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Classwork Led by Two Teachers from Different Faculties:
Report of a General Education Seminar

Nobukatsu Takahashi )" and Koichi Terazawai 2’

D Institute of Language and Culture Studies, Hokkaido University
2 School of Medicine, Hokkaido University

Summary— Thisis achronological record of a genera education undergraduate seminar held in the
second semester in 1997. The seminar, which was entitled " A Study of Journalese", was organised and
conducted by Nobukatsu Takahashi with the cooperation of Koichi Terazawa. Terazawa, together
with Professor Kazuhiro Abe, School of Medicine, taught a seminar for undergraduates in the first
semester in 1997, in which Takahashi joined them as an assistant. Thistime Terazawa assi sted Takahashi.
The class was open to first-year students with alimit of 20 students. As more than 20 students from
various faculties applied, we chose 20 by lottery. However, three dropped out soon, making the class
size 17, out of which four were female. There were atotal of 13 classes, but the first two classes were
used for guidance on the courseg, as is the custom.

This seminar had two main goals. One was to make students realise through experiential teaching that
no news story can be neutral in the strict sense of the word, and therefore readers are best advised not
to completely swallow what hewspapers say. The other goal was to devel op students' ability to com-
pare concepts and ideas, as comparison is a basic and essential ability for anyone who studies a
subject to develop.

To these ends, the students were required first to examine the appropriateness of headlines, and
then to compare two or three newspapers reporting the same news, and analyse the differences be-
tween their stories. Each time the students formed groups of four or five, so that classwork was
aways conducted in three or four groups.

At the conclusion of the course, we had several observations. What surprised us most was the fact
that the students had very poor comparison skills. When, for example, they weretold to check whether
a headline was appropriate or not, they were quite at aloss how to do it. It was evident from the very
first that they needed training in practical comparison. The first stage was devoted to this training.

Since the students were from various faculties, it was necessary that there should be class unity as
soon as possible. That was one of the reasons why we divided the studentsinto groups each time. We
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thought that they would easily foster friendly and cooperative relations with each other during
classwork. Yet, the success of group work depends on the members of the group. When there
were studentsin agroup who werelazy and unconcerned, the group became quiet and inactive;
therefore during the first stage we occasionally aroused such students' attention by telling the
whole class that the evaluation of their grade would be based mainly on their participation. On
the whole, we felt the femal e students showed greater enthusiasm than the males.

As the course advanced, the students showed more and more interest in their classwork,
and became more skillful at comparing and contrasting news. Being confident that they had
learned how to compare, we proceeded to the second stage: to check the relationship or connec-
tion between a TV picture and its message. First we repeatedly showed a TV news broadcast
(videotaped) without sound, and made the students guess and write what they thought the an-
nouncer was saying in it. When they put down their own version of the narration, we showed
the tape again and made each group read it aloud while the tape was playing. Naturally each
group's version was different. Then, we showed the news once again, this time, with sound. It
turned out that the narration of the news was quite different from what the students had guessed;
thus they learned by experience that a TV news picture does not always represent reality.

Their final classwork was to write a news story about this seminar. The assignment was
intended to make the students see clearly that newsis bound to be coloured by awriter's person-
ality, viewpoints, thoughts and emotions. The news created by each of the three groups was
different, and they had a very lively discussion about those differences in the final class, by
which time class unity had been firmly formed. We were confident that they had acquired and
developed comparison skills.

The next week after the seminar ended, we had a party at a pub. The students were not
strangers to each other now. They were more like brothers and sisters, so it was like afamily
party. Many of them said that if they had had a party at the start of the seminar, they could have
made friends with each other immediately and they would have had alively seminar from the
beginning. We accept this opinion with reservation, because we think a seminar and a party are
two different things, although the latter may create a good atmosphere among seminar mem-
bers.

All in al, we believe it was a successful seminar. During the course, as homework, on
severa occasions we made them hand in their impressions and opinions about what they did in
the class on a particular day. We gave them this assignment for the final class too, and judging
from what they wrote, they were all happy and satisfied with this course. Most of them said
they had learned how important comparison was, and that they must always be cautious about
what newspapers and TV news present. They seem to have been very contented with their
classwork. Some said that this was really a student-oriented class and so they could participate
actively.

Some students cited the combination of Takahashi and Terazawa as one of the key factors
in making the course a success. They may be right. After all, Takahashi is aman of literature
and Terazawa aman of science. And, according to one student, Takahashi is 'passionate’ while
Terazawa s 'cool'. Perhaps we complement each other well. And it can happen, more often than
not, that two is better than one.

(Received on March 3, 1998)
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