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The learning course I adopted in the assignment is Steps in Japanese for Beginners. This

course was found in edX by searching for the Japanese Language and was taken as a sample.

edX is a free online education service (MOOC) jointly launched by Harvard University and the

Massachusetts Institute of Technology. Steps in Japanese for Beginners is a Japanese language

learning course for beginners using English with the core goal of learning the language and

values of Japan. The program consists of three parts, in which the learner is expected to study at

a self-pace for 3 to 5 hours a week and complete one part in 5 weeks. Each part consists of four

lessons, each of which provides videos for vocabulary, grammatical commentary, and

conversation, allowing learners to practice pronunciation and speaking along with the

instructions in the video. In addition, each lesson concludes with a quiz to confirm the

knowledge.

In the last three years, I have been offering Japanese language classes to undergraduate

students as a lecturer at the Japanese Language Program at the University of Tennessee,

Knoxville, Department of Modern Foreign Languages and Literatures. Before I started teaching

at the University of Tennessee, I taught in the classroom for years at other institutions. Having

been involved in Japanese language education in the United States, the opportunities for learning

Japanese online have increased in recent years (Japan Foundation, 2019), which is one of my

significant interests. In addition, measures were taken to shift to online classes by a pandemic

that hit directly in spring 2020. The Japanese language program at the University of Tennessee

was affected by this without exception. These backgrounds naturally led me to the quest for more

effective learning Japanese online. Also, the Japanese language course for beginners does not
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require me to spend effort understanding the content, so I could concentrate on evaluating the

course design as an instructional designer. I am convinced that the course evaluation of the

program created by Waseda University's Online Japanese Language Education Department

(WasedaX) on the platform called edX will bring valuable results.

This course is accessible from the URL. On the top page of edX, learners set their email

address, username, and password to register as a user. Learners can search the site for the course

they want to study and select the enroll button to take a free course. Free access to all services

except for shareable certification acquisition and assignment and exam scoring functions by

instructors. The Step in Japanese for Beginners course's paid service is $ 222.30.

"Best Practices" checklist

Steps in Japanese for Beginners was evaluated based on the University of Tennessee's

Best Practices for Developing and Delivering Online Instruction. A checklist filled out the

evaluation results was shown in Appendix A.

Experience as a user in the course: designer’s perspective about the pre-course survey

Before beginning lesson (module) 1, learners will pass through the course introduction

section. In addition to the course description, there is a pre-course survey. This survey will help

course designers analyze learners participating in the course. Moreover, the survey will tell the

designer needs of learners participating in the course. The pre-course survey has been

implemented in Instructional Design (IT) 570, the instructional system design course I took. In

the systematic ADDIE model for course design, analysis, development, design, implementation,

and evaluation will be executed repeatedly (Larson & Lockee, 2020). Even in a course that has

https://www.edx.org/course/steps-in-japanese-for-beginners1-part1-2


Online Course Critique 4

already been published and implemented, it is possible for the course designer to constantly

reflect the feedback from the learner, which leads to the improvement of the course.

In addition, as this survey adopted the word cloud generator function, learners will be

able to visually recognize their answers and other participants’ answers immediately. Figure 1

shows the word cloud that was displayed after answering. I learned about this feature as a tool to

help create a practical online course in IT573, Introduction to Multimedia Instruction. An

asynchronous tool where sender and recipient are fluidized is an example of web 2.0. Palloff and

Pratt (2007) explain the importance of community building in online education in Chapter 2 of

Building online learning communities. By adopting this asynchronous tool, I was able to feel the

existence of many other learners, and I was motivated to learn. In this way, the emergence of a

sense of belonging to the learner is thought to contribute to creating a learning community.

Experience as a participant in the course: learner's perspective about chunked content

Each lesson (module) in the course consists of a background, dialogues 1 to 3, and a quiz.

The background section contains the learning goals in the lesson. By clearly stating the learning

goals, while comparing the learning content with the goal the learner can start each lesson.　

Learners are naturally motivated to clear the learning goals. Each dialogue section’s contents are

divided into vocabulary, grammar, and conversation. Each item has video instruction that is less

than 4 minutes. The learner is instructed to follow three steps (listen, repeat, and quiz) in

sequence in the video for vocabulary and grammar learning. Figure 2 shows a screenshot of an

example of a vocabulary learning video. The memorization of vocabulary and grammar is

essential for language learning. Those steps are considered to correspond to “remember” and

“understand” in  Bloom's taxonomy level. The dialogue has six learning steps (listening,
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understanding, speaking, speaking with a hint, role play, and check). Chunking of learning

content is underpinned by cognitive theory and cognitive load theory. Chunk instruction into

meaningful units or modules to reduce demand on the learner’s working memory (Larson &

Lockee, 2020). Creating a video clip in this way corresponds to Larson et al.’s statement.

Providing learning contents chunked meaningfully is also evaluated in the checklist (Appendix

A).

The components of each lesson and their sequences are repeated throughout the course,

making it easier for learners to remember the learning process and predict what to learn next.

The course design uses the same illustration of the stairs at the beginning of the video. The dog

climbs stairs so that the learner can proceed with learning while being aware of their current

position (Fig 3).

Two aspects of the course design that seem to work well and two elements of the course

design that could be improved

Presence

The first aspect works well but seems to improve at the same time. The Community of Inquiry

(CoI) framework is a widely used guide for online learning planning, development, evaluation,

and research. At the heart of the model are the interdependent constructs of cognitive, social, and

teaching presence (Swan et al., 2009). One of the first steps to establishing instructor social

presence in online courses is finding ways of establishing one’s persona (Dennen, 2007).  Course

instructors provide brief biographies, photos, and proper self-introductions at Steps in Japanese

for Beginners. Learners feel that the instructor is friendly and existent.
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Social presence is defined as "the degree to which a person is perceived as 'real' in the online

environment" (Palloff & Pratt, 2007). Establishing learner-instructor contact before the course

content interaction and collaboration begins is effective in an online learning environment

(Palloff & Pratt, 2007). The instructor has an opportunity to contact the learner in this course so

that the learner can think of the instructor as existing. However, learners are not encouraged to

introduce themselves within the course. Moreover, the course does not include instructor contact

information (phone, email, instant messenger, etc.). There was a link to the web page of the

instructor's university, but I can't find that information on the linked site. Including these items in

the course, design can affect interactions which is one of the keys to online learning (Palloff &

Pratt, 2007).

Effective operation of discussion forums have potential to create interactions and form learning

communities in an online learning environment. In discussion forums, introverted students can

experience stronger voices, and they can also empower the community (Palloff & Pratt, 2007).

There is a discussion forum in the course, but its function is limited to exchanging opinions

between learners, and the instructor's real-time response is rarely seen.

Lehman and Conceicao (2010) define the concept of presence in this way: “It looks and feels as

if the instructor is accessible to the learners and that the learners are accessible to the instructor

and each other, and that the technology is transparent to the learning process.” The sense of

presence in an online course has been identified as a critical component in the interactions

between the instructor and the students (Munro, 1998). My inability to interact with the

instructor in this course makes me uncertain if I can continue to study for four months. The

assignment and quiz scoring features and instructor feedback are also not available in the free
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course. The cost for learners to touch these functions is a burden for the younger generation of

learners, who are believed to absorb the knowledge of new languages efficiently.

I suggest moving access to the discussion board from the top page of the course into each lesson

(module) and designing it to create subdivided threads for the learning content. Changing from a

massive Q & A list-like function to more efficient interaction between learners along the content

will lead to a more meaningful learning community. I also want to incorporate efforts to increase

the degree of teaching presence, such as receiving feedback from instructors, into improvements.

Reducing course fees is not a trivial matter, as WasedaX and edX's operational strategies, such as

acquiring sponsors, are also involved. However, increasing the degree of presence (including

both social and teaching presence) is defined as "dynamic interaction of thoughts, emotions, and

behaviors" (Lehman & Conceicao, 2010). It directly affects the engagement of the course and

helps maintain the number of learners.

Function

The second aspect that seems to be working is the functionality of the course. The layout of the

course is visually and functionally consistent. The parts in the course are color-coded, and the

learning progress is shown with the illustration of stairs. These features help learners know

where they are in the course and help them contrast their progress to their learning goals. Also,

the course uses proper formatting. The course uses a font called kyokasyo-tai, recommended as

an example in Japanese language education, to maximize readability. The course has a closed

captioning feature in the video, but colors are used to identify the image, and

accessibility-friendly accommodations such as alternation text should be improved. The

hyperlinks in the course were working correctly. The Online Broken Link Checker
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(https://www.brokenlinkcheck.com/) was used to check and the links related to Steps in Japanese

for Beginners did not appear in the broken link list.

Learner support

A quality framework criteria review for online learning consistently lists student support among

many key components of quality (Stewart et al., 2013). In addition, according to a study by

Stewart et al., online learners benefit from the services provided by the university for successful

learning. These services include access to library resources and a computing and technology help

desk (Stewart et al., 2013). An assessment of the Steps in Japanese for Beginners based on the

University of Tennessee’s best practices for Developing and Delivering Online Instruction

showed that access to the library and commons resources was not present in the course

(Appendix A). It is essential to provide resources that allow the learner to investigate the

questions and interests of the learner’s content through the lesson. Providing resources supports

the learner's motivation and enthusiasm and helps the learning community mature by returning

what the learner has researched to the course. Since WasedaX, which designs the course, belongs

to Waseda University, I suggest allowing off-campus access to university library resources.

Using librarians and electronic help desk services is also attractive for successful online learning.

For technical support, edX subscribers can also take a demo course called Demo edX for free to

experience using the platform. The Learner Help Center has a list of simple links to address

issues related to account settings and sign-in. However, from the existing support system, I get

the impression that the courses are designed for learners who have no problem operating the

browser, and having high-speed broadband access is an implicit premise for taking the course. In

other words, it seems that it is intended for learners who have some knowledge and experience in
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online learning. Learners can send messages to publishers as a way to get help within the edX

site, but it's unclear if it covers computer troubleshooting and technical assistance. A study by

Stewart et al. shows that it was important for some online students to have a physical location on

the university campus where they could receive face-to-face assistance (Stewart et al., 2013). On

online learning sites like edX, setting up a campus that accepts natural learners physically may

not be in line with their operating philosophy. Still, to enhance support to improve the quality of

the learning environment, I suggest that edX provide their contact information other than

automatic response service and provide the possibility of human assistance via phone or live chat

application (e.g., line, skype). As well as the importance of teaching presence, the introduction of

a support system by course designers who can answer learners' questions about content may be

considered for improvement.

Conclusion

I critique Steps in Japanese for Beginners in edX, one of the MOOCs based on the

University of Tennessee’s best Practices for Developing and Delivering Online Instruction.

The use of pre-course surveys supports repetitive functionality in the ADDIE model. The

introduction of the Word Cloud Generator feature has made a partial contribution to creating a

learning community in online learning that allows learners to have a sense of belonging.

Chunking of learning content appropriately adjusts the learner’s working memory load in

essential language learning. The use of video clips was the primary instruction in this course, but

each video clip is aligned to a suitable length of shorter than 4 minutes and is relevant to the

content. The functionality of the course is high level, such as layout consistency, use of fonts

suitable for learning the Japanese language, and increased functionality of hyperlinks. Due to
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lack of access to libraries and commons resources, there is room for design consideration in

support functions that support learners' advanced learning. Instructors strive to establish their

own persona through self-introduction. Conrad and Donaldson (2012) describe effective teachers

as fascinating students through welcoming gestures, regular feedback, and behavior that

demonstrates the existence of supportive education. However, the presence of a complex

instructor cannot be felt at the free level of this course. Since there are few opportunities for

interaction, including transmission from the learner side, there are many items that can be

devised and improved in the social presence of participants and the creation of an ideal learning

community.
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Word cloud display:

Figure 1. When the learner answers a question in the pre-course survey, the answer is displayed

as a word cloud. Learners can feel their existence by looking at the responses of other learners.
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Screenshot of example instructional video:

Figure 2. Each lesson is divided into three parts, and each piece is further divided into three

learning items. This figure shows that a video clip example is used to instruct the subdivided

learning items.
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Screenshot of an instructional video that shows the progress of learning:

Figure 3. The dog climbs stairs so that the learner can learn while being aware of their current

position.
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Appendix

Appendix A

Best Practices Checklist with evaluation results
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Note:  Appendix A shows the checklist with evaluation results of steps in Japanese for Beginners

course based on the University of Tennessee’s best Practices for developing and Delivering

Online Instructio.


