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Tamagawa University

Blackboard@Tamagawa- A Good Practice

Department of Liberal Arts Barry Mateer / Steve Lia

English Education in the Liberal Arts Department

The aim of a liberal arts education is both depth and breadth.
Students round out their education from a range of courses including
the humanities, social sciences, and natural sciences: exploring
specializations of their own interest. English Communication is one of
the basic required courses focusing on communication and presentation 5
skills. The teachers have integrated Blackboard@Tamagawa into their [

enjoy English.

Introduction

4 As shown in previous articles in this
publication Blackboard can be used in various ways
to both manage and to assess learning in a course
taught by a single teacher. The following article
looks at the role Blackboard has within the Liberal
Arts English Communication I and II courses which
are required for 194 first year students. Each of the
semester courses is worth 4 credits, taught by five
teachers, in four separate classes which are distinctly
different in format and content. Some of the
instructional groups are homeroom-based : others are
based on students’ level of English ability plus their
motivation to use English in class.

& Two of the teachers(the writers of this article)
teach all first year students in homeroom-based,
50-minute lessons. One is a 50-minute class called
Internet English and is taught in a computer lab
setting and the other 50-minute class is called
Reading. In addition, there is a 100-minute class
which is ability-based and divided into five levels,
focusing on a combination of the four-skills of
listening and reading comprehension and writing and

Barry Mateer Steve Lia

speaking

Blackboard-based components of the course
The fourth ‘class’ of this 4-credit course, is not
classroom based. It is entirely conducted through
Blackboard and counts for twenty percent of the
four-credit course evaluation. Each week there is a
reading and listening selection put up on Blackboard,
it is open for one week and during that time, students
can read and listen to the selection and work on the
20 to 40-question quiz which accompanies it. Every
fourth week there is a Listening Test given in the
regular Internet English lesson. The listening test
must be finished within the 50-minute class without
the support of dictionaries or peers. For the quizzes
which are open for a week, students are encouraged
to collaborate outside the classroom and share
strategies for test taking and for learning English.
There is no question, it takes a fair amount of time
to create and upload a new reading and listening
selections along with an accompanying quiz. A great
feature of Blackboard is that once a teacher uploads
something to a course, it can be exported to any other

e-Education NewsLetter 2007 Vol.Z2 English <1



Bb course, and most importantly to the same course
the next semester or year. Files and folders and tests
can stay unused within an old Blackboard course for
semester after semester, but always available to be
revived. Minor or major changes can be made in the
tests content or format before uploading it again into
a new Bb course. This is a life saver when the course
syllabus requires a new quiz or test to be opened each

week.
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Internet English Class

Internet English Class

In this class students access the Internet through
Blackboard and do various tasks in English: including
using Blackboard tools and functions such as

discussion board and surveys.

Reading Class

In the 50-minute reading class, there is no in-class
intensive reading. The approach towards reading
is one of extensive reading. Students check out a
graded-reader each week from the library and read at
home. Research indicates that out-of-class reading is
the most significant predictor of oral communicative
ability , most strongly related to language proficiency,
and the most important direct contributor to TOEFL
test performance. Along with the library, Blackboard
is the key player in allowing students to become
aware of the value and enjoyment of reading and
listening to literature. Through Blackboard, students
not only have access to PDF documents of some
actual graded readers, but also to sound files for those
readers. This combination allows students to choose
from various strategies to improve their reading speed
and accuracy: including the technique of shadowing.

An overlooked and underused Blackboard tool
Another very useful part of Blackboard is the

e-Education NewsLetter 2007 Vol.2 English<2>
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‘announcement’ function. Since the reading and
Internet English classes are each taught to six different
homeroom-based groups, it can be challenging to keep
every class informed equally and accurately. Other
than using announcements as a strategy for managing
communication, announcements can be part of the
learning content of the course. For anyone teaching
a foreign language, announcements ( and e-mails
through Blackboard ) provide a great chance for
students to encounter a variety of personally relevant
text of the language that is being studied.

From a skills perspective, Blackboard
announcements provide a means for students to
become more comfortable dealing with English.
Some students find reading even a few sentences of
English to be a task that they would like to avoid.
many find it difficult to follow the logical sequencing
of instructions written in English. Most students
are confused by some of the unstated assumptions
lurking within the text of an announcement. Students
need much more practice in individually decoding and
comprehending the written language used in daily
life. Within a classroom setting, often the same few
students tend to ask the questions to clarify what the
teacher has said, but when that same information is
given to students through a written announcement,
there is not the usual support group available. There
is more of a need and opportunity for each learner

to deal directly with the information written in an

English announcement on Blackboard.
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Reading English Class
In conclusion

From the low-tech announcement to the still
unexplored advanced features of Blackboard, we
realize that Blackboard has been something that we
have used more effectively each year in our courses.
We are not sure where the future will lead our
students or how our courses will evolve, but it is sure
that Blackboard will be part of that future.
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