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Abstract

This paper discusses the implementation of an active learning video project for an English as
a foreign language class at a university in Japan. The goal of this research project was to investigate
the following questions: 1) How did the project benefit students’ English ? 2) What non-English
skills did the students acquire ? A questionnaire was administered before and after the project to
gage students’ opinions about the perceived benefits and difficulties of the project. Based on these
results, teacher observation and an analysis of the end product, this project helped students improve
skills for English communication, collaboration, project planning and media production. The role
of technology was observed to be positive, though it both enables and hindered students at times.
Implications for implementing projects within an integrated curriculum are discussed.
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1. Introduction

This paper discusses the implementation
of an active learning video project for an
English as a foreign language class at a
university in Japan. The authors conducted
a tourism video project with a group of 16
first-year Japanese university students studying
in an intensive English program who are
majoring in international tourism. Students
were divided into groups of three or four.
The goal was to collaborate to make a five-
minute tourism video introducing a local
theme park to viewers in English.

The goal of this research project was to
investigate the following questions: 1) How
did the project benefit students’ English ?  2)
What non-English skills did the students
acquire ? A questionnaire was administered
before and after the project to gage students’
opinions about the perceived benefits and
difficulties of the project. Based on these
results, teacher observation and an analysis of
the end product, this project helped students
improve skills for English communication,
collaboration, project planning and media

production.

2. Educational context

At the authors’ university there is a
policy to promote active learning. Active
learning has been described as positively
affecting student learning (Bonwell & Eisson,
1991; Prince, 2004). Active learning encom-
passes a wide range of activities, from active
listening input-based activities to larger scale
group projects in which students create
something and present it. In language
learning contexts, the fields of Task Based
Language Learning (TBLL) has many charac-

teristics in common with active learning.

Nunan (2004) defines TBLL as “a stand-alone
communicative act in which students mobilize
grammatical knowledge to create meaning
rather than manipulate form” (p. 4). Such
meaning-focused tasks should result in a
clearly defined outcome (Willis & Willis, 2007;
Ellis, 2011).

Working with other students on a project
presents both challenges and opportunities for
learning.  Students must collaborate to
achieve their goal. Research on group work
has shown that it allows students to develop
language skills alongside other skills such as
cooperation, leadership and planning (Shehae-
deh, 2005). Collaboration has also been
shown to increase student motivation to learn
a language (Dornyei & Ushioda, 2011).

Another policy of the authors’ university
is the use of information and communication
technology (ICT) to promote learning and
develop the skills necessary for a global
society. Technology can assist stu-dents in
communicating in different modes such as
text, audio and video. Technology can further
promote collaboration among students and
affect motivation. In a meta-analysis of
technology enhanced language learning, Zhao
(2003) points to the bulk of research available
suggesting efficacy in university settings, and
the need for future studies to use technology
as a primary form of instruction, not just
supplemental. Technology can also become
a barrier at times, thus should not be thought
of as an edu-cational magic bullet. Teachers
need to be well acquainted with the use of
technology and cannot rely on technology to
solve all one’s problems. Indeed, Blake (2013)
warns that technology can magnify problems

if not implemented well.



3. Active Learning Video Project

The video project was conducted with a
group of students enrolled in an intensive
English program. The project was spread
among three different courses that the
In English
Writing Skills class, students used Google

students took in this program.

Docs to collaboratively write a script. In
Practical English IB, an academic skill class,
students used Google Sheets to create a

preliminary plan for completing the project.
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They then used Google Forms to log how long
1t actually took to accomplish the project. In
Practical English TA, a presentation class,
students used Google Slides to create a
storyboard of their program, video cameras
to record their scenes and iMovie to edit
their videos. Each of these classes is held
The project was
Table 1

shows the complete process of the project.

twice a week for 90 minutes.

conducted over a six-week period.

Students had access to a class set of

Table 1. Procedure of the Project

No. Action

Objective

Outcome

1 Watch model video

* Describe the narrative structure of each
scene
* Glean key expressions and gestures

* Complete a worksheet
* Perform gestures and
key expressions in class.

2 Research online

* Collect key information about the location
* Describe types of gestures and actions to
be done

* Collect information from
website in a notebook

3 Scout location

* Visit location and photograph key scenes
* Collect further information

* Create a photo storyboard
in Google Slides

4 Plan project

* Create a preliminary plan of the remaining
steps required to complete the project

* Estimate the time required to complete
each step

* Create a plan in Google
Sheets

5 Log project step

* Keep a log of each action to complete the
project

* Include date, time, action, contributors
and notes

* Log each step until pro-
ject completion in Google
Forms

6 Write script

* Write a preliminary script, including
information about gestures and camera
operation

* Revise script based on teacher feedback

* Write script in Google
Docs

7 Record practice video

* Bach students records a practice video of
their scene
* Students receive feedback from peers

* Record video using iPad

* Give feedback via LMS

* Record feedback in note-
book

8 Record video on location

* Sign out video camera equipment
* Record video on location

* Save raw video footage in
Google Drive

9 | Edit video

* Edit scenes, add music and text in iMovie
on iPad
* Add English captions in YouTube

* Upload completed video
to YouTube

10 | Assess peers

* Students peer-assess based on a standard
rubric and provide feedback comments

* Watch video on YouTube
and assess on LMS
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iPads, computer lab, video cameras with micro-
phones and their own smartphones through-
out the project. Google Docs were used because
of their built-in collaboration features and
free availability on any digital device.
Students uploaded videos to YouTube, using
YouTube's privacy feature that restricts
access to only people who have the correct
link. In other words, videos are not publicly
searchable. The learning management system
(LMS) Moodle was used for submission and
evaluation of assignments. A questionnaire
was administered before and after the project
to gage students’ opinions about the perceived

benefits and difficulties of the project.

4. Results
This section presents the results of the
student survey.

Before the project began, only two of 16

students had ever done a video project at
school; one was in elementary school and the
other was during an exchange at an overseas
high school.

prior to beginning the project, a majority of

When asked about their feelings

the students expressed negative opinions
based on worry and perceived difficulty.
After concluding the project, most students
When
asked if they would like to do another video

believed it was a positive experience.

project, however, the class was divided for
reasons that will be discussed below.

When asked to predict what would be the
most difficult part of the project, most
answers related to speaking English. After
the project, the most common difficulty was
technical issues followed by speaking and
project planning. When asked if they believed
this project helped improve their English, all
but one student agreed. Although students’

Table 2. Student Survey Results

Question Response
1. Have you ever done a video project in school ? Yes: 2 No: 14
2. How do you feel about making a video ? (Before) Positive: T Negative: 9
3. How do you feel about making a video ? (After) Positive: 12 Negative: 3
*No response (1)
4. Would you like to make another video ? Yes: 8 No: 8

5. What do you think will be the hardest part of this project

speaking (10),
technical (5)
no response (1)

6. What was the hardest part of the project ?

technical (9), speaking (4), planning (3)

: ?
7. How do you feel about using technology to collaborate ? Positive: 9 Negative: 7
(Before)
: ?
8. (Ef?cz;)do you feel about using technology to collaborate ? Positive: 10 Negative: 6

9. What non-English skills did you gain ?

technical (6), communication (4),
teamwork (2), planning (2), no response

®

10. Do you think this project helped improve your English ?

Yes: 15

No: 1




attitudes to using technology remained almost
unchanged, students listed technology and
planning as the most common non-English

skills gained from this project.

5. Discussion

This section discusses key areas of
importance that emerged during the project:
physical awareness in communication, narra-

tive skills, digital skills and teamwork.

5.1 Physical awareness: Gestures and
environment

One of the skills targeted by the project
was students’ physical awareness while
speaking. Which is to say, students’ ability
to gesture and interact with the environment
in a meaningful way while presenting infor-
mation. Prior to the project, students were
exposed to the concept of gesturing and
interacting with the environment during
previous in-class activities. This project was
an opportunity for students to practice on a
larger scale.

Specifically, students were asked, as a
part of the project requirements, to use
gestures while speaking to emphasize impor-
tant points and demonstrate their emotions.
Moreover, they were also asked to use ges-
tures to indicate key features in the sur-
rounding environment (such as buildings or
objects) as well as preceding a change of
location or motioning the camera to capture
something off screen. In order to prepare for
this requirement, students were given specific
instruction and practice opportunities in using
these gestures. In one such practice, students
were shown a video tour, in English, of
sightseeing locales in Tokyo. Students were

asked to take notes of gestures the presenter
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used as well as the exclamations that
accompanied them. After doing so, students
were tasked with duplicating the gestures and
exclamations. While students were practic-
ing, the instructors assisted the students and
encouraged them to use louder voices and
larger gestures. For example, students
practiced gesturing over their shoulder
towards a point of interest and saying “Let’s
check it out !” and spreading their arms wide
to indicate a large object and exclaiming
“Wow, it’'s huge!” This and other similar
practice techniques helped the students to
develop confidence and a general understand-
ing of how gestures are used in English.

As gestures and physical interaction are a
key part of using English in a meaningful and
impactful way, it was essential for the success
of the video project as well as students’
personal English growth that they become
familiar with how they are used. Before the
project, students used only small tight
gestures that did not read well on camera or
avoided gestures all together. On the other
hand, most students used many large dramatic
gestures in their final video submissions. The
dramatic increase in gesture use would indi-
cate that students were able to grasp the
importance of gestures and interacting with
the environment for improving their English
fluency. Moreover, it also indicates that stu-
dents came to better understand the impor-
tance of gestures in making their speaking
more impactful.

While students were initially hesitant to
participate in the gesture practices and to
use them extensively, their comfort with the
skill did seem to improve over time. After
multiple practice sessions, most students were

observed smiling and joking with each other
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about the gestures. This apparent pleasure
in using the gestures seemed to grow as
students moved from general practice to
working with their final video scripts. During
this time many students became quite
animated in their groups while trying to
determine which gestures would be best for a
particular scene. While it cannot be known
definitively, it is unlikely that students would
have been so open or energetic about planning
these gestures prior to the practice sessions.
In a sense, students learned a comfort and
familiarity with gestures that could not be
taught but only gained through extensive
practice. One student commented, “I think
I became able to some [sic] actions and
expressions.” In their responses to the ques-
tionnaire, other students referred to impro-
ving their natural speaking, expression,
emotion and communication abilities as a

result of this project.

5.2 Narrative skills

As part of the project, it was hoped that
students would learn a general understanding
of the essential elements of narration and
conveying information in an organized
fashion. In addition to improving their
English use, this understanding would help
them attain their overall educational goals.

In order to equip students with the
necessary skills to complete this element of the
video project, they were assigned a series of
tasks designed to focus on these skills. In one
such task, students were asked to watch a
sightseeing tour video of Tokyo in English
and take notes about the information in the
video. Students were then asked to organize
the information in the video into an outline

format. The outline format helped to reveal

to the students the basic underlying structure
of the narration used in the video. In doing
so, students were also able to gain some
insight into the fundamental structure inher-
ent to clear and informative narration.

With some guidance from the instructors,
students were able to determine that a
functional explanation of a topic should start
with a basic general statement or opinion
about that topic. From there, the explana-
tion should provide specific reasons and
examples that support the claims made at the
beginning of the explanation. Additionally
the reasons and examples should provide the
audience with more details and useful infor-
mation about the topic. Finally, the explanation
should smoothly transition to the next topic
of discussion by using connecting sentences or
sentences that make reference to the next
topic. Understanding these fundamental ele-
ments of a narration is an important step for
improving English communication skills.

Without these essential underpinnings,
students’ discussions of topics often tended to
wander and touch on key points in a hap-
hazard manner. As a result, their explana-
tions of a topic were often difficult to under-
stand and it was nearly impossible to
comprehend important information in their
outline and preliminary script. With this
necessary knowledge, students’ exposition and
narration in their final videos were clear and
organized in a logical manner. In the time
after the completion of the project, students
have continued to show an increased aware-
ness of these key points for successful dis-
cussion on other assignments. If students
are using this knowledge unbidden on English
assignments, it is reasonable to assume that

they may be doing so in other areas of their



educational and personal lives.

5.3 Digital Skills, Collaboration and

Planning

A primary focus of the project was
improving students’ digital literacy. Throughout
the world, the use of digital tools in education
has blossomed. Moreover, an understanding
of digital tools, specifically internet based
tools, has become an essential part of
everyday life. With that in mind, the project
aimed to help students become better ac-
quainted with a wide range of tools as well as
internet-based applications.

A survey of students involved in the
project conducted before the project began
painted a fairly clear picture of students’
interaction with digital tools prior to the start
of the project. Specifically, most students
indicated that they had never used any
internet-based applications of digital technolo-
gies in their educational lives. Of course,
many students had experience with applica-
tions or digital technologies from their
personal lives. While that was beneficial for
them, they were still unfamiliar with how to
use those technologies to work in a group in
an educational environment.

For this project, students were asked to
use a variety of internet-based applications as
well as a selection of digital equipment.
These included video and audio recording
equipment, video editing applications, You-
Tube and Google Docs.  Within Google Docs,
students used the word processing system,
“Docs”, the spreadsheet system, “Sheets”, the
presentation system, “Slides”, and the data
collection system, “Forms.” Of those, most
students had some limited experience with

Google Docs as well as YouTube. Despite
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this prior experience, all students required
training in using Google Docs and YouTube
for group collaboration. Moreover, all
students needed training and practice in order
to use the video recording and audio recording
equipment as well as the video editing appli-
cation effectively.

To help students understand the use of
Google Docs (Docs, Sheets, Slides and Forms)
in a collaborative educational environment,
the instructors gave the students a series
of tasks that would familiarize them with
the basic systems in addition to helping
them prepare for their video. For example,
students were shown a video tour, in English,
of sightseeing locales in Tokyo in class.
After that, the instructors demonstrated the
creation of a digital storyboard about the
video using Google Slides. With the instruc-
tors' digital storyboard as an example, the
students were asked to create a storyboard for
their projects. These digital storyboards
were created with pictures collected by the
students during a scouting trip on location
conducted by the instructors.

Another important component of this
project was project planning. At the beginning,
students were tasked with researching specific
locations on the Internet. They then needed
to process the information in a meaningful
way by determining specific objectives to
further investigate during their on-location
scouting trip based on this research. The
results of the scouting trip then formed the
basis for the project storyboard. After this,
students made a preliminary plan which
outlined what students perceived to be the
remaining steps to completing the project.
This was done collaboratively using Google
Sheets.
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After submitting the preliminary project
plan, students were required to log each step
they took to actually complete the project.
One reason for this was to compare the
perception and reality of project work. Even
the most detailed plans encountered unfore-
seen problems and extra steps. In the ques-
tionnaire, students mentioned planning, time
management and academic skills as having
improved. As one student commented about
skills gained, “...make a plan, manage time,
use technology and speak in front of a
camera.” Another reason that logging was
included was to see how collaborative the
groups actually were. Groups that had an
even distribution of the workload among its
members received higher scores for the quality
of collaboration.

After students had completed their digital
storyboards, scripts and project plans the
instructors focused on introducing the video
recording equipment and the video editing
software. Since the video recording equip-
ment was limited, each group was given only
a short tutorial on operating the equipment.
Fortunately, most students were able to
understand the basic operation of the equipment
with only a small amount of training. On
the other hand, students were given extensive
training and practice with the video editing
application. To prepare students for editing
their final videos, they were asked to record
practice videos using their phones or tablets
within the school. In these practice videos,
groups were asked to use their prepared
scripts and gestures but to stay within the
school rather than going to the location. After
completing their recordings, students were
shown how to edit these videos in the video

editing application and were given time to

experiment and practice using the application.
During this practice, students became familiar
with the key concepts of video editing that
they would use in their final project.
Students were of mixed opinions about
the digital elements of this project. In a
survey conducted after the completion of the
project several students expressed a distaste
for the digital portions of the project and were
disinclined to do further projects requiring
technology. In response to the question
“After the video project, how do you feel
about using technology to work together with
others ?” one student wrote, “To be honest I
did not feel good about technology because I
had too many problem [sic].” About fifty
percent of students gave similar answers.
Furthermore, about fifty percent of students
gave negative responses to the question,
“Would you like to make another video for a
school project in the future?” On the other
hand, positive responses to the role of
technology were also common. One student
who recognized the balance of hard work, fun
and skills development wrote, “Make a video,
show my emotion, memorize draft were really
difficult but I could enjoy this project.”
Meanwhile, another student wrote, “This
project make me glow [sic] up various
things. The English video project is for first
time to me I was exciting [sic] and this video
became to [sic] one of my memories.” While
students may have found using the digital
tools difficult and some may not have entirely
enjoyed those elements of the project, most
were able to acquire abilities that will benefit
them in their personal and academic lives.
Extending beyond learning English, these
skills have become a fundamental part of the

modern world and students will have a better



chance of success with a general grasp of
digital skills.

5.4 Teamwork

A major element of the video project was
a focus on collaboration. Throughout the
project, students worked in groups to complete
every step. In fact, the project had very little
individual work for students to do. As such,
the development of teamwork and collabora-
tion skills was a primary focus of this project.

One key feature of the project design was
an interdependence of group members. At
the beginning of the project, the instructors
explained that the group would not be
permitted to move on to the next step of the
project until all members had satisfactorily
While this

requirement did cause some stress within the

completed the previous step.

groups, it also forced students to consistently
combine their efforts in order to keep the
project moving. In general, students assisted
each other in completing the assignments
and demonstrated competent teamwork. One
student commented, “I think my academic
skills have improved, such as group work.
We did all the activities together and I learned
how to work in groups.”

An example of this teamwork require-
ment and its results was the script for the
final video. In order to begin filming their
final video project, students were required to
submit an acceptable script to the instructors.
While each student was required to submit the
script individually, the scripts needed to be the
same and well written. Although it may
seem trivial, this requirement meant that
groups need to ensure that all of their
members completed the assignment. In this

scenario, groups focused on individual member
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performance while the instructor was able to
focus on overall group performance.

For some students, this arrangement was
a unique English language learning experience.
Rather than receiving English help directly
from the instructors, many students received
help from their fellow team members. In this
case, the instructors were not usually asked
for help unless the entire group was having
difficulty. This type of grassroots collabora-
tive English learning may have been very
beneficial to some of the students who often
hesitated to ask the instructors for help dur-
ing the regular class. Beyond the English
language benefits, the teamwork skills developed
by this project have wide-ranging applications
in students’ lives, both currently and in the
future. Although students have had ample
opportunities to work in groups during their
previous education, the specifics of this project
make it a unique collaborative experience for
the students. In addition to being a very long
term project, it also included a wide range of
distinct tasks as well as an integration with
technology that was unfamiliar to most
students. As such, students had an opportu-
nity develop their teamwork skills in new

ways that will help them going forward.

6. Implications

One implication this project has for
educators is the development of an integrated
curriculum. This project was supported by
the Practical English IA presentation skills
class, Practical English IB academic skills
class and, to a lesser extent, the Writing Skills
I class. Student responses and teacher ob-
servations indicate that both presentation and
academic skills were developed through this

project. Spreading the weight of the project
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across different classes allowed enough time
and resources to help develop the knowledge
and skills necessary for this project to be
student-centered. Knowledge of the tourism
video genre, digital collaboration and video
production skills were new to most students.
The results suggest possibilities for targeting
sets of skills around a central project within
an integrated curriculum. Another aspect of
curriculum design relates to learning that
occurs outside the classroom that results in
the production of real-world communicative
events. These conditions contributed to the
need for collaboration in an active learning
environment.

Two important factors in doing a project
across different classes are planning and
communication. Projects move in stages. Hence,
activities need to be scheduled appropriately to
ensure that the project proceeds smoothly.
When courses are taught by several different
teachers, communication during both the
planning and implementation stages is
Clear

communication with students about what is

essential to ensure a project’s success.

expected and when allows them to take
responsibility for the project and plan
accordingly.

Technology enhanced this project by
facilitating collaboration, communication and
Although
students developed digital skills, they encoun-

production of a creative product.

tered difficulties during the process. Perhaps
the main technical challenge was the sheer
amount of technological skills training that
Efforts

should be made to integrate technology in

was required in a short period.

ways that will not block or frustrate
students. One suggestion would be to

introduce various skills via smaller assign-

10

ments during a period leading up to the
project to alleviate this burden. Although the
results of this study are not generalizable, it
also suggests a larger need for more technology
skills training at a younger age to avoid any
possible skills shortfall among university

students.

7. Conclusion

This paper has described an active
learning video project with a class of tourism
majors who are studying English as a foreign
language at a Japanese university. It has
described how the project was implemented in
stages via an integrated curriculum. Stu-
dents responded positively to the project and
recognized both English and non-English
skills that were acquired. Although technol-
ogy caused some issues, this project provides
an example of how technology can be used to

support active learning.
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