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On Increasing Student Use of the Global Plaza (GP)

Linking English Language Classes to the GP through

Communication Card Tasks

Gregory Minehane

Meijo University Faculty of Foreign Studies

1. Introduction and Background

The Global Plaza was first opened at Meijo
University with the construction of the Nagoya
Dome-Mae Campus in 2016. Since its inception, the
Global Plaza (GP) has provided students with a venue
where they can interact with each other and speak
casually with instructors in an all-English-speaking
environment. The GP has been one of the showpieces
of the new campus and it has appealed to both current
and prospective students.

Over the years, the day-to-day running of the GP,
with varying degrees of dependency, has relied on
outsourcing to several schools. However, it is still
today regarded as an extremely important facet of the
language program of the Faculty of Foreign Studies,
where it is strongly supported by our faculty members.
Notwithstanding, the GP has had its fair share of
challenges over the last six years.

At the heart of the GP is a pedagogy which relates
to self-access learning. Holec (1981) was influential in
this area by promoting the importance of autonomy
and self-directed learning in language and life-long
learning. Students can be knowledgeable about their

own strengths and weaknesses and can try to rectify

these shortcomings at their own pace and in a manner
suiting their own learning styles. Despite this kind of
support for the efficacy of self-access, it was found,
however, that in 2016, students weren’t using the GP
facilities as much as was hoped for.

Prior to creating the Faculty of Foreign Studies, |
personally accompanied fact finding missions to two
schools in the Kansai area to observe the running of
their versions of the GP. To entice students to come to
the plaza and speak English, one school had a system
of giving students a ticket per visit to enter a weekly
lucky draw wherein winners were given a prize. The
second school had set up a coffee machine to dispense
free coffee to student visitors for speaking English.
Clearly, there was an undeniable admission that
attracting students to the GP wasn’t an easy task.
Consequently, it didn’t come as a big surprise after
opening our GP at Dome-Mae in 2016, that we were
underwhelmed by a lack of student participation.
Students themselves reported they were “too busy
with weekly classes and homework to simply sit and
chat aimlessly on the Orange Sofas.” The comment
that there was “a gap between the image of the GP

and the reality - that it is difficult to both instigate and
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end conversations with native instructors,” was also
recorded in unpublished interviews of students.
Recognizing that the GP was underutilized, towards
the end of the 2016 academic calendar, instructors in
the Faculty of Foreign Studies sought ways to increase
student participation, particularly in English
conservation. It seemed unavoidable that our language
program needed either ‘the carrot or the stick’
approach to motivate students to use the GP more
often. To this end, a system incorporating what we

have called ‘GP Communication Cards’ was created.

2. GP Communication Cards (2017-2019)

Students studying in the Communication Classes
I-1V, a twice weekly core English subject, were told
that they should go to the GP at least once a week. In
the GP, they would pick up a Communication Card
from the counter (see Figure 1). The card was two-
sided and detailed four activities (A, B, C, or D).
Having chosen a task and completed it in the plaza,
students asked an instructor or a GP staff member to
sign it. Students would then need to give this card to
their Communication Class instructor during their

regular class time.

1-9 Having fun Book 1
Name: Number:

Complete one of the following in the Global Plaza
(G.P.):

(A). Without reading the questions on the reverse-side,

pass this sheet of paper to an instructor. He/she will ask

you some questions. O
or (B). I have spent at least 30 minutes in G.P. today
chatting in English. O
or (C). I have watched a DVD in G.P. today.  [J

or (D). T have completed a session (speaking, writing or

O

advising) with a Learning Adviser today.

Confirmed by (name): Date:

Figure 1: Front side of a Communication Card
(1* year, Unit 9, Book 1)

If students chose to practice speaking English
using task (A) on the front side of the card, they could
use the prepared questions written on the back of the
cards. They would hand the cards to an instructor
who would read them aloud, generally while seated in
an area of GP called the ‘Orange Sofa’ area. Question
cards were created which were linked to the topic and
grammar being studied in the English Communication
Class textbooks - Breakthrough Plus I-IV. There were
four cards with different questions made each week.
Students could do the cards multiple times if they
wanted to, and students could also ask the questions
of each other (see Figure 2 for an example of a typical

card).

1. Are you doing anything special tomorrow?

O A %
2. What are you going to do this weekend?
0O A %
3. — Who are you going to see/meet/hang
out with this weekend? O A %
4. = Are you going to get up early/late?
O A %
5. What kind of music do you like to listen
to? O A %
6. — Would you like to go to a/their
concert? O A %
7. Ask me a question
O A %

Figure 2: Back side of a Communication Card

Over the duration of the semester, students were
expected to complete a total of 12 cards (one for each
of the 12 units of the textbooks). On each card was
written the year level of the student (1% or 2"), the
unit number (1-12), and the book number (1-4) that
the cards were designed for. If at the end of the
semester students hadn’t completed all 12, then they
lost one point for each card not done. Naturally, if a
student completed all 12 cards, they lost no points.

For the years 2016 - 2019, sixteen instructors of the

Communication Classes used this system. Overall,
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there were few problems that needed attention and the
added conversation practice that students enjoyed in
the GP seemed to help reinforce what was being
studied in the classroom. With a combined total of
approximately 280 1° and 2™ year students completing
cards in the spring and fall semesters, and on average
doing ten cards each (precise data is not available) it
can be seen that the implementation of the
Communication Card system would have accounted

for a very large number of visits to the GP each year.

3. GP Communication Cards (2020)

With the unexpected and unfortunate outbreak of
Covid-19, the Global Plaza became subject to the
same restrictions of use and student movement as the
university proper. Until the beginning of June in the
1™ semester, students were taught online. Little to no
use of the GP was possible and this affected classes
such as the Communication Class (Orange Sofa
conversation wasn’t possible) and the Reading Class
(where students weren’t able to borrow English
language books for the extensive reading component).
In 2™ semester, the GP was open, but use of the
facilities was curtailed. The Communication Class
coordinators felt it was necessary to remove the semi-
compulsory task of completing the Communication
Cards in the GP from the syllabus. Consequently,
student visitation to the GP dropped significantly in
2020. The outsourced company which staffed the GP
did not have its contract renewed at the end of its one-

year contract.

4. GP Communication Cards (2021)
With the start of the 2021 academic year, a new
approach was taken with the Communication Cards

to encourage students to return to GP. Previously, as

mentioned above, the Communication Cards were
strongly linked to the grammar and functions being
taught in the Breakthrough Plus textbooks. In 2021
however, it was decided to take a more functional or
topical approach to conversation and the grammatical
link to the textbooks was discontinued. New cards
were made for beginner, intermediate, and advanced
levels of English ability. There would be six cards used
over the semester (a new one every two weeks) and
topics were chosen that would appeal to students’
interests. The differences among the three levels of
Communication Cards would be both grammatical
and lexical, as well as demanding increasingly more
complicated and in-depth responses with the higher-
level cards. Regardless of the year of study, students
were advised to select a card commensurate with their
English level. Cards were not labelled, but a simple
color code was used. Beginner cards were printed on
green paper, intermediate on yellow, and advanced on
blue. Students were free to try any card or even have
multiple tries as they wished. Cards would remain

linked to the assessment of the Communication

Name: Weeks
No.: Date: 12/13
Complete one of the following in the
Global Plaza:
1. Pass this sheet of paper to an
instructor. Answer the questions O
that you are asked.
2. Ispent 20 minutes chatting in G.P. O
3. Iwatched a DVD in G.P. O
4. Ispent 20 minutes reading an 0
English book.
5. Twatched TV in G.P. for 20 0
minutes.
6. 1joined in a GP workshop. 0
7. I browsed the English books and O

found one to take home.

Figure 3: Front side, 1% sem. 2021 Communication Card
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Classes by requiring students to complete six cards,
with one point deducted for each card not done.
Because the new cards could be taken freely from the
counter in GP, it was hoped that students from all
years and those from the Faculties of Urban Planning
and Human Studies might also use them when
speaking with instructors (or their peers) for directed
conversation.

Figure 3 above shows the front side of the
Communication Cards used in first semester. It must
be remembered that strict social distancing measures
were in place in the GP in 1% semester 2021, and that
students were somewhat reticent about conversing in
public places such as the GP, so to give them simple
options, a number of easily accomplished tasks were
included. Students were free to select any task from
one to seven, have the instructor or counter staff
stamp their card on completion, and then return it to
their Communication Class teacher (in the case of 1%
and 2" year students in the Faculty of Foreign
Studies). Note that option seven didn’t require any
overt English language practice except in the
borrowing of an English book from the counter staff.
It did, however, require students to go to the GP and
spend some time in choosing a book to read.

Shown below in Figure 4 is the back side of a
typical intermediate level Communication Card. Note
also that all cards included the “Ask me a question.”
entry to ensure that the teacher/student conversations
always had at least one instance of students asking
questions of instructors.

Communication Cards were continued to be used
in 2" semester with one important adjustment.
Adapting to the changing situation of Covid-19 and
to further encourage conversation and participation at

the GP, it was decided that option seven, “I browsed

Movies: Questions

1. Do you enjoy watching movies?
2. Where do you usually watch movies? (your
living room, the cinema etc.)

3. Do you have a movie streaming service such as
Netflix? Is it good?

4. Do you like animated movies, or do you think
they are just for kids?

5. Tell me about a movie (or drama) you have
watched recently. Did you like the way it
ended?

6. Ask me a question.

Figure 4: Back side of a new Communication Card (2021)

the English books and found one to take home,” could
safely be removed. Shown below in Chart 1 is a small
data set obtained from four Communication Classes
showing which activities in GP were the most popular.
It indicates that by eliminating option seven that there
was a marked increase in students electing to complete
the conversational aspects of the Communication
Cards in 2" semester (the back side questions and
chatting in GP). Hence, we can conclude that students
are becoming more inclined to converse in the GP
despite the concerns of Covid-19. The GP staff have
also reported that the 2™ semester has been livelier,
and students appear prepared to spend a greater
amount of time interacting with instructors and their

peers.

Chart 1: Communication Card Use by Activity in GP

Percentage of Communication Card Use by Activity in

GP (2021) n=303

1JJ). ..

B-side Eng. Eng. Chatting Watching Watching TV Workshops

DVDs

Reading Borrowing

Questions Books

mSem.1 mSem.2
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5. Conclusion and Outlook

In an ideal world, the GP would ‘look after itself’-
meaning that having created such a modern and
attractive facility, students would readily avail
themselves of the opportunity to further their own
learning. Students may even fit the profile of the ideal
self-access learner who approaches the facilities with a
mind to work on their weak points while taking
responsibility for their own language learning.
Unfortunately, the real world doesn’t seem to have
worked this way, and we have found that a semi-
compulsory approach to GP attendance has been the
solution. By creating the Communication Cards and
having a reward linked to the syllabus of a regular
university class (the Communication Class I[-1V),
students appear to have been appropriately motivated.
Once they arrive at GP, they then have the freedom to
choose an activity of their liking, so we can argue that
the model we have created doesn’t completely diverge
from self-access theory. Gremmo and Riley (1995)
state that there is no all-encompassing model for self-
access. Gardner and Miller (1999) point out that self-
access as a concept is very flexible, allowing it to be
incorporated into language courses where necessary,
and meeting the needs of various levels of
independence among learners.

Given our experience in assisting the GP so far,
having the Communication Cards to give our students
a weekly or biweekly topic they can readily talk about
has proven to be an effective method of increasing the
number of student visits to GP, and it has contributed
to an improvement in students’ participation styles
once they have entered the GP area. Going forward,
we will be challenged to keep coming up with
interesting topics for students to talk about. We realize

that creating an authentic need or desire for students

to communicate that isn’t related to their class
assessment may be the ultimate goal, but until such
time as the natural momentum of student visits
catches up, and the idea that the GP is both a fun and
effective environment for English learning
promulgates, we would continue to recommend
regular credit classes at university maintain a link to
GP through such devices as the Communication

Cards.
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