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International Teaching at Undergraduate Level

Monika STEFFEN!

During my present invitation to Ritsumeikan University [ provided three
courses, two at the Graduate School: “Social Policy in Europe: The Welfare State,
Society, and the Family”, and “Aging Societies, Generational Transition, and
Public Policy”; and a third course, on « Health and Long Term Care Systems in a
Global Perspective », for undergraduates with open enrolment for students
from other departments, and international students. According to Prof.
Matsuda, invited professors rarely teach international courses for
undergraduates, I would therefore like to share the experience, which was a
most positive one.

The number of students, not quite ten, allowed active participation, and close
personal attention to each of them. 60 % of the students were Japanese and
40 % foreigners from Canada, Australia, and China. Their majors included
sociology, anthropology, psychology, social sciences, English literature, and
Japanese language for one of the foreign students. Most students were in their
senior year, but there were juniors and also one sophomore. None had previous
knowledge on healthcare systems and policies. The level of English varied from
native speakers to various lower levels among the Japanese students. Several of
the latter evaluated their English level as “3 or less” on a scale of five, and one
as “low”. The course thus presented a multifold challenge for me as teacher,
having to manage unequal communication capacities, differences in university

1 CNRS Research Professor emeritus. University Grenoble-Alpes, CNRS, Sciences-Po Grenoble,
Pacte, France (CNRS : The French National Centre for Scientific Research. School of Political
Studies. Pacte: Social Sciences Research Laboratory).

Contact:monika.steffen@sciencespo-grenoble.fr
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education, and the diversity of national and cultural conceptions concerning
health issues, where ethics and values play an important role.

The language issue imposed itself immediately, with need for immediate
solution. At the end of the first class, one of the Japanese student, accompanied
by a classmate, came up to me in great despair, streams of tiers running down
the face, stammering: “I cannot understand, nothing, but I want this course. I do
not know what to do”. I asked two questions: “How much did you understand?
And why do you want this course?”. After struggling with stress and searching
for words, the student finally stated: “Only 20 %. But I want to work in a
municipal office in charge of health, I want this course”. | ensured that “20 %
was quite enough for a start”, and that “given the professional motivation,
language progress would be quick”, adding that [ had “no doubt about it”. I
offered to stay after each class to re-explain what might not have been
understood, and “ordered” the student to listen every day to English news in
internet “15 minutes daily, to train the ears”. We immediately stayed for an
after-class session, approximately 20 minutes, joined by several other Japanese
students. In fact, the desperate student only needed three after-class sessions
before declaring: “Now it's 80 %!”. When the first group work was due for
presentation, it was this student who did the oral presentation for the entire
group, with great application and visibly proud.

To meet the challenges mentioned above, I adapted teaching style and methods,
without lowering neither the content and nor the ambition of what I wanted
them to learn. [ used active participation as main tool for fostering successful
learning in this mixed class. Three recipes proved helped in achieving the
academic target:

First, careful time allocation. The native speakers were naturally quick
to ask or answer questions, whilst the Japanese students remained reserved
and shy. I paid careful attention to protecting the time Japanese students
needed to speak up. The richness of their thoughts and relevance of their
arguments thus came out, and consequently fuelled intense collaboration
between the Japanese and the foreign students. The “time for patience” paid out
in terms of increased class dynamics, with international comparison developing
naturally. My hypothesis is that the quick English progress with increasing
self-confidence on the Japanese side was essentially due to the vivid peer
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exchange between students, which made English communication natural to the
Japanese students.

Second, teaching approach. 1 opted for an inductive and analytical
approach, where concepts and theory would follow empirical description and
analysis, instead of preceding it as abstract framing, which seemed to fit best to
the diversity of the class. Every new section of the course started with
questions handed out to the students, generally as short written homework; the
answers were analyzed and discussed during 5 - 10 minutes in the following
class, before my formal teaching on the given subject. The aim was intellectual
and practical: making the students think by themselves before a new
forthcoming subject on the one hand, and starting classes with feedback and
discussion on the other hand, in order to “open ears and mouths” of hesitant
English speakers. After such preparation, I would then present and analyze the
subject, and finally introduce the relevant concepts and theoretical elements
that best framed the given issues. Theory was drawn from three bodies of
literature: comparative health policy, social security and welfare state studies,
and public policy studies.

Third readings. Compulsory readings were limited (two chapters
compulsory, a third recommended), completed by weekly short readings, often
newspaper particles in support of forthcoming topics. “Heavy” readings were
suggested on each major topic of the course, so that students could go deeper
into selected topics according to their specific academic or professional
interest.

The course aimed at learning about health and long-term care systems and
policies, but also at developing independent thinking, and operational skills like
organized teamwork, public speaking, and research strategies. To meet such
aims, I organized three types of presentations (which totalized 50 % of the
marks; the other 50 % were based on an individual final examination paper):
- “Short” presentations, on the basis of “four minutes” presentations on a
specific policy problem, coupled with simulation for decision-making
(“The Health Minister’s weakly executive meeting: What actions do we
need to take?”).
- Classical presentations (15 minutes + 15 min. discussion) on the health
or LTC systems in the students’ own countries, followed by comparative
assessment.
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- Research conducted in internationally mixed teams: the class was
divided into two groups working each a comparative cross-country
topic: “Organ Transplantation”, and “Mental Health Care”, both including
an analysis of the ethical issues, legal situations, care organizations,
funding mechanisms, identification of shortcomings, and policy
recommendations. Each topic included the production of a comparative
table on Japan, China, Canada and Australia.

General lessons may be drawn from this present experience of international
teaching at undergraduate level.

1) The teaching approach fostering systematic active participation leads to
positive class dynamics resulting in effective learning, on the course subject
(the students delivered excellent work), English communication, and team
working. Such mixed-nationality class is surely a most effective way for making
English “natural” to Japanese students, because of subject interest (chosen
courses) and PEER COMMUNICATION.

2) Japanese students know far more English than they actually use. Hearing
seems to be more difficult than speaking (English is a language of mostly
high-frequency sounds, whilst low frequency prevails in Japanese, therefore the
“hearing” difficulty, and subsequently speaking hesitation). One student stated
it clearly in the initial self-assessment: “Reading and speaking fluent, listening
only 2” on a scale of 5. To help them overcome hesitation for public English
speaking, it is important that the teacher creates a “secure” environment in the
classroom, and controls his/her own speaking: slow, clear, without accent, and
repeating without making students feel uneasy.

3) Applying such approaches was easy and optimal in a rather small class of
less than ten students. However, it can be used to classes of 15 or 20 students,
and even above if the level of English is good enough: The higher the number of
students, the more the English level needs to be high, and homogeneous between
the students.

Teaching this undergraduate class was an interesting experience for myself,
and a happy one. Students worked a lot, with enthusiasm and discipline. They
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seemed to have appreciated the course, and expressed their gratitude. Those
who are staying at Ritsumeikan next year asked “what course I would teach
them for next term, to enroll again”. In general terms, this expresses a clear
demand for international teaching at undergraduate level. It should therefore be
encouraged and developed.

[ would like to deeply thank the College of Social Sciences, especially the Dean,
Professor Takeuchi and his board, as well as Ritsumeikan University for their
invitation. I sincerely thank Professor Matsuda, for being a most attentive host
professor, for all he has done, and keeps doing to make my stay comfortable
and academically fruitful, and for having associated me to the research and
book project led in collaboration with Professor Shizume and Professor Kato, to
whom I am also grateful. Last but not least, my thanks go to the administrative
staff, for dealing kindly and efficiently with the many practical problems of an
invitation. To all, my warm and respectful “Thank You”.
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