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Abstract

This joint project explores the use of video conferencing in two different college
courses. One is in the teacher training course in the Department of Early Childhood
Care and Education at Fuji Women’s University in Japan, and the other is the
Japanese language program at Williams College in the United States. The inter-
active nature of the video conferencing helps to promote student awareness of
different communication styles that are valuable in both teacher training and
Japanese language learning.

From twelve sessions of video conferences conducted over the period 2004-2007
emerged four possibilities: 1) video conferencing as a research environment for
individual student projects or research papers; 2) video conferencing as a forum for
discussion; 3) video conferencing to present projects and papers or some aspect of
culture; and 4) video conferencing to learn and practice communication strategies.
Students’ observations of their own verbal and non-verbal performances reveal that
video conferencing in cross-cultural contexts allows opportunities for students living
in their own countries to experience issues that they would otherwise be unaware of.

Introduction

Video conferencing for real-time interaction with students from other cultures makes it
possible to expose students to otherwise inaccessible cultural distinctions and motivate them to
learn. The series of sessions between Fuji Women’s University and Williams College raised
matters that deserve analysis and development, since they seem to offer considerable opportunities
for language learners. Students’ observations of their own performance and that of others also
shed light on the development of self-awareness. Marking the first stage of our project, this paper
discusses the sessions with students’ key observations. The purpose of this paper is threefold: 1)
to summarize the twelve video conferencing sessions that were carried out between Fuji and
Williams; 2) to outline prospective uses that would be beneficial to students in both institutions; and
3) to outline shortcomings and make suggestions for future development and applications.

Rationale: Why Video Conferencing?

The participants in this project are Japanese language students in upper level classes at
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IIHE  ¥7F Professor of Japanese, Department of Asian Studies, Williams College, Williamstown, Massachusetts,
U.S.A. ‘
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Williams College and students in teacher training courses in the Department of Early Childhood
Care and Education at Fuji Women’s University. Video conferencing is appropriate for these
college students for three reasons. First, the students are already familiar with video conferencing
and its related technology, and they are curious and ready to have sessions with students in other
countries. Second, video conferencing is interactive and occurs in real time. It is both casual and
formal, so that the students are required to have some communicative competence to maintain the
finesse of politeness, which they must acquire as advanced language students or as future kindergar-
ten teachers in Japan. Third, due to differences in their cultural backgrounds, both groups are
bound to face ‘disagreement,” ‘different cultural values’ or ‘different communication styles’. These
uneasy moments establish a learning environment within the conversation, where the students can
practice adjusting and negotiating their positions and deepen their understanding of their own and
other cultures. This project’s researchers therefore consider video conferencing to be a cross-
cultural learning environment where students can develop their communication skills naturally with
some guidance. ’

In the following sections the interactions between the Williams students and the Fuji students
are analyzed based on the students’ own observations and those of the researchers.

Video Conferencing

A. Preliminary Explorations

A total of 10 sessions were conducted from April 2004-June 2006 with 28 student participants,
14 from Williams and 14 from Fuji. All the conversations were in Japanese with no use of English.
For the Williams students, all of whom had studied Japanese for a few years, the 10 sessions were
actual interactions in which they tried out what they had learned and practiced in the classroom.
The Williams and Fuji sides took turns being the lead group for each session, and when leading used
the project to pursue their individual goals. Williams led the first 6 sessions. Of these three were
introductions in which they discussed their majors and student life; the other 3 became forums that
allowed students to make verbal presentations. Fuji participated in these 6 sessions mainly by
listening to what the Williams students had to say and asking them questions about their state-
ments. At this stage they experienced and explored what they could do with video conferencing.

Table 1 Ten Video Conferences between Fuji and Williams

Date Contents Leading Group
1 April 27 ‘04 Introduction Williams
2 May 18 Ohanami, Origami Williams
3 Oct. 14 On Research Williams
4 April 8 ‘05 Dates, Fast Food Williams
5 April 13 Research Paper Presentation Williams
6 May 5 Speech Presentation Williams
7 April 12 ‘06 Introduction Fuji
8 April 21 On Research #1 . Fuji
9 May 12 On Research #2 Fuji
10 June 16 Self-Introduction, Major Fuji




In 2006, Fuji took a more active role and led 4 sessions in April, May and June. They talked
about their majors, introduced their own thesis topics and asked questions on related matters.
They kept journals on their own verbal performances. They quickly noticed that the Williams
students spoke far better than they had expected. Also, they did not realize that their Japanese
was ‘strange’ until Williams pointed it out - they spoke slowly in an unconscious effort to accommo-
date the American students, and in some cases they spoke in ways they would never use when
talking to other Japanese.

Table 2 Excerpts from Fuji Students’ Journals

Feedback
Video It was fun.
Conference It was a great experience.
I would like to do it again.
Williams Williams Students speak Japanese well.
Students Their Japarnese is natural and smooth.

They speak Japanese skillfully. They even injected some jokes.

Own Speech Not enough vocabulary

Not enough expressions

I spoke too slowly.

I want to (learn about communication and) practice.

Next time with preparation I want to make it more enjoyable.

I want to prepare well and try to communicate not only with words
but also in others ways, such as pictures.

The common problem they faced during the sessions was that they could not overcome some
dead moments. Many became conscious that they lacked the basic communication skills to
facilitate conversation even though the language used was their native tongue. With these key
realizations of the Fuji students’ own verbal performance, Fuji and Williams were ready to have a
session with a common goal, achieving and maintaining the flow of communication.
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B. Session with Goal: October 8, 2006 (October 7t 2006 in the U.S.)

The Day! Goal: Maintain the Flow of Communication
Fuji Students and Williams Seniors
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9:00-10:00am - “Japanese College Festivals”
Fuji Sophomores and Williams Seniors

“Japanese Women: marriage and jobs”
Fuji Seniors and Williams Seniors
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Problems [Silence]
[Lack of Confirmation]
[Sudden Change of Topic]

Gap Communication Breakdown
Lack of Interactive Confirmation

On October 8%, 2006 (October 7%, 2006 in U.S.) two programs were scheduled. One focused on
an explanation of a Japanese college festival, and the other on a discussion of Japanese women:

marriage and jobs.

A preliminary analysis of the October session reveals some fundamental problem that hindered
the Japanese students’ speech. Communication breakdowns of various sorts happened several
times. When there was a difference between their view and the view of the Williams students, the



Fuji students: 1) said nothing, 2) simply accepted the different view without confirming, or 3)
suddenly changed the topic. Not only did the Japanese students tend to “freeze” when presented
with conflicting or confronting views, the Williams students also failed to help smooth the breach
gracefully — although obviously this takes both a diplomatic instinct and a high level of linguistic
competence.

C. Final Session: January 19%, 2007 (January 18%, 2007 in the U.S.)

To wrap up the first phase of the video conferencing project the 12 session was planned and
scheduled on the last day of Fuyji’s classes in January. This final session was intended to give the
five Fuji seniors an opportunity to present their senior papers publicly. Their topics varied, but all
within the field of Early Childhood Care and Education.! The Williams participants were two
third-year Japanese students and a second-year Japanese Language Fellow. Each presentation was
about 5 minutes long followed by questions. After all 5 presentations were finished, the Williams
students gave impressionistic feedback. The session ended with brief critiques and comments on
research and methods by the researchers. Immediately after the session, each group met for
reflection and discussion about their experiences.

Presentations by Five Fuji Seniors

Presentations with Visuals

The Fuji students wrote in their journals about their experiences in the final presentation
session as well as their thoughts on the overall practice of the Fuji-Williams conferences.? They
also e-mailed the researchers to express their appreciation for the opportunity to share their
experiences on a very personal level. They all realized that successful communication is a difficult
task, and that they had to work on their communication styles. Though struggling in their search
for words and expressions, they had joy and satisfaction that they would otherwise never experi-
ence. Video conferencing can be a powerful tool for students in facing their shortcomings. In
fact, the Fuji students valued video conferencing for its non-compromising reality. They recog-

!Individual paper topics are listed in appendix 1.
2Excerpts from Fuji students’ journals appear in appendix 2 with permission.
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nized it as a tool that reflect a part of themselves which was not being developed within their own
culture. In the end, Fuji’s realization helped grow them beyond our expectations.

The insights from both the Fuji students’ journals and the personal communications with Fuji
and Williams students are reflected in the suggested applications for future development.

Prospective Applications of Video Conferencing

The four application types described below summarize prospects drawn from the twelve video
conferencing sessions. Each sketches shortcomings found in the sessions and suggests future
development.

1) Video conferencing as a research environment for individual student projects or research papers:
The 3™ (Williams), the 8% and the 9% (Fuji) sessions were held to explain the student’s individual
projects or the thesis topics. Among the difficulties experienced, often either the student’s
topics of interest were not narrowed enough to succinctly address the issues, or the student did
not know how to present to people outside of her field. These difficulties could be addressed
with more thorough preparation, and video conferencing offers several practical reseach applica-
tions for students. For instance, considering her counterpart as an informant, the student could
conduct face-to-face interviews to collect information on her research topic. Another applica-
tion would be for the students to carry out a joint survey project.

2) Video conferencing as a forum for discussion: The 4* and the 11 sessions opened a forum for
discussion. It could be either informal (which was the case of the 4% session without a set
agenda), or formal (as was the case of the 11* with a set topic). The former with an easy
atmosphere and with no goals to achieve was pure entertainment. The latter on the other hand
was much more challenging, mainly due to lack of experience and organization. We believe this
type of forum, which demands serious coordination and preparation will be more valuable in
academic settings. Debate, for example, is an obvious variation of this type, and video confer-
encing can be utilized for forums as well as for preparatory meetings for appointed facilitators
from each group.

3) Video conferencing to present complete research projects or aspects of culture: The 27¢ (both),
the 5%, the 6% (Williams) and the 12% (Fuji) were of this type. A problem arose when the five
Fuji students presented their senior papers. Not one student from the Fuji group asked
questions. For some reason they seemed to assume that the presentations were only addressed
to the Williams students. Perhaps, video conferencing technology itself could solve this prob-
lem by one designated station for the exclusive use of the presenter. Then both groups would
develop the sense of their role as an active rather than passive audience.

4) Video conferencing to learn and practice communication strategies: Throughout the 12 sessions,
video conferencing was used to assess the students’ communication skills and their sensitivity in
cross-cultural contexts. Especially during the 11* session, while explaining Japanese college
festivals and discussing issues of Japanese women, communication breakdowns of various kinds
occurred. In such uncomfortable moments both Fuji and Williams students failed to cope with
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the situation. This represents by far the most difficult and yet crucial exercise in their training.
It requires not only a range of linguistic competences, but also the development of intercultural
sensitivity. Video conferencing offers the chance to experience, review, and remediate these
difficulties.

Conclusions and Future Plans

The interactive nature of video conferencing successfully compelled students to be aware of
different cultural communication styles, as well as how difficult it is to maintain a natural flow of
conversation in the face of cultural distinctions. The observations in this study indicate that even
as native speakers the Fuji students needed to recognize patterns in their own speech and become
more aware of discourse structure; language is something they are not used to analyzing. This
should guide them in expressing their thoughts about controversial subjects. Our plan is to
investigate and explore a pedagogical solution, which can be implemented later into a curriculum.

The Fuji students’ feedback states that the Williams students’ Japanese language skills are
practical and work in real situations. It further validates that the on-line learning material
Japanese Society®, in which the Williams students study how to express their opinions on some
commonly discussed topic, appropriately prepares them for discussions and for the student’s
individual research projects. This study will give a basis for further investigation as to how
technology is able to assist our students. Within the larger context of Japanese language learning
and pedagogy, we will pursue how video conferencing should be used in concord with the Williams’
Japanese teaching philosophy.

Video conferencing allows an opportunity for students living in their own countries to experi-
ence issues that they would otherwise be unaware of or encounter only in sociolinguistic texts.
This in turn motivates students to address their shortcomings in ways tapes or videos never would,
and alerts instructors to the students’ needs. We will continue our work with an eye to enhancing
students’ ability to communicate effectively in cross-cultural contexts.
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