song, 

released in 2014, has been regarded as her response to police brutality. James Brown’s song is 

the oldest of the four, released in 1968, and talks about black pride in the midst of oppression. 

Beyoncé’s song is the most recent, from 2016.  
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Week 1 Topic:  

What do you know about African Americans? What do you want to know about    

African Americans? 

Week 2 Topic:  

Listen to the song “They Don’t Care About Us” by Michael Jackson  

(you can find it on YouTube) and write a song analysis. 

Week 3 Topic: 

What do you know about racism? Where is racism a problem in the  

world today?   

Week 4 Topic:  

Watch the movie trailer “The Hate U Give.” (Search: The Hate U Give official  

trailer) Summarize the trailer and write about your impressions. 

Week 5 Topic: 

Listen to the song “Say It Loud I’m Black and I’m Proud” by James Brown  

and write a song analysis. 

Week 6 Topic:  

Listen to the song “We Gotta Pray” by Alicia Keys and write a song analysis. 

Week 7 Topic: 

Listen to the song “Freedom” by Beyoncé and write a song analysis.  

 

While grading the summer homework, most students seemed very interested in the 

topics. They seemed to enjoy the challenge of learning about racism, a complex issue, in a 

foreign language. Some students identified racism in Japan, while others thought that racism 

was a topic very removed from their daily lives. Even for the latter, however, they were 

interested in why racism occurs and how it can be stopped. After watching the trailer for “The 

Hate U Give” (2018) and writing about it, many students expressed the desire to watch the 

movie in class. Based on their interest, the movie was incorporated into the second half of the 

semester. 

 

In the first half of the semester, students were taught about black history, police 



 31  

brutality, the Black Lives Matter movement, mass incarceration and culture through 

PowerPoint, YouTube videos, and discussions. While the focus of the unit was the current status 

of racism in the US, it was still important to cover some basic elements of black history. Some 

students struggled with the differences between segregation, discrimination, prejudice and 

racism, so these terms were reviewed repeatedly throughout the semester.  

To teach about African Americans and the police, two YouTube videos were shown: ‘A 

Conversation About Growing Up Black’ (The New York Times, 2015) and ‘Walking While 

Black’ (Vox, 2017). Before viewing them as a class, vocabulary words from the videos were 

given to each student on a hand-out. The hand-out included the definitions of the words and 

example sentences. I went over each term, showing pictures on PowerPoint to help explain each 

word. Then, the video was shown once or twice before the students answered comprehension 

questions and discussion questions, also on the hand-out. Students talked about the discussion 

questions in pairs, and then some students were called on to share their answers with the whole 

class.  

This same format was used to teach about police brutality, Black Lives Matter, mass 

incarceration and culture. Additionally, students were shown a PowerPoint with details about 

Trayvon Martin, Tamir Rice, and Eric Garner, three victims of police brutality. During the first 

part of the semester, we also discussed songs from summer homework in class in order to 

review them and think more critically about the lyrics. 

The final activity in the first part of the semester was having students write interview 

questions for an African American teacher on campus. First, students were given the homework 

assignment of choosing one or two questions they would like to ask this teacher and writing 

about why they chose their question(s). Next, students discussed the questions they chose in 

class in small groups, and each group chose one or two questions and wrote them on the board. 

After eliminating duplicate questions, the remaining questions on the board were what I used to 

conduct the interview. Beforehand, I emailed the questions to the teacher I would interview, 

allowing her to eliminate any she felt uncomfortable with. The remaining questions are written 

below. 

Do you feel discrimination in Japan? 

Do you get more discrimination as a black woman than a black man would? 

At what age did you start to notice being discriminated against? 
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Have you ever done anything to fight discrimination? 

How did you learn about discrimination and black history at school? 

You always wear colorful dresses. Does your fashion style come from black culture? 

What words should we use to refer to black people, and what words shouldn’t we use? 

What do you think about discrimination these days? 

Are you sad or angry when asked about racism? 

Do you think we can be anti-racist while allowing freedom of expression? 

How did discrimination change when Obama was elected as president? 

 

I conducted the interview while recording it as a video. Students watched the video in 

class, while filing in a worksheet that had space for them to write the teacher’s answers next to 

each question. Students were given access to the audio recording for review at home.  

In the second half of the semester, we watched the movie “The Hate U Give” (2018). 

This movie really served to bring together all the topics covered throughout the semester- police 

brutality, discrimination, prejudice, Black Lives Matter, black pride, and mass incarceration. 

Additionally, since the main character is a high school girl struggling to fit in and stand up for 

herself, students were able to relate and connect with her on a more personal level.  

The movie was shown in five parts. Before watching each part, students were given a 

hand-out with vocabulary from that section of the movie, and the words were explained before 

watching. The hand-outs also included content questions and discussion questions. After each 

class, students wrote a weekly journal about a topic from the movie.  

“The Hate U Give” is about a young African American, Starr, who feels like she is 

living between two worlds, the African American community in which she lives and the 

predominately white private school she attends. After witnessing the police shoot her African 

American friend, she is torn over how to respond. My students identified with Starr’s struggles 

to show her true self, to become stronger through challenges, and to fight to do the right thing. 

They also connected with her desires to protect her family, community, and others from racial 

discrimination.  

 

As the movie was released in 2018, it provides a more realistic portrayal of current life 

for American high school students and police brutality present today than older movies might. 
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Showing a recently released movie helps students learn about current American culture and is 

relevant preparation for studying abroad or understanding American culture today. While there 

are many excellent movies about the Civil Rights Movement available, one of my goals in this 

unit was to help students realize that racism and police brutality are unsolved, current issues, 

and this movie was an excellent resource that helped accomplish this goal.  

I would like to encourage high school and university teachers to teach about the 

current African American experience. Police brutality devastates communities and mass 

incarceration traps many African Americans in the cycle of poverty. I want students to realize 

that many African Americans are stuck in poverty because of systems and cycles that may be 

beyond their control. There is an excellent selection of movies, YouTube videos, and music 

available to teach this material using primary sources and contemporary media. Specifically, for 

anyone teaching at an all-girl’s high school, I would like to recommend ‘The Hate U Give” 

(2018), as this movie does an excellent job of connecting challenges African Americans face 

today to a high school girl’s experience, making it very relatable to students. 

My Japanese students seemed to be interested in racism, and while some may think it 

is not present in Japan, in closer examination it can be seen in tensions with Chinese, Koreans, 

and other groups. Examining racism in the US first and then inviting students to examine their 

own feelings and what they see around them is a strategy I wish I had incorporated more in this 

unit. Learning about racism is also relevant because Japanese students who study abroad may 

experience prejudice towards themselves or see it towards others.  

 

Anna Engle is a Gottschalk teacher at Kobe College High School. She holds an M.A. in 

TESOL and Applied Linguistics from the University of Findlay, Ohio. Her research interests 

include social networks and language learning, the social challenges of studying abroad and 

differences between Korean and Japanese linguistics. 
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A Pre-Reading Activity for Better Reading Comprehension 

 

Gordon Dale Carlson 

Otemae University  

 

Keywords: reading comprehension, vocabulary reinforcement, reducing anxiety 

Learner English level: beginner to upper-intermediate 

Learner Maturity: teens, adults 

Preparation Time: 60-90 minutes 

Activity Time: 30 minutes 

Materials: gameboard copies, card sets, coins 

 

Introduction 

Reading anxiety among language learners is a common dilemma that stems from a fear of being 

unable to comprehend a passage, even before reading begins. Students among all ranges of 

aptitudes can lose heart before embarking on a cumbersome task of slow, painful decoding and 

extracting meaning from an uninspiring text. Instructors can also find that doing reading in class 

is like teaching swimming strokes to someone who hates the water (Eskey, 1995). Therefore, it 

is important to consider what different kinds of learners bring to a class and how it will affect 

their approach to reading comprehension. What do they already know? To what extent do they 

understand the topic, and what negative attitudes might some have towards reading? How can 

anxiety be lowered, understanding raised, and reading become fun and engaging? How can their 

interest and understanding be raised at the same time? 

Pre-reading tactics in conventional textbooks tend to have students answer some topic-

related questions followed by a list of new vocabulary words to learn. It assumes that they will 

be able to generate discussion, recognize this word and that word, extract some meanings, and 

then decode enough to answer some comprehension questions at the end. While going through 

the text, students are expected to naturally recall all the pre-reading vocabulary to understand 

more of the text, but how much do they really comprehend? How many new words have they 

actually acquired without much repetition of new words before reading? Is the process 

enjoyable? Contrariwise, what can happen if pre-reading exercises are more interesting, 
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relevant, not too lexically focused, and conducted in a low anxiety environment?  

Can it be both fun and beneficial? 

An abundance of literature supports the notion that the primary consideration in reading 

instruction should be for learners to experience reading as pleasurable and comprehendible (e.g., 

Day, Bamford, Renandya, Jacobs & Yu, 1998; Krashen, 1994, 2018; McGill-Franzen & Ward, 

2015; Cho & Krashen, 2019). Only then will they be captivated by the reading enough to 

become competent readers. And by doing so, they can develop a desire to learn new skills that 

help them become better readers. The literature also supports the notion that pre-reading 

activities prepare learners for the concepts that follow by making the task easier and connecting 

new ideas to prior knowledge (e.g., Alyousef, 2006; Alemi & Evadi, 2010; Ajideh, 2006).  As a 

result, pre-reading activities can make reading a more enjoyable task. However, some studies 

suggest that merely teaching pre-reading vocabulary and lexicon alone has limited success (e.g., 

Taglieber, Johnson & Yarbrough, 1988; Oxford & Crookall, 1990; Shen, 2003; Mihara, 2011). 

Based on the rationale above, the following activity was designed to offer fun and meaningful 

pre-reading exercises to help students better comprehend and enjoy classroom reading.  

 

Preparation 

Step 1: Make question cards. The number of cards depends on the instructor's preferences, but 

about 25 is recommended to keep the activity within 30 minutes. Be sure to give each card a 

number that will correspond with an answer sheet made in  

Step 3. 

a. Go through the selected reading passage in advance and take note of any information 

that could be turned into compelling multiple-choice trivia questions. For example, if 

the reading states that Buckingham Palace has 760 windows, a question can be formed, 

such as: 

“How many windows does Buckingham Palace have?” 

a. 150   b. 289   c. 496   d. 760. (Answer: 760) 

 

Sometimes, American-oriented texts can lose students with unfamiliar concepts such as 

systems of imperial measurement. For example, if a text states that the average person 

produces 5.91 pounds of waste per day, one question can ask questions such as: 
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“How many kilograms are in one pound?” 

a. 0.45   b. 2.2   c. 1.5 (Answer: 0.45) 

 

Another trivia question extracted from the reading might ask, “How many kilograms of 

trash does the average person throw away in a day?”  

About   a. 2.7 kg   b. 1.4 kg   c. 7.9 kg. (Answer: 2.7 kg.) 

 

b.  If there is a lack of information in a reading to compose trivia, add as many more as 

necessary by quickly searching for information that is related to the topic. In this case, 

try to insert target vocabulary when possible. For example, if the reading is about 

sharks, a question can ask,  

“How many teeth can a shark grow over a lifetime?” 

a. 300   b. 2,000   c. 20,000. (Answer: 20,000) 

 

If an extract is about supermarkets, one question might be,  

“When you buy ￥1,100 of groceries, how much of that money pays for the product 

packaging?” 

a. ￥10   b. ￥100   c. ￥500. (Answer: ￥100) 

 

If the reading passage is a story, fun questions can still be made that relate to the setting, 

time, and place. For example, 

“The earliest known story of Cinderella comes from _________.” 

a. England   b. France   c. Germany   d. China (Answer: China) 

 

Has the story been made into a movie? A myriad of questions can be made that relate to 

film. At the very least, be creative and try to come up with questions amazing facts that 

can stimulate interest. Using the target vocabulary presented in the text is a plus. 
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Step 2: Add questions that review the pre-reading vocabulary words. Many of them are likely to 

already be in the trivia questions, and that adds repetition. There are several ways to include the 

target vocabulary. For example, students can be asked to find the closest meanings to the words.  

 

For example: 

“Increase is closest in meaning to __________.” 

a. to fold   b. to grow   c. to drop. (Answer: to grow) 

 

Students can also be asked to fill in blanks such as, 

“Mika is good at communicating with people. She likes to meet and  _____________ with 

them.” 

a. entertain   b. interact   c. appreciate." (Answer: interact) 

 

Step 3: Make an answer sheet for all the questions to distribute to each group during the pre-

reading activity. They will use this to check their answers. 

  

Step 4: Make a paper “roll and move” board game with a starting and finishing point. For 

games with 15-30 landing spaces, students can spin coins to move across the board (front side = 

move one space, back side = move two spaces). For longer games that might include a review of 

previous studies, use a single die to help move the game faster. At least one-third of the landing 

squares should be labeled as "Vocabulary" and another third as “Trivia.” The remaining spaces 

can be traps such as “Go back two spaces,” “Move forward two spaces,” “Reverse Turns,” 

“Exchange points with the person on your right,” or “Go back to Start.” Be creative!  

 

Step 5: Print as many roll and move games, card sets, and answer sheets as needed to 

accommodate the number of groups in your class. Forming groups of three is recommended. 
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Procedure 

Step 1: Introduce the reading topic and go through any of the textbook's unit pre-reading target 

vocabulary and schemata questions as seen fit with the class. 

 

Step 2: Divide the class into groups of three or four people. Each group receives one 

gameboard, two sets of cards, and an answer sheet. Ask students to find their own gameboard 

markers such as an eraser, pen cap, or any small object that can be moved across the board. 

Chocolates or candies also work well as markers to be won at the end. Be prepared to provide a 

few coins in case students do not have any among them. 

 

Step 3: Play! Players can flip or spin a coin to move their markers. Whenever landing on 

"Vocabulary" spaces, students draw a vocabulary question card. When landing on "Trivia" 

spaces, students take a trivia question. Whoever takes the previous turn checks the answer sheet 

to judge whether the answer is correct. After each turn return all used questions at the bottom of 

the pile for repetition. Answering the same question more than once can reinforce some of the 

reading facts and vocabulary.  

Players are awarded a point for each correct answer. Tell students to keep track of their 

scores and who accumulates the most points after everyone reaches the end. There are no 

penalties for wrong answers. The first person to reach the goal is awarded five points, the 

second three points, and the third one point. Tally all points at the end to declare a winner. Play 

until all players have reached the end of the game or until the allotted time runs out.  

 

Variations 

Tic tac toe (American) or Noughts and Crosses (British): This variation can save on both 

prep and class time. Rather than using a roll and move board, provide students with paper for 

games of classic tic tac toe with three players, X, O, and ⛤, who mark the spaces on a 3x3 grid 

with their marks. If there is an extra person, use another symbol such as a smiley face (😊). Mix 

all cards. One player starts by reading a random question card to the other players. This person 

also holds the answer sheet so that the others cannot see it. The player who answers correctly 

first writes their mark on the grid. Have players take turns reading questions and judging 

answers after each question. Whoever succeeds in placing three of their marks in a horizontal, 
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vertical, or diagonal row is the winner. Play several games until time or cards run out. 

Remember that repetition helps! 

 

Battleship Combat: This can be played in groups of three to five people. Provide each member 

of the class with a photocopied picture of a battleship with five marked sections on it that can be 

"bombed." Mix all cards. The first player starts with the answer sheet and a random question 

card to read to the other players. The person who reads the questions also checks judges the 

answers using the answer sheet. Players who answers correctly first can use pens to fill in a 

bomb space on any group member of their choice. After each question, have players take turns 

reading questions and judging answers. Battleships that are hit five times "sink," and whoever 

survives or is hit the least wins. Play until there is a winner or when the time or cards run out. If 

unused cards are left over, they can be used to repair bombed sections of the ships by getting 

correct answers. Again, repetition of the reading information and vocabulary helps.  

 

Conclusion 

This activity is adaptable and can be customized to match any learning context. It provides 

language reinforcement and a preview to the reading while creating an inclusive and spirited 

class atmosphere. Besides familiarizing students with the content, it encourages participation 

and allows learners to grasp some of the information within a text before they read it. Teachers 

can also personalize this activity and tailor it with other variations and themes to match any 

lesson or learning situation. With practice, this game can become a valuable apparatus for 

teaching class content, building community, and making the reading process stimulating and 

fun. 

Pre-reading games are not meant to take the place of other proven reading strategies 

such as skimming, scanning, note-taking, summarizing, critical thinking, and using dictionaries. 

However, fun pre-reading activities can help learners to be more prepared for what they are 

about to read. They can lay the groundwork for the kind of language, vocabulary, and even 

grammar that students might encounter in the text. If done in the right way, it can lower anxiety, 

decrease negative attitudes, raise understanding, boost participation, and increase motivation to 

read.  
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Kobe JALT December Event Summary 

 

Armando Duarte 

Kobe JALT President 

 

In December 2019, Kobe JALT was pleased to welcome two renowned figures in the world of 

English language teaching – Dr. Beniko Mason and Dr. Stephen Krashen. Although this event 

was attended by dozens upon dozens of enthusiastic attendees, some members of Kobe JALT 

and the language education community were not able to attend. For their benefit, what follows 

is a brief review of the major themes and topics our covered by our speakers in their December 

presentations. 

 

Dr. Beniko Mason: Story Listening (SL) and Guided Self-Selected Reading (GSSR) 

Dr. Mason began by explaining the basic components of story listening. Story listening is an 

activity in which a teacher tells a well-known story to a group of students. However, in doing 

so, teachers must do so in a way in which students are provided with a wealth of 

“comprehensible auditory language” such that students are able to understand the themes of the 

story and ultimately, build their language abilities. It is suggested that teachers do not 

incorporate questions, tests, or drills into this story listening activity. 

To demonstrate this teaching technique, Dr. Mason introduces a Grimm fairytale, 

“God’s Food”. Using the lecture hall as her classroom, Dr. Mason begins her story listening 

activity by telling the audience “A long time ago, a long time ago, many, many years ago – once 

upon a time – we don’t know when it was. Maybe it was 200 years ago. Maybe it was 300 years 

ago. We don’t know when. But it was a long time ago and it was in Germany. It was not in 

France. It was not in Italy. It was not in Poland.” By giving such an extended introduction to the 

fairytale, the teacher is able make phrases which may be difficult for English language learners 

(“once upon a time”) more comprehensible (“a long time ago”). As the story progressed, Dr. 

Mason used the chalkboard to draw figures representing the main characters of the story with 

accompanying labels – “younger sister,” “older sister”, “big house”, and “2 sisters” among 

others. The more the story progressed, the more the board is utilized to draw even more figures 

and to give clarifying grammatical information (“run = ran”, “think = thought”) so that all of the 

story elements are comprehensible to the student listeners.  
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Changing gears, Dr. Mason then introduced CAS – comprehension aiding 

supplementation. These supplemental techniques and information include using conversational 

language, visual supplementation, translation, and students’ background knowledge of the 

world. To aid students in their understanding of the story, Dr. Mason recommended using words 

which are already familiar to students, using similar words in place of more difficult words 

during storytelling, and reusing new words from the story repeatedly. 

Towards the end of her presentation, Dr. Mason took questions from the audience. One 

attendee asked “If a student has a question about a moral problem from the story, how much do 

you talk about it? How far do you go on that tangent?” Dr. Mason responded that in a story 

listening activity, it is best for the teacher to be in control of the class, so if a student asks a 

question with the potential to lead to a rabbit hole of more questions, the teacher should try to 

maneuver back to the story. Another attendee wondered what sequence of events happens in the 

classroom itself – does the teacher distribute a copy of the story to each student, tell the story, 

then ask the students to read it again during class or as homework? Dr. Mason responded that 

there is usually not enough time for the teacher to read the story verbatim to the students after 

the storytelling activity. In the case of covering more than one story in a class period, Dr. Mason 

recommended building in a short break, like a bathroom break, so students come back refreshed 

for the next story. Because fairytales are often not included in textbooks, Dr. Mason advised 

teachers to make copies and distribute the fairytale at the end of class as an optional homework 

activity. In the interest of time, Dr. Mason was not able to answer every question posed by the 

audience. 

 

Dr. Stephen Krashen: Some Current Issues in Second/Foreign Language 

Dr. Krashen, instead of speaking on one topic, gave several small presentations. He began by 

relating a story involving one of his neighbors, who once told him that she took anti-anxiety 

medicine before her English as a second language classes (ESL). He then related that story to 

previous research which indicated that speaking was the most anxiety-inducing activity in ESL 

classes, and research which found that students in an English class with less speaking and more 

listening had better listening and equal speaking skills compared to another class with more 

speaking and less listening. These anecdotes reinforced the overall theme of the day – that 

comprehensible input is the foundation of language learning. Dr. Krashen also spoke about 

another person whom he knew – Armando (not the author of this review). Armando arrived in 
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the US and began working at an Israeli restaurant. After several years, Armando was able to 

speak English through living in the US but spoke Hebrew at a similar level to his English level 

even though he had not formally studied the language. This “silent period” lead into one of Dr. 

Krashen’s conclusions of the day: speaking should not be a compulsory component of English 

language classes and, even more surprisingly, English should not be assessed. These activities, 

in Dr. Krashen’s assessment, produce undue anxiety and unpleasantness in the student, and do 

not promote language learning. 

The next topic Dr. Krashen spoke about was writing. Just as he suggested that 

speaking abilities are built on repetitive comprehensible input, writing skills are also the result 

of reading input. In teaching writing, Dr. Krashen heavily emphasized the process of revising 

and rewriting, and emphasized that first drafts are not perfect and we should not expect them to 

be. Dr. Krashen has previously written on this topic and directed the attendees to an article from 

2005 about testing writing. That article can be found here: https://tinyurl.com/y886a2wy.  

Accents were the topic of Dr. Krashen’s third presentation. He began with a conjecture 

– “the perfect accent is inside you. You don’t use it because it feels silly. There is an output filter 

that prevents us from performing our best”. Certainly, this is a sentiment that many of us who 

have taught in Japan for any period of time can understand. Dr. Krashen related an anecdote 

which took place while he was in Canada and was speaking French with a group of French 

speakers. Suddenly, a stranger walked through the door and Dr. Krashen became hyperaware of 

whether or not he was making grammatical mistakes while speaking. He also referenced 

research by Guiora, Beit-Hallahmi, Brannon, Dull, and Scovel (1972) which indicated that 

second language speakers who drank alcohol improved their accent compared to sober speakers 

by lowering the output filter. Dr. Krashen closed his speech by concluding that accent serves as 

a social marker – a speaker of a language – and not feeling like a member of a certain 

community can prevent us from adopting that manner of speech, or accent. 

The last hypothesis Dr. Krashen offered was “we all have the same talent for 

languages”. That is, no one is more “gifted” or has stronger innate language ability than anyone 

else. He described the factors which lead to increased language acquisition: comprehensible 

input, an immersion in the learning process, quantity of input, quality of input (slightly above 

the student’s current level), and an anxiety-free environment. Given these factors, anyone 

should be able to learn a language and people who seem “lucky” or more innately gifted at 
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learning a language have been exposed to one or more of these factors more than other people. 

Dr. Krashen then took questions from the audience. The first question was about 

whether or not explicit study of grammar would result in increased language ability. The answer, 

according to Dr. Krashen, was simply “comprehensible input is the only game in town”. Instead 

of grammar on its own, Dr. Krashen suggested stories and books. The next question was about 

the lack of testing which Dr. Krashen advocated. How should students be given a grade, if we 

are not to test speaking or writing?  Dr. Krashen responded that his job, as a researcher, was to 

create hypotheses and language learning theories and that classroom practice has not kept up 

with theory, so teachers are still stuck in the unfortunate position of having to assess students. 

His advice was to do “more a little more of what’s good and a little less of what’s bad”, meaning 

adding more books and stories to curriculum. However, he concluded that he “weaseled out” of 

the question. Another attendee asked about public speaking, a skill often taught in 

communication classrooms in Japan. Is public speaking under the same umbrella of speaking in 

general, which is best taught by comprehensible input instead of output? To that question, Dr. 

Krashen replied that he believed that public speaking is a completely separate skill from the 

kind of speaking which is commonly the goal of English classes but even for public speaking, 

his first piece of advice would be for the student to listen and watch several public speeches 

first. 

Overall, this event was the biggest profile event for Kobe JALT in 2019 and was 

attended by approximately 100 people. The officers of Kobe JALT would like to thank Dr. 

Beniko Mason and Dr. Stephen Krashen setting aside time in their busy schedules to join us. 
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Reviewed by Laura Ashley Kurotobi 

Prefectural University of Hiroshima, Mihara Campus 

 

While humor can be found throughout the cultures of the world, it proves to be a challenge to 

many working in cross-cultural settings. Attempts at using humor in the classroom can 

sometimes misfire, as Caleb Prichard shared in his anecdote about teasing a student who was 

doing considerably well during a review game.  

 

“Wow! Are you cheating or something?” He continued the class, thinking nothing of the 

exchange. That is, until after the class, when Tomoko approached him with tears 

streaming down her face. She exclaimed, “Why did you say I was cheating? I don’t 

cheat!”      (Rucynski & Prichard, 2020, p. vii) 

 

 Prichard’s experience is relatable to not only many educators, but any person who has 

tried to inject humor or been exposed to humor in a different linguistic, cultural, or social 

context. In understanding and using humor, one often must have skills and references to draw 

upon in addition to linguistic competence. As can be seen in Prichard’s example, 

miscommunications in humor can lead to uncomfortable, perhaps even harmful, situations, 

which may make educators and learners alike hesitant to use humor both inside and outside of 

the classroom setting. Unfortunately, lacking competency in humor can leave ELLs at a social 

Book Review 

Bridging the Humor Barrier: 

Humor Competency Training in English 

Language Literature. 

 

Rucynski, John, Jr. and Prichard, Caleb (Eds.). 

London: Lexington Books, 2020. 271 pp. 
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disadvantage, as humor can be a powerful tool in building friendships and navigating social 

situations (Wulf, 2010). Therefore, avoiding humor in the classroom may not be in the best 

interests of ELLs, but how can one best teach their students about humor? 

Bridging the Humor Barrier serves as a resource to educators, both new and 

experienced, into not only the current research regarding humor in the language learning 

context, but also into the practical application of humor in the classroom through its 

introduction of guidelines and activities for educators to consider and utilize when incorporating 

humor into their own curriculum. Particularly, the book focuses on not just using humor in one’s 

classroom, but how one may make humor a goal in learning rather than simply a tool by which 

to make learning more enjoyable. In doing this, the book is useful to foreign language educators 

across the board.  

Part one provides readers with three articles which serve to introduce readers to the 

benefits of learning humor as well as possible landmines they may encounter in both using and 

teaching humor. The articles present examples which clearly show how humor is dependent 

upon not just the linguistic skills of the participants, but their ability to understand the context of 

the humor. Drawing upon current research, these articles provide an overview of genres of 

humor one may teach as well as target competencies, general suggestions of kinds of activities, 

and guidelines one may use for developing a program in humor competency training. 

Part two builds upon the research presented in part one to give readers concrete 

examples of the activities suggested. Of note is Mohammad Ali Heidari-Shahreza’s article on 

his approach to teaching humor which he calls “humor-integrated language learning,” or HILL 

for short (79-104). Heidari-Shahreza’s article is wonderfully comprehensive in both its 

description of his method but also in its detailed descriptions of classroom activities which 

educators can use to easily integrate the HILL approach into their own lessons. The other 

articles in this section are also quite useful in providing tools such as a list of texts which use 

humor in their dialogues and the kinds of socio-cultural knowledge, vocabulary, and skills 

which should be taught in order to teach students about humor in the target social context. 

Part three rounds off the collection with articles focusing on particular types of humor 

such as verbal irony (165-192) and satire (243-268). While part two provided resources to help 

educators teach about general humor, part three’s focus on teaching specific types of humor 

provide useful activities and guidance for students who have perhaps mastered the generalized 
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humor competencies discussed in the previous sections.  

In Bridging the Humor Barrier, readers can find a comprehensive introduction into 

teaching about humor in their classrooms and providing their students the skills they need in 

order to understand and produce their own humorous conversations. In addition, its articles and 

plethora of sources used throughout the text serves as a solid jumping point for those who wish 

to delve into researching further into the topic. It balances this research well with practical 

guidelines and suggestions, resulting in a well-rounded text that would be a welcome addition in 

any language educator’s collection. This text should be of interest to all language educators, as 

well as educators at large who wish to incorporate culturally literate, culturally sensitive humor 

into their teaching practices.   

 

Laura Ashley Kurotobi, originally from California, is a lecturer at Prefectural University of 

Hiroshima, Mihara Campus, and holds an M.A.Ed. with a focus in TESOL from California State 

University, San Bernardino. Her current research interests include minority issues in education 

in Japan and international families.  
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