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Instructional communication is a field of study about the communication strategies for effective
classroom teaching. This paper is a report on the development of an instructional communication
graduate course at a private university in Tokyo. First the importance and need for the course
is discussed, the author arguing that general pedagogical communication skills have been
somewhat neglected in second language teacher training programs. Then the development
of the course is discussed in terms of the following course design considerations: goals and
objectives, content, organization, and assessment. It is hoped that the paper will provide insights
that individual teachers can use when developing and planning their own courses in second
language teacher education programs in Japan.
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nstructional communication is an interdisciplinary field of study combining insights
from the areas of pedagogy, communication, and educational psychology in order
to examine the communication behaviors—both verbal and nonverbal—used by both
teachers and students in the process of teaching and learning (Mottet, Richmond,
& McCroskey, 2006; Powell & Powell, 2015; White, 2016). The field of instructional
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communication concerns the question of how teachers can communicate in ways that
help their students learn.

In this paper, 1 describe the development of an instructional communication course
for a graduate program in English Language Education at a private university in Tokyo.
First 1 describe the impetus for the course. Then 1 highlight how key curricular design
principles informed the course’s development.

Impetus and Need for the Course

1 first started thinking about the importance of instructional communication while
teaching in a graduate TESOL program in the U.S.A. Many of the students in the
program were international students—either preservice teachers of English or in-service
teachers early in their career taking a leave of absence to pursue a graduate degree. In
informal discussions with students, many, including the Japanese students, expressed
concerns about their level of English language proficiency. In particular, a concern with
English pronunciation seemed to be at the top of the list. This, in turn, affected their own
confidence as well as their developing identities as English language teachers.

At the same time, however, the students’ microteaching demonstration lessons that
they occasionally delivered in class told a different story. Rarely, if ever, did 1 feel that
pronunciation was an issue that affected the success of a particular demonstration
lesson. Instead, what 1 frequently noticed was the student teacher fixed and frozen
behind a table or podium at the front of the class during the entire demonstration lesson.
Whenever an activity transitioned from a teacher-centered explanation to a student-
centered activity, the student teachers often used the time to review lesson plans and
sometimes even scripts of what they had prepared to say next. There seemed to be an
imaginary line between the student teachers and students.

Much has been written on what the knowledge base for teacher education, including
second language teacher education (SLTE), should include. Communication skills is
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one important domain included in many models of that knowledge base. In Richards’s
(1998) model, for example, he highlighted two dimensions of communication skills: (a)
general communication skills, such as voice, personality, and rapport and (b) general
proficiency levels in the target language being taught. In the literature for nonnative
English speaking teachers, this second dimension is by far the one that is most often
addressed. Suggestions in the literature often focus on the need for more training in
areas such as grammar, pronunciation, and vocabulary (Cullen, 1994; Lee, 2004; Lin,
Wang, Akamatsu, & Riazi, 2005). These are certainly important suggestions; however, 1
began to wonder whether addressing additional communication behaviors—Richards’s
first dimension—would be helpful for students. As a result, in my final years of working
in the U.S.A., 1 began training students in strategies for teacher immediacy—just one
aspect of instructional communication. The short training exercises were integrated into
an existing course in the MA TESOL curriculum (Rugen, 2018). The exercises seemed
helpful, in that video evidence showed students making strides in erasing that imaginary
line mentioned above.

In my current context in Japan, 1 wanted to build on this previous work by developing
a course dedicated solely to instructional communication. In addition to introducing
major components, theories, and strategies of instructional communication, the course
would also need to provide students with opportunities to practice the strategies. In fact,
after informal discussions with several faculty members and students from the English
Language Education graduate program, | learned there was a need for microteaching
opportunities in the curriculum.

In the end, then, I wanted to develop a course that would (a) introduce the theory
and practice of instructional communication to students, and (b) offer opportunities to
practice and reflect on the communication behaviors and strategies learned in class. The
following discussion about particular aspects of curriculum design show how this was
done.

The Course

The course design process consists of several overlapping components. Having briefly
addressed needs above, I will first introduce some contextual information before focusing
on the following four components of course design, adapted from two well-known texts
on language curriculum design (Nation & Macalister, 2009; Graves, 2000): formulating
goals and objectives, conceptualizing content, organizing the course, and assessment.

The course meets for 100 minutes, 14 times per semester. Graduate students in the
course are diverse; some teach English at the elementary school level, some at the high
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school level, and some at the university level. Other students may be teaching at private
jukus and others may have little to no experience teaching English at all. Students in the
class are either pursuing a graduate degree only (having a teaching license already) or
pursuing a teaching license and graduate degree concurrently.

Formulating Goals and Objectives

Goals and objectives are different, and well-developed curricula and language courses
will have both stated goals and objectives. Goals are general statements and future
oriented. Objectives are statements about how a goal is achieved. They are more specific
than goals and represent the steps that build toward reaching the goal. Together, goals
and objectives help build a clear vision of what should be taught in a course.

For example, one might have a goal of running a full marathon by the end of a
particular calendar year. That goal is general (but not vague) and future oriented. In order
to achieve that goal, one would have several, more specific objectives, such as running
30 kilometers per week, getting eight hours of sleep per night, and/or drinking two
additional glasses of water per day.

For this course in instructional communication, the following four goals were
developed:

1. Students will understand the origins and theoretical development of the field of
instructional communication.

2. Students will learn how select principles of instructional communication—
credibility, clarity, immediacy, power and authority, motivation and engagement,
anxiety, and affinity-seeking strategies—are connected to teaching and learning.

Students will review key principles in effective lesson design.
Students will demonstrate key instructional communication behaviors and strategies
through a series of video-mediated microteaching demonstration lessons.

In order to meet these goals, the following specific objectives were established. As
Graves (2000) noted, it is possible for some objectives to serve more than one goal (p. 78).
Thus, after each of the following objectives, the goal(s) it serves is stated in parenthesis:

Students will complete weekly study guides based on the readings and participate in
interteach sessions with a different partner every week (G1, G2).

Students will demonstrate understanding of goals/objectives; types of classroom
activities; variety, sequencing, and pacing; and materials design through in-class
hands-on tasks (G3).
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3. In the first half of the semester, students will deliver one 15-20 minute video-
mediated microteaching demonstration lesson based on a published activity (G4).

4. In the second half of the semester, students will deliver one 20-25 minute video-
mediated microteaching demonstration lesson based on an original activity (G4).

5. In written self-reflections following demonstration lessons, students will connect
specific strategies and behaviors that they used to principles of credibility, clarity,
immediacy, power and authority, motivation and engagement, anxiety, and affinity-
seeking strategies (G2).

6. In whole class discussions following demonstration lessons, students identify
strategies and behaviors that their classmates used, connecting them to principles of
instructional communication (G2).

Conceptualizing Content

As mentioned above, Richards’s (1998) model regarding the knowledge base of SLTE

is a useful one. He suggested the following six domains of knowledge, or content,

as necessary in SLTE: (a) theories of teaching, (b) teaching skills, (c) communication
skills, (d) subject matter knowledge, (e) pedagogical reasoning skills, and (f) contextual
knowledge. The content for this instructional communication course covers two of these
domains: the domain of communication skills and the domain of teaching skills.

Related to the domain of communication skills, content in the course includes
background information on the historical development of instructional communication
as well as the multidisciplinary nature of the field. Students are then introduced to the
most important principles of instructional communication, including clarity, immediacy,
credibility, power and authority, motivation and engagement, anxiety, and affinity-
seeking strategies.

When discussing these principles, we identify specific behaviors and techniques that
teachers can use in the classroom. For example, after reviewing the literature on the
importance of the teacher clarity principle and its connections to student learning, we
discuss specific techniques associated with clarity, including teaching in a step-by-step
manner, using an appropriate pace, informing students of lesson objectives, repeating
oneself when necessary, providing relevant examples, and using various questioning
techniques.

Students also evaluate their own perceived strengths and weaknesses with these
principles of instructional communication before viewing example teaching videos

MA(FRONT PAGE <4 PREVIOUS PAGE

NEXT PAGE »

about which we discuss the presence, or absence, of the principles. Video clips of
language teaching can be found either online at sites such as YouTube or on DVDs that
are sometimes packaged together with language teaching methodology textbooks (e.g.,
Harmer, 2015).

A second strand of content, related to what Richards (1998) called the domain of
teaching skills, includes concepts related to lesson design and the actual delivery of two
video-mediated microteaching demonstration lessons. Video-mediated microteaching
is simply the process of video recording teachers’ microteaching lessons and spending
time talking about the lessons together in a subsequent class. The microteaching lessons
are delivered and video recorded,in class, with the other students in the class assuming
the roles of language learners. These microteaching lessons help students develop a
heightened awareness of the application of instructional communication behaviors in
their actual teaching.

In the first microteaching demonstration lesson, students are provided with a lesson
plan for a 15-20 minute activity that they deliver to the class. Some of the best resources
for this include the Cambridge Handbooks for Language Teachers series and the Oxford
Resource Books for Teachers series. The activities from these books offer easy-to-follow,
consistent lesson plan templates. This frees students, in the first microteaching lesson,
from pressure associated with designing a short activity. It also relieves them from any
responsibility associated with the activity’s content. Instead, they can focus solely on
their instructional communication. As such, students choose two to three instructional
communication behaviors or strategies to focus on when delivering the microteaching
lesson.

In the second microteaching demonstration lesson, students are required to design
their own 20-25 minute activity, based on principles of effective lesson design. Then,
they deliver this lesson to the class. The aspects of lesson design that we cover in the
second half of the course include the following:

1. Goals and objectives: Students learn the difference between the two and practice, in
class, writing specific, measurable objectives for individual classroom lessons.

2. Types of classroom activities: Students review a continuum of in-class techniques,
ranging from controlled to semicontrolled to free (i.e., Brown, 2007, pp. 184-187).
We discuss their suitability in relation to an individual lesson’s objective(s).

3. Variety, sequencing, and pacing: Building on the previous aspect, students learn
about the importance of the organization—variety, sequencing, and pacing—of the
activities.
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4. Learning materials design: Finally, students are introduced to some basic principles
of materials design that they need to consider for any materials they use in their final
microteaching demonstration lesson (or for future materials as well). Tomlinson
(2011) provides a useful summary of 16 important principles for effective materials
design that students use as a guide in the design of their own materials.

Organizing the Course

The first half of the course targets the first content component—the theories and
principles of instructional communication. To structure this learning, students are
given assigned readings and a study guide to complete each week. In class, students
participate in what are called interteach sessions. Interteaching is a pedagogical strategy
for university-level instruction that departs from this standard lecture format.

An interteach session is a structured, mutually informing conversation between two
people, lasting 30 to 40 minutes, focused on a reading assignment and study guide
(5-10 questions) that are to be completed prior to the day of the interteach. The study
guide questions are written by the professor in order to assist the students’ reading
comprehension and to provide direction for the interteach. In class students are paired
with a partner (rotating so as to not work with the same person twice) with whom they
will discuss the reading. At the end of each interteach session, the professor can lead
a whole-class discussion based on whatever questions came up during the interteach
sessions. In other words, students determine the topic of the whole-class discussion with
their own questions and/or comments. Every 2 weeks, there are short quizzes with a few
questions from the study guides. The questions are exactly the same as they appeared on
the study guides. The students are motivated, then, to read in advance and participate
actively in the interteach session in order to perform well on the biweekly quizzes.

In Week 7, students deliver their first microteaching demonstration lesson. The
lessons are video recorded and posted online to our course site. Students review the
recordings outside of class and in Week 8 we discuss the recordings in class.

Weeks 9 to 12 of the course cover the particular aspects of lesson design mentioned
in the previous section. Instead of using the interteach strategy, however, a mini-lecture
focused on the reading’s main points is delivered, followed by a hands-on activity
for the students to complete. For example, after a mini-lecture on writing goals and
objectives for course and lesson planning, students are given a list of several types of
English courses. They then need to practice writing one goal for the course and one or
two objectives to meet that goal. After that, | provide a checklist of criteria for a strong
objective. Students then use the checklist to first revise their list of objectives from the
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previous task and then to analyze a new list of objectives given to them, choosing the
ones that meet and do not meet the criteria.

The final 2 weeks of the course are devoted to the final microteaching demonstration
lesson, where it is hoped students will be able to refine their instructional
communication strategies while delivering the original lesson they designed. The
purpose of each microteaching demonstration lesson is to practice various instructional
communication strategies. However, with the first lesson, students have fewer
responsibilities in the preparation. The second lesson places more responsibility on
the students while at the same time requiring an improved level of proficiency in
instructional communication. Therefore, there is level of scaffolding built into the
course, in that the second microteaching lesson requires greater independence than the
first microteaching lesson.

Assessment

Nation and Macalister (2009) identified six different types of assessment in language
curriculum design: placement assessment, observation of learning, short-term
achievement assessment, diagnostic assessment, achievement assessment, and
proficiency assessment. The assessment plan in this instructional communication
course incorporated three of them: observation of learning, short-term achievement
assessment, and achievement assessment. First, the biweekly quizzes—an important
component of the interteach strategy—served as an example of short-term achievement
assessments throughout the course. Such assessments serve a twofold purpose: (a)

they provide the instructor with feedback regarding students’ progress and (b) they

have motivational purposes, as students will want to keep up with readings and study
guides in order to achieve feelings of success on the quizzes. A second major type of
assessment was observation of learning. This is a type of formative assessment that
focuses more on the in-class tasks that students complete in order to establish whether
the task encourages student learning or the extent to which, if any, the task needs to

be modified (Nation & Macalister, 2009, p. 111). For example, in the second half of the
course, careful attention was paid to the in-class activities designed to help students
understand the aspects of lesson design. A third type of assessment was the achievement
assessments. The two microteaching demonstration lessons were an example of this.
The demonstration lesson assessment includes both a numerical score based on a rubric
and a student self-reflection, after having watched the recording of their teaching. Both
written (from the instructor, on the rubric) and oral (from classmates, in the whole-class
discussion) feedback is included in this assessment.
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Conclusion References

In this paper I have discussed the development of a graduate course in instructional
communication. The graduate course targets some of the most important and relevant
principles and strategies from the field of instructional communication and allows

the Japanese teachers of English time to practice them in class. In addition, the review
of key lesson planning principles in the second half of the course helps the students

in their preparation of the microteaching lessons through which the instructional
communication strategies can be practiced.

The process of course design is not a linear one. It is a cyclical process, with revisions
occurring on an ongoing basis. Throughout the course, students discussed their
perceived strengths and weaknesses in various aspects of instructional communication.
Then, after watching themselves practice these techniques on video, further reflections
took place both in writing and in whole class discussions. Clearly, the idea of reflection
was important in the course; however, its importance was never explicitly addressed, as it
has been in the literature on SLTE (Farrell, 2015). As a result, one revision 1 would like to
address in the future is to help students see reflection as a series of phases, which Stanley
(1998) described as the move from “engaging with reflection” to “practicing reflection,” in
the context of learning how to improve one’s instructional communication.

Finally, practicing effective communication skills will not only benefit the teacher-
student interactions in the language classroom but also the interactions that extend
beyond the classroom, as teachers are often required to communicate with other
teachers, administrators, staff, and even parents. As well-known musical composer
John Powel once noted, “Communication works for those who work at it” (as cited in
Madhukar, 2017). Thus, in addition to the importance of continually working toward
higher levels of proficiency in a target language, it is equally important for teachers to
work toward improving their general pedagogical communication skills in the classroom
as well.
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