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When I first learnt about the opportunity of 
transferring to Hiroshima Bunkyo Women’s  
University as part of a team establishing a 
new communicative English language 
program there,  I wondered how the so-
called ‘Kanda experiment’ as I knew it 
would be replicated in a much smaller and 
less language-learning oriented setting. It 
certainly seemed ambitious as much as it 
was pioneering. But I was ready for a new 
challenge and had long been interested in 
experiencing life in Hiroshima, with its 
manageable size, spacious boulevards 
and proximity to both sea-side and 
mountain-side. After almost one year later, 
I can now reflect on my decision to move 
there, in terms of how this ‘experiment’ has 
fared so far, looking from a teacher’s 
perspective.

For me personally, it has been a new 
experience to work in a small team to help 
set up a program from scratch, especially 
having come from a much larger team of 
over 50 teachers at KUIS. To call the 
experience challenging would be 
understatement; but at the same time it 
has been invigorating, and never boring. 
Naturally the biggest challenges have 
come from needing to adapt and enhance 
our Kanda knowledge-base to meet the 
needs of our Hiroshima learners; but along 
the way there have been other challenges 
(and rewards of course) related to 
integrating into an existing institution.

When we first set up camp, the new 
language centre was not quite complete, 
so we had to brave the cold of an empty 
classroom without heaters as we finalized 
materials preparation, systems and other 
administrative issues. At that stage, while 
the experience worked wonders for team-
bonding, I really was beginning to wonder 
if I had made the right move. 

However, when we moved into our 
renovated building, known as the Bunkyo 
English Communication Centre (BECC), 
the following week, I was truly impressed 
by what had been achieved by the design 
team in just a few months. It represented 
an overall theme of how all the good 
features of the KUIS set-up had been 
adopted, while the few not-so-good 
features had been revised and refined to 
achieve just the right balance of high 
technology and day-to-day practicality. 
Along with working in an already 
established team with a shared knowledge 
of the Kanda ethos, it certainly made our 
jobs as teachers much easier: we were 
able to focus on the chalk face of grasping 
as quickly as possible the needs, 
expectations, and abilities of our new 
student group; and tied to that has been 
the consequent task of updating and 
revising our curriculum from week to week, 
lesson to lesson. 

It would be easy to say that our students 
here are very different to those we had 
been used to at KUIS, but that would be 
too much of a sweeping statement. True, 
the average English proficiency of this 
freshman intake is lower than the Kanda 
equivalent; but our students are mainly 
pursuing majors other than English. 
Despite that, I have witnessed a real 
transformation in their ability to 
communicate in English; above all, the 
barriers of fear and shame, of speaking in 
English, have noticeably begun to crack. In 
concrete terms, we have managed to 
reach a level of about 90% English as the 
means of classroom communication. 
These achievements are made all the 
more impressive when you consider that 



these students only study with us for two 
90-minute periods a week. 

From my vantage point, an important 
factor in this early success has been the 
role played by the overall environment of 
the centre here, in particular the SALC 
(Self-Access Learning Centre). In a 
nutshell, we have managed to create a 
vibrant English learning community, of 
which the classroom is just one 
component; for though we only have 
contact with the students two periods a 
week, we also interact with them in the 
SALC, a strictly English-only space. And 
although most of this interaction is due to 
semi-compulsory homework assignments, 
it has facilitated a significant amount of 
contact with English in a less formal 
environment, where students can 
communicate more freely.  Students can 
experience a more holistic use of English 
than they have been used to: English not 
just as an academic endeavour, but 
English as a social medium. And so I have 
sensed perceptions of and attitudes 
towards English change over this past 
year. As a result, students who started 
visiting the SALC from compulsion are 
now coming of their own accord. 

So what lies ahead for us, for me, here? 
More and more ‘firsts’: A new freshman 
intake from next April, our existing 
freshman students moving into the first 
ever BECC sophomore classes, and a set 
of third year materials needing to 
materialize! So do I really have time to be 
writing this article? Well, yes actually, if 
only to share the feeling that all teachers 
have in our day to day routine: the feeling 
of making a difference, of changing 
perceptions, broadening horizons; or 
rather, the feeling of helping someone 
make a difference in their own life. And for 
me, it is the very freshness, the very youth, 
of this program which has multiplied such 
feelings. Of course I cannot predict the 
future of this program: will it amount to 
nothing more than an attractive side-show 
in a mainly non-English major university, 
as in many other institutions, or will it 

mature as a key agent either within a 
revitalized languages department or in its 
own right? Stay tuned!


