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2-4. Koo R B (EFREEEEE)

Peer Instruction in the EMI Classroom: PrioritizingContent Mastery in
Active Learning

Eddie Hearn

The School of Liberal Arts and Sciences (SLAS), like a growing number
of schools in Japan, offers English-as-a-medium-of-instruction (EMI) degree
programs that enablestudents to complete all academic requirements for
graduation exclusively in English.

EMI provides an excellent opportunity for Japanese students to expand
English lan- guage competency and helps to prepare students for competing in
international labor markets after graduation. Moreover, EMI degree programs
expand viable student pop-ulations for university recruitment to include
degree-seeking international students as well as other non-traditional
domestic students. Considering both the increasing glob- alization of labor
markets and Japan’s demographic pressures caused by the aging pop-ulation,
it is likely that EMI will be a prominent part of many Japanese universities
in the coming decades.

EMI, while providing a range of strategic and educational benefits to both
universi- ties and students, presents a number of challenges for educators in
Japan. Particularly unique to the EMI classroom is the inevitable tension
between language and content learning. Although content-based instruction
(CBI) has been a mainstay in Japanese universities over the last 30 years,
EMI differs from CBI by shifting the primary goal from language learning
to content mastery of a university-level curriculum (Brown and Bradford,
2017). Instructors in an EMI degree-granting program thus have a responsi-
bility to ensure academic integrity and maintain international standards in
course work. Even though content mastery is the primary goal, EMI courses
also must provide lan- guage training and support depending on student
needs. In the majority of EMI pro- grams in Japan, instructors will likely
provide a non-trivial amount of language supportand bridging for learners
unaccustomed to operating in an English-only education envi- ronment.

A number of commonly used active learning techniques in the humanities
and so- cial sciences, such as role playing, debate, discussions, and
presentations, place a heavyburden on linguistic skills. While such activities
are found to increase student mastery of subject material in traditional
classrooms (McCarthy and Anderson, 2000), it is un-clear if these results can
be generalized to the EMI classroom where students may be forced to focus
on language mastery at the expense of deeper content exploration. It
1s thus important to consider the effectiveness of active learning strategies
specifically in an EMI setting as well as the balance between ensuring
language development and subject matter engagement. First year students
in EMI degree programs, in particular, face a high level of burnout as the
linguistic and intellectual demands can become over-whelming.
Consequently, students have difficulty engaging in active learning activities
such as discussions and presentations which leads to an increase in stress
and anxiety

about classwork. Among first year students in the Global Studies (GS) program,
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for ex- ample, 63% and 69% of students reported that they“often” faced difficulty
participating in discussions and giving presentations, respectively (Figure 1).
Moreover, the language learning component of these assignments often
overshadow content mastery aims.

Difficulty participating in discussions Difficulty giving presentations

constantly 25 constantly 23 ‘

very often 19 very often 27 ‘

often 19 often 19 ‘

. 21 : 23
sometimes sometimes

rarely 17 ‘ rarely 8

0 5 10 15 20 25 0 10 20 30

Percent of Students Percent of Students

(a) Difficulty Participating in Discussion (b) Difficulty Giving Presentations

Figure 1: Student Perceptions of Class Activities

Peer instruction has the potential to provide a bridge activity in an EMI
classroomsetting where students can actively engage with content while reducing
linguistic de- mands. To consider this possibility, peer instruction is introduced
into a first year gen-eral content class in lieu of traditional discussion activities.
Effects of peer instruction on learning outcomes are inconclusive due to limitations
of the research design and small sample; peer instruction, however, is found to
have a significant impact on stu- dent confidence.

Peer Instruction as a Bridge

Peer instruction is a firmly established approach to active leaning that has been
used extensively in STEM fields. Peer instruction has been found to increase student
engage-ment and learning outcomes in a range of classroom settings from the Ivy
League to

2-year colleges (Crouch and Mazur, 2001; Lasry et al., 2008; Fagen et al., 2002). While
not a new technique, peer instruction has been adopted less frequently in the human-
ities and social sciences. Peer instruction, however, may be a useful tool in the EMI
classroom when targeting content mastery.

The set-up for peer instruction is straightforward and can integrate technology
as much or little as the instructor desires. Students are given a series of conceptual
ques- tions to answer which are commonly multiple choice. Students first attempt to
answer aquestion independently. Following this initial phase, responses are polled.
Students are then given the opportunity to engage in peer discussion. At this point,
students try to explain or defend their answer in groups. Students who have
selected the wrong answermay realize it is hard to explain their choice. Students
who are forced to explain their correct choice will gain a deeper understanding of
the material. As the focus is content exploration, students are free to interact with
each other in any language. In the sam- ple GS classroom, English, Japanese, and
Portuguese were used during peer discussion
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though most students mainly relied on English. Students are given an opportunity
tochange their response. And finally a class explanation is provided by the
instructor.

Evaluation Performance Student Confidence
[Tinitial final [Tlinitial final
44 ‘
i no confidence
incorrect, B
56
41 ‘
little confidence
48
39
correct 15
44 very confident] o
0 20 40 60 0 10 20 30 40 50
Percent it Percent it
(a) Assessment Responses (b) Self-reported Confidence in Material

Figure 2: Peer Instruction Activity

It is important that students are required to defend their selection and not
simply adopt the habit of changing answers to match others. The largest challenge
for a hu- manities/social science classroom may be the creation of conceptual
questions. These questions should focus on higher order learning not simple recall or
summary. Further-more, the questions should be challenging. Peer learning is found
to have the largest effect on learning when 30-70% of students score a correct initial
response (Knight and Brame, 2018).

The results of the sample GS class are reported in Figure 2. While the impact
of peer instruction on content mastery is inconclusive, there is evidence that
students can come to the correct response through peer discussions. The conceptual
questions, based on the class topic of international development, were quite difficult
with a mean score 0f39% correct on initial responses. Students reported 44% correct
final responses though this difference is not statistically significant (Figure 2a).
Furthermore, there are both incidents of students changing responses from correct
to incorrect as well as incorrect tocorrect. It should be noted, however, that all
questions were given a final explanation by the instructor. Peer instruction, on the
other hand, is found to have a meaningful and statistically significant impact on
average student confidence (¢= 2.4, p <.05).

37% of students report they are “very confident” in their understanding of material
af-ter peer instruction compared to only 15% prior to peer instruction (Figure 2b).

Peer instruction provides an approach for helping students in an EMI classroom
reduce linguistic demands while engaging in deep learning of academic content. Peer
instruction in the sample GS class is found to help build student confidence and
hasthe potential to mitigate student anxiety and stress when employed as a
substitute for more linguistically demanding activities like class discussions. Further
research, how- ever, should explore the effectiveness of peer instruction on content
mastery in an EMIclassroom.
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