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Social based learning at Kobe University
Students, Supporters and Socialization

Richard Harrison (Kobe University International Student Center)

1.Introduction

This paper will discuss two projects initiated by Kobe
University International Student Center (hereafter
KISC) to promote social based learning between
Japanese and International students. These are the
Kobe University International Student Symposium
(hereafter KISS) and the Kobe University Summer
Program.

2. What is social based learning?

Social based learning appears in many forms, one of
which is cooperative learning, which can be defined as
“a successful teaching strategy in which small teams,
each with students of different levels of ability, use a
variety of learning activities to improve their
understanding of a subject”. http/edtech.kennesaw.edu/

intech/cooperativelearning.htm  Another
collaborative learning, which “is based on the idea that

form 1s

learning is a naturally social act in which the
participants talk among themselves. It is through the
talk that learning occurs." (Gerlach, 1994).

2.1 Social Constructivist Theory

This theory is now recognized as the most powerful
framework for incorporating all of the aspects of social
based learning, where learners are working together in
small groups to achieve mutual goals. The underlying
assumptions of social constructivism as outlined by
Williams & Burden (1997), are as follows.

2.1.1 Active learning

Learners are assumed to be active participants in the
learning process, using language to work with others
to achieve goals that could not be achieved by the
individual working alone.

2.1.2 Teachers, learners and tasks

The role of the teacher is to work with learners to
create the conditions necessary for social learning to
take place, including setting goals and tasks, and
creating an optimum learning environment for a given
context.

2.1.3 Learning contexts

The contexts in which learning take place go beyond
tradition classroom settings to include extra-curricula
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activities, both on and off-campus.

I will now outline the two programs we have created to
deliver social based learning.

3.KISS

3.1 Symposium

This 2-day bilingual symposium was created with the
aim of promoting greater interaction between
Japanese and International students studying at Kobe
University. Each year, for the past 17 years, 50
students (25 Japanese, 25 International) have
participated in KISS.

3.1 Organizing Committee

Two academic advisors from KISC initiate the
formation of an organizing committee, made up of 5
Japanese and 5 International students, at the

After the

committee leaders are selected, they meet weekly thru

beginning of the autumn semester.

October and November to decide on the main theme
and 5 group discussion topics, publicize the event and
organize how the main symposium itself will be
conducted. These meetings are held outside of class
times in KISC common rooms.

3.2 Symposium

Day 1 starts with an opening ceremony, followed by
group discussions, recreation time, and an ‘intercultural
party in the evening. Day 2 consists of presentations
by each group, a general discussion led by the
organizing committee members, and a closing
ceremony at which the two academic advisors give
their comments on the presentations. Finally, a
questionnaire is administered to gain feedback from
participants.

3.3 Data

The organizing committee members create a final
report from the summaries provided by each group
leader, and feedback from the questionnaires. These
reports are used as data for our research into social
learning at KISS.

4.Summer Program

This 3-week summer program in Japanese Language
and Culture is open to students studying at overseas



universities that have an exchange agreement with
Kobe University. Currently, 40 overseas students
participate in this course each year.

4.1 Program Format

On the first day a Japanese language placement test is

administered to place the students in one of five groups.

The main part of the course consists of 1) Japanese
language classes in the morning, taught by KISC staff,
and 2) Applied Japanese sessionsin the afternoon that
involve social based activities with 40 Kobe University
students, who we call ‘supporters’ On the final day of
the course the students give group presentation on
projects that they have conducted over the three
weeks.

4.2 Applied Japanese sessions

The supporters work together with the international
students, helping them with language studies and
going off-campus for project work to collect information
the
administering questionnaires and interviews.

4.3 Data

The supporters write daily journals of the activities

for final presentations, which involves

carried out in the applied Japanese sessions and

submit a final report on their experiences on the course.

We are using this feedback to carry out research on
how this social learning impacts on students at Kobe
University. (532, 7K#f, ~~U > > in press)
5.Conclusion

Social based learning is difficult to implement, as it
involves a complex interaction of teachers, students
and tasks in different contexts. The ongoing collection
and analysis of data from these projects at KISC is
focused on finding ways in which we can promote
social interaction between Japanese and international
students to enrich the learning experience for both
sides.

It is clear that we cannot expect social based learning
to occur spontaneously simply because our students
are studying and socializing together both on and off
campus. The conditions needed to promote meaningful
learning have to be created with reference to
the
assumptions of these theories are no more than

established educational theories. However,
guidelines. In reality, as mentioned above, students
have different levels of preparedness for this type of
learning, as they come from widely diverse cultural
and social backgrounds. They may have never

encountered this type of learning before in the
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educational settings they have experienced thus far.
This means that they will need educating in how to
participate in these activities. This in itself entails that
enough #&ime is built into these activities to allow
students to reflect on how they are able to socialize and
its importance in their learning.

For example, with KISS although the symposium is
for 2 days, weeks and months of preparation are
crucial to a successful conclusion. For KISS 17, the two
KISC academic advisors introduced a series of
pre-symposium workshops for the 10-man organizing
committee that included input lectures on social based
learning and simulated group discussions, focusing on
how to conduct bilingual discussions.

By the same token, although the Summer Program
lasts for just 3 weeks, we felt it necessary to introduce
a 15-week credit-bearing course to train the 40 Kobe
University supporters in the semester preceding the
program. The full-time staff at KISC teach this course
as a team, drawing on the language teaching and
cultural expertise of each member of staff, to cover
methodologies for teaching Japanese as a foreign
language and the fundamentals of intercultural
communication.

As the learner population in Japanese universities
becomes more diverse, there is a growing need for
students to learn skills that allow them to socialize
with other students. It is incumbent on us as academic
staff to create learning environments that can provide
students with the resources and time to acquire both
linguistic and social skills that will enrich their
academic experience and equip them for life beyond
university.
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