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Standardizing Support for Teachers and Students in
the Center for English Discussion Class

RETFAAAvYavEEEYI-TOTSLYR—Tv—

Davey Young

Through the years, the Center for English Discussion Class (EDC) teachers
have come from over a dozen different countries, including Japan. with
qualifications ranging from Cambridge CELTA certificates to doctoral degrees
in applied linguistics. Managing such a diverse staff has been no different than
managing a staff of predominantly Japanese faculty. While foreign teachers
in Japanese universities have reported feeling marginalized and disillusioned
with how their university positions them (Mayo, 2019), program managers
and administrative staff at EDC have worked hard to promote a collaborative
work culture where all instructors have an equal voice and opportunity to
affect positive change. Collecting regular feedback from instructors on all
aspects of the course—from textbook content to faculty development—
has been a key aspect of ensuring instructors’ voices are heard. The office
arrangement into four team rooms that balance representation by nationality,
gender, and experience teaching (among other factors), as well as a robust,
schematized, and transparent faculty development system, further help
ensure a collaborative culture within EDC.

One unifying characteristic of all EDC teachers is their ability to deliver high
quality, student-centered lessons to a uniform standard. EDC’s high standards
for teaching have historically begun during recruitment, at which time
potential new teachers have had to demonstrate their understanding of and
ability to implement a communicative approach to language teaching through
a model lesson and follow-up interview. In the past, new instructors hired into
the Center then completed four days of intensive orientation to learn how
to deliver all aspects of a typical EDC lesson to a uniform standard. Finally,
EDC instructors progressed through a sequenced professional development
scheme consisting of three main pillars: regular faculty development sessions,
individual professional development projects published in the Center’ s
journal, and classroom observations.

In order to meet the needs of more than 4,500 students each year,
instructors participate in regular faculty development sessions to help ensure
that course and lesson aims are met in a unified way (Livingston & Moroi,
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2015). As Lesley (2017) notes, these sessions have varied in scope according
to how instructors are divided into four overlapping groups: new instructors,
specific tenure groups, teachers of specific types of students (e.g. proficiency
levels), and all instructors. Faculty development sessions cover an array of
purposes related to ensuring a unified curriculum, most notably discussions
of the theory behind curriculum design, principles behind individual lesson
stages, and rater-norming for assessment purposes. Such sessions have been
shown, with specific regard to the EDC context, to promote greater uniformity
in terms of both lesson delivery (Livingston & Moroi, 2015) and assessment
(Doe, 2012). A syllabus unified in such a way appears fair from a student
standpoint, and allows instructors to collaborate and share best practices
in implementing the syllabus (Brereton, 2019). An instructor handbook and
textbook guide accompanying each edition of the course-specific textbook
further ensure uniformity, and all of these documents undergo an annual
evaluation and revision process carried out by program managers (Young,
2017).

Individual professional development projects completed by every teacher
and published in the Center’s in-house journal, New Directions in Teaching
and Learning English Discussion, is another pillar of EDC’s professional
development scheme. Schaefer and Lesley (2019) note that the use of
this journal for program-specific professional development has a range of
practical, theoretical, and vocational benefits for both teachers and students.
One of the EDC program managers’ responsibilities is editing this journal, as
well as counseling individual instructors on the completion of their project
and writing process. All papers from New Directions in Teaching and Learning
English Discussion are available on the Rikkyo Roots repository, and the
journal itself holds an ISSN number and is registered with the National Diet
Library.

The third and final pillar in the Center for English Discussion Class’
professional development scheme has been observations, “the cornerstone
of quality assurance” (O’ Leary, 2014, p. 11). Without classroom observations,
program managers and, by extension, university leaders would have little
more than self-reports and hearsay when attempting to determine a teacher’
s true efficacy or ability in the classroom (Bailey, 2006). The Center for English
Discussion Class has used a progression of video observations followed
by post-observation conferences to help teachers critically reflect on and
improve their ability to provide high quality EDC lessons. Video recording
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lessons for critical reflection is a well-established practice that can have a
variety of positive impacts on teacher performance. These benefits include
mediating teacher reflection, noticing student behaviors and responses,
anticipating aspects of the lesson or instruction that need improvement,
encouraging a focus on concrete details and improving them from lesson
to lesson, developing sensitivity to classroom talk, allowing reflection on
teachers’ practice, and supporting the voices of new teachers (Farrell, 2018;
Mann & Walsh, 2017).

Supporting teachers’ development in this way has the ultimate aim of
improving Rikkyo students’ educational experience, as creating expertise
among teachers translates to better learning outcomes for their students.
However, it is still necessary in some cases to provide support for students
beyond what their teacher can give them in the classroom. To this end,
over the years the Center for English Discussion Class has developed a
number of support services for its students. The foundation of this support
has been a Student Handbook containing useful information, course aims,
and expectations for students in both English and Japanese. The Student
Handbook has been revised every year and distributed to all students at
the beginning of each semester. Additionally, a specialized grade reporting
system has been employed to provide students with weekly assessment and
feedback, as well as to communicate important information to students. All
grades have been double reported via a paper copy of an assessment form
for each class.

Additionally, since the 2016 academic year, the Center for English
Discussion Class has implemented a framework for supporting students with
disabilities (SWDs). This framework ensures that a continuum of support
is provided to SWDs by counseling teachers on how to best meet student
needs through the use of inclusive practice and lesson accommodations,
and by including a number of accountability checks to ensure no students
slip through the cracks. Teachers have responded well to this support
(Young & Schaefer, 2019), which would not have been possible without the
cooperation of the Students with Disabilities Support Office. Data analysis
using the specialized reporting system mentioned above revealed that the
framework’ s implementation corresponds with an increase in SWDs" ability
to meet course aims, as well as with a lower rate of absenteeism, compared
with SWDs enrolled in EDC prior to 2016 (Young, Schaefer, & Lesley, 2019).
The efficacy of this framework suggests that all colleges would benefit from
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similarly structured support. However, it is important to emphasize that
stakeholders from individual departments or centers must be proactive in
creating and implementing such a system.

EDC’ s approach to standardizing support for both teachers and students
through the implementation of a strongly unified syllabus has been positively
received by students and teachers alike (Brereton, Schaefer, Bordilovskaya, &
Reid, 2019). However, English discussion class instructors will face a number
of new challenges resulting from the curricular changes coming to Rikkyo
University’ s English language programming in 2020. The new Center for
Foreign Language Education and Research is reducing the duration of EDC
from two semesters to one while simultaneously increasing class sizes from
eight students to 10. The second semester will be replaced with a debate
class, and so instructors will need to learn how to best implement this new
course without the same support they have had within the Center for English
Discussion Class. The organizational structure that sees program managers
supporting English discussion instructors in a systematic way, as well as
continually developing the course and ensuring a uniform standard of lesson
delivery, will also be abolished. Without such a strongly unified syllabus and
systematized support for either the discussion or debate course, it will be
important to collect instructor and student views on these courses at the end
of the 2020 academic year in order to best meet students’ needs.
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