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Western History Course: Distinctive Educational Practices
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The Western History course consists of lecture-
based classes in the form of seminars during each
academic year. Distinctive educational practices are
implemented in each class. In the initial academic
year, students learn the ideas and methods of the
study of history. The curriculum of this year
includes the basic exercises that form the core of
the fundamentals of this field.

The curriculum of this course includes core
education courses that are required and provide
students with the opportunity to practically and
proactively master the systematic learning provided
by the university Although the instructors who
teach these courses employ a variety of methods, as
a general rule, group work constitutes a portion of
the classes; students are required to write a paper on
relevant reference materials or give a presentation
on a topic of their choice. The points awarded for
presentations are weighted the same as those for
papers. The important educational goals of the
classes are as follows: through multi-task learning,
students will obtain firsthand experience in
obtaining, organizing, systematizing, and reporting

on information related to Western history. Through
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debate and discussion, they will become more

active communicators. Finally, based on an
awareness of and respect for a variety of views,
they will deepen their cross-cultural understanding
from a historical perspective.

However, in conventional presentations—
specifically, group presentations—there arises a
difference in the amount of preparedness between
the students giving the presentation and those who
are not doing so; moreover, it is impossible to
guarantee that a wide variety of students will have
the opportunity to actively participate in each class.
Therefore, to resolve this issue, the instructors
should execute the following two steps to improve
the quality of classes.

1. All students in each class should prepare a
summary of all the relevant reference
materials. In other words, all students will
be required to make preparations that will
enable any of them to give a presentation
on any portion of the class material.

2. The students will evaluate each other. This
will serve as one standard by which their
grade in the class will be assessed.

First, let us examine the first point. In conventional
group work, each group member who is to give a
presentation is responsible for thoroughly
understanding a specific portion of the reference
materials that have been previously read. Thus, in
many cases, students avoid completely preparing
for presentations by discussing only selective
reference materials, which in turn leads to their
reading only some parts of the target materials;
therefore, there is partial and inconsistent
understanding of the materials within the group.

Additionally, presentations on relevant reference
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materials are normally conducted only once or
twice during an academic year. Therefore, students
get only a few opportunities to write summaries and
acquire presentation skills. Furthermore, issues
such as learning the target materials beforehand and
the extent of thoroughness of the study are left to
the discretion of each of the students attending
presentations. Thus, there exist differences in the
amount of material mastered by each student.

To resolve the abovementioned problems, we
believe that it is important to create an environment
in which all students acquire sufficient discipline to
actively participate in classes. Specifically,
activities that are effective to this end including
having all students in the class write summaries of
the target materials each time and requiring their
engagement in prior practice giving presentations
to equip them with presentation skills. Once it
becomes routine for all students to write summaries
each time they are presented with new material, the
level of their prior preparatory learning will
improve and the differences among the students
regarding their levels of preparedness will be
reduced. It is also possible that all students writing
and exchanging summaries of the relevant material,
and comparing these during discussions in small
groups after providing them with pointers will
increase their understanding of the material and
improve their ability to produce their own
materials. Discussions that take place in such an
environment can be expected to be of markedly
improved quality.

Naturally, in the case of theoretical issues, the
instructor leads the overall discussion, creates a
basis for understanding the theoretical framework,

provides analyses of somewhat abstract concepts,
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and provides opportunities for the students to
practice methods of thinking comprehensively
about such issues. Thus, there are instances in
which the instructor needs to take the lead in the
class. Thus, by assuming a leadership role and
promoting students’ active learning, instructors
create an environment in which it is possible for the
students to appropriately investigate historical
issues they themselves propose and consequently
discover even more questions that they can
investigate.

In the spring semester, emphasis is placed on
the students’ acquisition of the ability to read and
comprehend Japanese-language reference materials
through discussion and cultivation of a baseline set
of skills that are useful in giving presentations. In
the fall the
opportunities to apply the knowledge and skills

semester, students are given
they obtained during the spring semester through
tasks utilizing English reference materials. This
leads to improvement in the quality of class
discussions and in the level of their work, while at
the same time providing the students with the
understanding that carefully selecting and
conscientiously analyzing and understanding terms
and concepts (including those that have been
translated from other languages) that may at first
glance seem commonplace is essential to historical
research. This in turn leads to highly effective
learning.

Let us examine the second point. In this
method, some of the problems of conventional
group work crop up—as was the case with the first
point. However, at the same time, it promotes active
engagement of everyone in the class with all class
activities, the of

circumventing problems
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conventional group work. In this method, the
students are expected to engage with the materials
that will be presented by the group in increasingly
complex ways, as follows: Create a plan based on a
class trip related to Western history — Identify the
important points in Western history that are
indicated in an introductory text — Refer to
specialized reference materials in the English
language. The students are subsequently expected
to assess each other’s’ presentations. On the last day
of each semester, the instructors provide feedback
to each group in the form of lists of anonymous
comments. They also present awards to the group
that received the highest praise. This mutual
assessment process provides motivation to the
students and promotes their voluntary participation
in presentations and discussions. However, since
expressing research details is important in the field
of Western historical studies, additional points
contributing toward the students’ final grade
assessment is also based on papers they write on the
topics on which they gave presentations.

In active learning classes for students in their
initial academic year, it is necessary for instructors
to promote the students’ active participation in
learning. However, in some scenarios, it 1is
impossible for students to break the habit they
formed during the high school level of engaging in
passive learning; moreover, students may face
some issues due to their unfamiliarity with
university life; they may also have issues regarding
their relations with friends and others. Thus,
sufficient attention must also be paid to these
issues. Therefore, it is extremely important for
instructors to engage in continuous and careful

dialogue with their students even after establishing

49



Western History Course/ Meiji University Asian Studies Vol. 5 (2023) 45-50

Z LT, FAOEERNRFONEME T 512 F  the general guidelines of the class; additionally, it is

EEAZBIELIEWEB X TND, extremely important for instructors to provide
students guidelines regarding how to form groups
and determine topics for study. After the
presentations begin, the instructors must provide
only indirect aid to the students, while
simultaneously encouraging them to express their
own views. Additionally, some students do not
perform well in small-group seminar situations;
further, there may be cases in which the relations
between members of groups may sour and worsen
over time, which may lead to students gradually
missing classes and not engaging in presentation
activities. Thus, instructors who develop classes
based on group work and mutual assessment need
to consider the abovementioned points at all times
and work every day to help students improve their
research skills.

The educational practices engaged in classes in
the Western History course may not excel in all of
the above points, but the two initiatives covered in
this paper will have a major effect on the education
provided. In future studies, we wish to pursue class
management techniques that inspire students to
actively learn through further refinement of the

above mentioned methods.
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