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3-2. About the Global Studies Course (GSC)

Faculty of Humanities,

Associate professor, Paul Minford

Teaching the GSC First Year Seminar:
Challenges Faced and Lessons Learned in 2017

Role of the First Year Seminar within the GSC curriculum

The Faculty of the Humanities’ major in Global Studies aims to equip students with the interdisciplinary
knowledge and tools to understand the impact of globalization on themselves and the world they inhabit
from a variety of perspectives, while developing a critical self-awareness of their own place within that
world and how their lives are connected to those of others. Graduates of the program are trained to
become politically and socially engaged world citizens, both motivated and qualified to work in
institutions that operate across borders and cultures, and to do jobs that require collaboration with people
from diverse backgrounds and the ability to shape messages for audiences in different geographical and
cultural locations. Advanced language skills are a key part of such intercultural navigational competency,
and it is for this reason that at least 70% of the credit that students need to graduate must be taken from
courses in which English is the main language of instruction. Since, however, most Japanese students
who enter the program are still far from ready to pursue their major study in English, the curriculum is
designed so that the acquisition of academic English skills is frontloaded in the first year, including a
compulsory period of intensive language study abroad during the second quarter. While some basic
orientation within global studies happens during this first year, it is not until the second year that students
start to take the core lectures and seminars that underpin their major study. Course syllabuses are written
on the assumption that second year students have the academic English skills to follow and participate
fully in foundation-level study (i.e., about B2 in CEFR terms; 5.5 overall in terms of IELTS), and
achieving this is a central goal of the first year curriculum.

The First Year Seminar plays a twofold role within this curriculum. As it is students’ first experience
of a seminar class, one important role is to introduce them to the fundamentals of seminar study, such as
independent research and information gathering, collaborative learning, student-led presentations and
discussion, formal written assignments, and principles of academic honesty. The second role relates to
orienting students within global studies: students should be introduced to the instructor’s disciplinary
area of expertise, with a view to both sparking interest and familiarizing them with possible ways to
progress through the curriculum. The seminar is taken for 2 credits over one semester (twice per week
during the first quarter). Each instructor teaches two separate groups of students, one in each semester,
and is thus able to see two thirds of the first year GSC cohort.

First Year GSC Seminar experience in 2017

Given this mandate, my seminar in 2017 focused on reading two canonical works of “global” literature,
Conrad’s Heart of Darkness (1899) and Achebe’s Things Fall Apart (1958), as a way of thinking about
issues of relevance to global studies (including imperialism, racism, value conflict, human rights, and the
use of English as a world language) while also pushing students to develop their extensive reading skills
and to produce academic output in English in the form of both short presentations and written
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assignments. In theory, the course was intended to be taught with English as both the language of
instruction and the main medium for class interaction. However, Japanese translations of both original
texts were made available to students for consultation. One period in each semester was devoted to a
library orientation, in which students were shown by the library staff how to use databases to find articles

in both English and Japanese relevant to specific assignments.

Some challenges and efforts to meet them
There were numerous challenges in teaching this class, some of which were broadly anticipated, others
less so. Three in particular are worth highlighting for the lessons they suggest.

The first of these was the range of student language ability in a small class (8~9 students), especially
the difference in comfort levels interacting in English. Students had come from various language learning
environments, and although in principle we selected only students who could boast at least a CEFR B1
equivalent test score, these scores proved an unreliable indicator of what students could actually achieve
in the classroom. Group work was sometimes successful, with the more experienced communicators
providing a leadership role and facilitating interactive learning. However, all too often classes were
driven forward and the pace determined by a small subset of students, with many struggling to keep up
or in some cases unable to participate at all. Instructor intervention (calling on quieter students to
answer) was of limited success when the main stumbling block was a student’s discomfort using English,
especially in front of others. Recourse to Japanese to aid understanding and engagement did prove
helpful for some students, but came at a cost—not only in terms of lost opportunities for much needed
practice in English production, but also in a weakening of the “English-medium” class environment
which we are attempting to create within the GSC. The greatest success was achieved when students
were given clearly defined tasks of varying levels of difficulty (breaking down more abstract questions
on the reading material into simpler steps), so that all could engage at some level and contribute to group
discussions. Such scaffolding of the learning process, however, takes more preparation time than was
always available.

A second significant challenge related to the choice of reading material. The original texts chosen
proved either too difficult (Conrad) or too long (Achebe) for most students. Given students’ lack of
extensive reading experience, this was not unanticipated. What was more surprising was that many
students appeared to find it difficult to keep up with reading assignments even when using the Japanese
translations for support; Conrad especially was challenging for them even in translation. There appeared
to be a negative spiral in operation here: those who found the reading too demanding were poorly
prepared for class; being poorly prepared they were then unable to participate actively or to follow the
class contents well; this in turn resulted in lower motivation which impacted negatively on preparation,
and so on. The issue was helped for some students by using a simplified version of the text (from the
Graded Reader series), which substantially reduced both difficulty and length, though at the cost of a loss
of content. Other students requested study worksheets to help them to pick up significant narrative and
thematic details as they read. Those who did best on the course tended to make use of individual
coaching sessions to ask questions and confirm their understanding, in both Japanese and English,
outside of class. Ultimately, strong extensive reading skills are a prerequisite for successful university
study and, while simplified texts can be a valuable stepping stone toward engaging with longer works,
students have to devote time and energy to their reading assignments if they are to build these skills.
Timetables must be managed so that they have adequate space, and thus can maintain the necessary
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motivation, to do so.

The final challenge related to written assignments. Students were also being taught principles of
academic writing in their English classes, particularly in the second semester, so that seminar “reports”
should have been a good opportunity to put the precepts they were learning into practice. These early
experiences of formal expository writing remained, however, extremely intimidating for many students.
To encourage them to face up to this daunting task, it was made clear to them that the grading of
assignments would emphasize the successful communication of ideas over grammatical accuracy, and
that more credit would be given for well organized, clearly reasoned, and properly supported content
than for sophisticated vocabulary and syntax. Once again, results were mixed. In the success column,
some students produced outstanding work, showing not only an excellent understanding of the seminar
content but also evidence of independent research and an impressive ability to make connections with
what had been studied in other classes. Among the failures must be noted the few students who remained
too intimidated to produce any work at all, or who ended up plagiarizing parts of their essays in a
desperate attempt to make up the word count. A crucial difference between the two groups was the use of
the coaching system. It is evident that students require significant support in taking these first steps in
essay writing. Those who committed to writing multiple drafts and who took advantage of feedback from
faculty outside class saw corresponding gains in the quality of the work they produced and the grades
they received.

The conclusion is straightforward and predictable. The learning objectives of the GSC First Year Seminar
are ambitious, and especially so for students who do not already have much experience of
communicative English in the classroom. To avoid a vicious circle in which those unable to keep up
become increasingly demotivated and disengaged, students must give adequate time to preparation and
teachers to the provision of supplementary materials that help to scaffold learning; meanwhile, both
teachers and students must be aware that successful negotiation of these challenges requires considerable
support outside of class. The university must secure study and working environments that allow both

parties the time and space to make such engagement possible.

GSC 22 il 5t
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