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Jacobs and Farrell (2003) see diversity1) as one of 
the major changes brought about by the 
paradigm shift toward communicative language 
teaching (CLT) in second- language education 
over the past few decades. One of the key 

components of the CLT paradigm shift mentioned 
by the authors is “focusing greater attention on 
diversity among learners and viewing these 
differences not as impediments to learning but 
as resources to be recognized, catered to and 

appreciated” (Jacobs and Farrell, 2003, p. 8)”. I 
find that a positive view on diversity of this kind 
is sound and sometimes even more realistic than 
relying on a one-size-fits-all approach. 
Furthermore, diversity among students can boost 

learning dramatically, if handled appropriately. 
In this article, I would like to share my 
experience with the positive effects of diversity 
among students in a Japanese- language course 
at a university in Japan.

Diversity among My Students

I am currently teaching the Japanese language to 
international exchange students at a university 
in Japan. Due to the nature of the program, we 
have students with diverse backgrounds from 
partner universities in 15 different countries and 
regions around the globe. Since I started 

teaching at my this university in April 2010, I 
have gradually come to acknowledge the 
diversity among my students as a valuable 
resources that can foster their learning and 
enrich their personal experiences. 
       
For instance, I realized that by taking up a 
simple topic like food, the seasons, or the 
drinking age in their own countries and 
discussing its differences in these regards in 
class, even beginning-level students could enjoy 
the opportunity to learn more about other 
countries and cultures. At other times, I noticed 
that even differences in achievement level 
serves as an avenue to foster students’ learning, 
when I saw a more proficient student helping 
other students to answer my questions. Ever 
since I noticed these rich resources, I started to 
exploit the diversity in my class as much as I 
could.

Individualized Vocabulary Tests Using Moodle 
Glossary

In my classes, I give individualized vocabulary 
tests whose coverage students can select 
themselves. These tests are a possible way to 
utilize diversity among my students to foster 
their learning, as they have different interests 
and concerns. Thus, the words and phrases they 
want to learn can be different.
       In addition, by involving students in the 
test-making process, the tests increase their 
construct validity. This is because such student-
made tests reflect the students’ perception of 
what was actually covered in the previous 
lessons, which can be quite different from what 
the teacher believes s/he taught (see Murphey, 
1989, 1994).

I have been using the glossary2 on Moodle, an 
online course–/learning-management system, to 
conduct individualized vocabulary tests for the 
last few semesters. The Moodle glossary is, as its 
name suggests, an online list of definitions, like 
a dictionary, that can be created on Moodle class

Diversity as a Resource for 
Learning: My Experience with a 
Map-Making Project and 

Individualized Vocabulary Tests   

Makoto Takeda, Japanese 
Language and Culture Program, 
Kanda University of International 
Studies

PeerSpectives, Winter 2011-2012



P e e r s p e c t i v e s  i s s u e  8  p a g e  6

pages. (See Figure 1 below for an example list). 
Users can create multiple glossaries on a single 
class page. In addition, students and teachers 
can collaboratively add and edit entries. These 
features of Moodle enable me to use the glossary 
for individualized vocabulary tests.
       
Typical procedures for the individualized 
vocabulary tests are as follows: first I create a 
number of empty glossaries equivalent to the 
number of participating students or student 
groups on my Moodle class page. Next I ask my 
students to enter new vocabulary they want to 
learn as well as their definitions in their first 
language to their own glossary, by the deadline. I 
usually limit the number of entries per glossary 
to about 20. Subsequently, I check the student-
made lists, correct minor errors and 
misconceptions, and ask the students to study 
the vocabulary on the updated list. While the 
students are preparing for the test, I formulate 
individualized test questions for each student or 
student group by choosing entries from the 
online glossary.

 
Figure 1: Multilingual Definitions in a Student-
Made Vocabulary List in the Moodle Glossary

The Map-Making Project

I conducted a map-making project in a class for 
advanced beginner–level students in the fall 

semester of 2010, where diversity among the 
students blossomed. The profile of the class and 
the project are as follows.
       
The class consisted of 12 students from 6 
countries: Brazil, Spain, South Korea, Thailand, 
the UK, and the USA. In spite of their diverse 
cultural and language backgrounds, the students 
seemingly gelled well. In the project work, the 
students worked in groups to make a map of the 
campus and its neighborhood for the 
convenience of prospective students and 
newcomers. I expected the students to 
collaborate and learn from each other in the 
process of creating the maps. Furthermore, I 
wanted them to learn more from the target 
language environment. Thus, I incorporated an 
individualized vocabulary test into the project.
       
I first divided the class into groups of three or 
four, whose makeup the students decided freely. 
Next I brainstormed ideas for the maps with the 
class, and eventually we came up with the 
following three ideas: 1) a general map of the 
campus and its neighborhood, 2) a route map 
that showed how to get to the campus from the 
student accommodations, and 3) a map which 
included information about inexpensive shops 
and restaurants around the nearest train station 
from the campus. Each student group chose one 
of these ideas and worked on it. I also asked 
each group to enter 20 new words and/or 
expressions they encountered in the process of 
map creation into the group glossary on the 
Moodle class page, and announced that they 
would be tested on 10 entries out of the group 
list after they finished making their maps. In the 
last class devoted to the project, I gave the 
students a vocabulary test specialized for each 
group.
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Generally the students’ perceptions of and 
responses to the map-making project with group 
vocabulary test were positive. In addition, the 
quality of the maps the students created was 
much higher than I had expected.3

Remarks on Diversity

In this section, I will give some remarks on the 
map-making project in terms of student 
diversity.

Special Skills

The group project enables the different special 
skills of each member to be brought out. As 
mentioned above, each student group produced 
a high-quality final product for the map-making 
project. One of the groups submitted a highly 
professional-looking 3D map shown in Figure 2, 
which surprised me and the other students. The 
map was created with Adobe Illustrator, a 
professional vector-graphics editor, because one 
of the students in that group specialized in 
graphic design and was skilled at operating 
Illustrator. This can be interpreted as a good 
example of effective functioning of diversity.

Figure 2: A Professional-looking 3D Map Created 
by a Student Group

Difference of Views and Opinions

The students seemed to have learned a lot from 
the collaboration with other group members 
during the project. Different views and opinions 
among the members and the process of 
reconciling these differences provide ample 
opportunities for students to learn. The 
following excerpt from one student’s reflective 
report, originally written in Japanese, suggests 
that this student benefited much from the group 
work. The student wrote:

My group consisted of four members. Before 
creating a map, each member first thought 
up an idea individually. Subsequently, we 
discussed our ideas and selected the best 
one and went about making our map. While 
we were making a map, we learned a 
variety of useful vocabulary. That was a 
very good experience for me. Occasionally 
we had different ideas but we came 
together and made the best choice. I think a 
group project is important because we can 
learn various things at a time. We made a 
good map. It was a good project. Everyone, 
good job!

This comment suggests that the communication 
among the members of the group this student 
belonged to was open, and that different views 
and possible alternatives were aired. Through 
the interaction with the other members, this 
student finally realized the value of group work.

Difference of L1 Background

Difference of first-language background can 
easily be seen as a potential cause of 
miscommunication among students. But it can 
also elicit interest in other group members and 
promote interaction among them, which can 
make the learning process more enjoyable and 
rewarding. The following comment from another 
student, quoted from her reflective report, 
again originally written in Japanese, suggests 
this:
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This time round, we made a map in the 
group that we had formed earlier. Before 
and while we were making up our map, we 
entered new words, which we found 
necessary or whose meanings we did not 
understand well, into the Moodle glossary. 
We looked up the meaning of these new 
Japanese words in the following order: 
English, Portuguese, and Korean. We 
enjoyed that process, getting interested in 
the first language of other members.

This student obviously enjoyed the process of 
getting to know the other students as a result of 
being intrigued by the first languages of the 
other members. Learning about each other is an 
indispensable process to promote inter-member 
“acceptance,” which is an important attribute of 
a good group (Dörnyei and Murphey, 2003).

Personalizing Teaching and Learning Materials

The last remark I highlight stems from a spoken 
comment by a student. This comment convinced 
me of the significance of personalizing teaching/
learning materials to promote learning, which 
caters to the difference between the students.
 
A Brazilian student told me after the map-
making project that he liked the individualized 
vocabulary test, as he was able to learn more 
than in other class activities. According to him, 
instructions, explanations of grammar, and 
glossaries in the teaching materials for the 
Japanese language were in most cases given in 
English, which sometimes slowed down his 
understanding. In the individualized vocabulary 
test given as a part of the map-making project, 
however, he was able to learn new vocabulary 
more efficiently, as the definitions were 
available in his first language, Portuguese.

Conclusion

In this little article I have presented some 
aspects of diversity among students that can 
lead to effective learning or make the learning 

process more fulfilling. I also suggested that 
catering to diversity among students can 
promote effective learning. Appreciating student 
diversity necessarily requires teachers to loosen 
control over the students and transfer more 
responsibility for their learning and the right to 
make decisions to them, which may be easier 
said than done for many language teachers, 
including myself. But I would like to believe that 
when we loosen our grip over the students and 
trust them, something amazing can happen, as I 
have experienced with the map-making project.
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Notes

1 In this article, I use the term diversity to mean 
“the mix of students we have in our 
classrooms in terms of backgrounds, ethnic, 
religious, social class and first language, sex, 
achievement levels, learning styles, 
intelligences, and learning strategies” (Jacobs 
and Farrell, 2003: 16–17).

2 Perhaps access to an add-on block for Moodle 
called “COVCELL Personal Glossary & Quizzer” 
would be more convenient for Moodle 
activities using individualized vocabulary lists. 
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 3 These student-made maps are available for 

viewing at the following URL: 
http://www.kuis.ac.jp/bekka/

st_archive.html.

PeerSpectives, Winter 2011-2012

Japanese University students 
and Computer Assisted 
Language Learning

Thomas Lockley

The field of computer assisted language 
learning (CALL) is growing fast; it is fair to 
say most language teaching professionals will 
have grappled with it to a greater or lesser 
extent at some stage of their careers. The 
pedagogical benefit of using authentic 
resources in the classroom and the increased 
efficiency of well established resources online 
are clear to most teachers, so too are the 
benefits of transferable skills for students in a 
field that does not have a clear career path 
established for the post-graduation era.

However, despite this, I have noticed that 
there is often a mismatch between teacher 
and student expectations and/or aspirations 
for CALL. Teachers have expectations of what 
skills students should have, and aspire to use 
technology with a certain understanding of its 
utility. Students on the other hand, coming 
from diverse technological worlds, expect 
different outcomes, often appear clueless or 
simply look disillusioned. This mismatch 
seems often to conclude with both sides 
dissatisfied and attempts to use CALL fading 
away to die a sorry death. It is clearly 
imperative that we understand students’ 
attitudes to using Information and 
Communications Technology (ICT) in class if 
we are to overcome issues like these.

Japan is of course a country which we might 
describe as saturated with technology and 
electrical gadgets - from toilet seats to 
mobile phones. The latest homes even 
incorporate fully integrated entertainment, 
security and appliance systems. Indeed 87.2% 
of Japanese own a computer and 67.1% of 
households are online; ranking Japan 6th and 
18th among the 40 OECD countries 
respectively (OECD, 2010). The Ministry of 
Internal Affairs and Communications (MIC) 
reports that Japan enjoys the world’s highest 
broadband speeds and lowest consumer costs 
(MIC, 2009).

Mobile phones and their widespread use are 
virtually ubiquitous especially among young 
women (Boase & Kobayashi, 2008), who make 
up a majority of our foreign language 
students in Japan; these “kei-tying 
teens” (Takahashi, 2011) have made mobile 
phones central to their youth cultures and 
social groups. Even those households reported 
on above who don’t have internet access 
through computers at home all have internet 
capable mobile phones making internet 
connectivity virtually 100%. Social media are 
not left out, 20% of the Japanese population, 
are on Twitter and Japanese language tweets 
account for 14% of the total (50% are in 
English but only 8% of Americans tweet)
(Akimoto, 2011). 
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