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Abstract: The elective Communication Skills Two (CS2) is an English class conducted as experiential
learning. A mid-size event, Tanabata Party or Christmas Party, is the core project of the class. We practice
business English, organizational roles, and procedures as Task-Based Language Learning (TBLL). The unique
event organized by students provides a platform for Project Based Learning (PBL). They perform leadership,
support management, team-learning and community building. In this laboratory, students are participant/
observers in the study of organizational behavior.

keywords:General System Theory (GST), Experiential Learning, Project-Based Learning (PBL), Task-Based
Language Learning (TBLL), Complexity, Case Study, Learning Environment, Participant-Observer, Alumni
Association
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1. Introduction

General Systems Theory (GST) has been termed
“the skeleton of science.” [1] While any system has
properties in common with other systems, GST
best serves the study of whole, living systems with
both holistic and organismic framing. This essay
by a humanist will not provide the documentation
and references to prove anything. Rather, our
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practice, grounded on the long term study of the
work of Gregory Bateson, is to describe processes.
In his essay “The Logical Categories of Learning
and Communication” [2] he included learning
with the other behavioral sciences. These include
biology, communication, anthropology, psychology,
sociology, economics, cognitive science, and
evolution. These are sometimes called the soft

sciences.

The classes called Communication Skills provide
conversational English to freshmen and sophomores
in the Faculty of Informatics. Communication Skills
Two (CS2) is an elective. The syllabus for the class
is designed to transmit applied business English.
With a framing provided by a synthesis of
theoretical communication, applied learning
practices, and networking, we have produced The
GST Communication Project semi-annual school

party event for 16 years.

Our students are making the transition from
adolescent to young adult to member of society
with their peers. Each year in student life is marked
by phases and patterns and each person has an
individual time-line for development. For some,
economic necessity forces early choices, for others,
invisible seeds are hidden which will take years to
germinate and grow. Personality, family background
and individual choice have brought them here.

Sophomores from all three Informatics
majors join this English class. Students studying
Information Society Design (ID), Information
System (IS), or Computer Science (CS), join to
organize a social institution and communal event.
With proper reflection and analysis, each student
will learn deep lessons about themselves, their team

and their world.

Since the year 2000, students in CS2 have
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organized an event in first and second semester each
year in connection with the class. This year marks
the 16th year of the Communication Project - a long
term research venture in General Systems Theory
(GST) and Experiential Learning. The real time
event is a “community simulation”, an instance of

organizational behavior.

In 2011, year 12 of The Communication Project,
Mr. Kawakatsu, a member of Wilkinson's lab, wrote
his graduation thesis "How to Make a Better Team"
[3] to articulate an understanding that organizational
team learning requires both formal, business
communication and informal, friendly interaction.

His research distilled a central dialectic in the
educational environment. The impact on CS2
organization is to structure the pedagogy and
content in two parts: one is a classroom session, the
other is like (but not) a club.

Mr. Kawakatsu's thesis is that both kinds
of communication are required for the job of
managing a team and organizing an event: business
communication and informal, i.e. "extracurricular,"
communication. The two types of communication

must not be cut off from each other but coordinated.

An organization needs rules and routines so
as to organize the time effectively, making sure
that all items on the agenda are handled in order.
Without professionalism, time is wasted, morale
low, motivation weak, and performance is poor. On
the other hand, without friendly interactions outside
of the classroom or meeting room, the organization
may be brittle and dry. In a receptive culture, team
members can express themselves and find their
voice. Necessary “know-how” is easily transmitted
in an organizational culture that sets a high value on

the interpersonal relationships and invisible paths of
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transmission.

2. Experiential Learning

Experiential learning is as old as life itself. How
does a seed learn how to be a tree? How does a baby
go from crawling to walking? We develop, adapt,
and evolve in dynamic interaction with a real world.
In the modern world we can see a wide variety of
learning styles which have the simple formula “learn
by doing.” One learns cooking by cooking, driving
by driving, and the protocol of meeting by having
meetings. Trial and error are part of this generic
category which includes language learning, hands-
on learning, on-the-job training, apprenticeships
and internships, fieldwork, practicums, rehearsals,
and simulations . GST finds common features in all
these training environments and goals, no matter the

scope and scale.

The English language teacher at a Japanese
University interprets experiential learning as
student-centered learning. The native speaker of
English is facilitator/supervisor. Under the influence
of Dewey’s Experience and Education [4] and
Gregory Bateson's Mind and Nature [5], the authors
seek to develop learning communities in which
students make autonomous choices and engage
meaningful interactions in their own world, the

learning environment of the university.

3. CS2 as TBLL

CS2 is an oral Business English language class
for sophomores. Using Task-Based Language
Learning (TBLL), the syllabus presents concepts
and practices for teaching Business English by using
the language and conduct of meetings while
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appointing roles, and procedures in planning and
executing the event. Each class session combines
a syllabus of general business and project
management concepts. Two thirds of every class
period are for a student managed business meeting
for the event.

4. CS2 as PBL

The organization and execution of an event,
or project is Project Based Learning (PBL)
around which training in leadership and support
management, team learning, and community
building emerge with observation and reflection.
CS2 also highlights various communication
competences i.e. people skills. These can appear in
a community where some are staff, some are guests,
and some are managers

The language teacher supervises and monitors
the class event as a group facilitator. GST
sees organismic life forms as embedded and
interconnected. Once the class begins, the team
begins to work through Tuckman's four stages
of group development [6]. Those are “Forming,
Norming, Storming, and Performing.” Tuckman
later added a fifth stage, Adjourning. [7] The authors
have observed many teams in many contexts.
The emerging lifeform which is the unique CS2
team lives and develops in each class session and
exercises various competences in The Community

Space which is our “club house.”

The project is a student-centered educational
activity. Beyond setting the date, time and place
of the event and some parameters or guidelines
proposed by Project Management Body of
Knowledge (PMBOK) [8] and The Fifth Discipline

[9], we have given control to the students. There
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is no way to know in advance which students
will join this elective class. We do not know how
the leaders will be selected, and what impact the
personalities of various participants will have on the
whole system. We can help students to develop the
oscillating participant/observer awareness to record,
reflect on and incorporate their experiences in the

class project.

5. The Organization of the Class and
Project structures

At present, when we organize the Tanabata Party
or the Christmas Party in a semester class we always
begin by announcing that the project is "like a
class and like a club”. This means that we run “the
class" as business communication in English. The
communication goals of CS2 include developing
English competence in a business context. The
90-minute class period provides sufficient time for
discussion and text work with portions of a text,
such as PMBOK and The Fifth Discipline. After
the student Director is appointed, much of the class

period is used as the meeting.

6. Unit of Evaluation

The unit of evaluation for English is the Final
English report. The students write their reflections
on their own development of personal mastery,
their role in the event, their own experiences of
team learning, and community building in the total
management of the event. They are also asked to
connect their experiences in managing the event
with their own major and potential future role when
they enter the work force.

The unit of evaluation for PBL is the event as a
whole. It is the first chance for students to create a
real case and then study it from many angles. Class
time would never be sufficient for the execution

of an event. In order to produce the event on
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time, to have all reservations, teams, equipment,
menus, tickets, performances, and questionnaires
in order, the team needs an indeterminate amount
of extracurricular time. Needless to say, grading a
student for participating in a community simulation
is a delicate matter. Student centered learning needs
students’ evaluation of self and others. Evaluation is

also a duty of the supervising professor.

7. The “Community Space”

The whole class, or if the number of students
is too large, the leaders of each team, attend the
Leaders' Meeting where they work together "like a
club.”

The Leader's Meeting is held in the evening after
the last class. The presence of former managers of
earlier events is important. These senior students do
not command but support. The “club” meeting really
unfolds like an extracurricular activity. Students
develop relationships, representatives from clubs
visit, gnarly problems are discussed, and a manual is
made. The required “extracurricular” portion of the
class is the environment in which roles are defined,
the process becomes coherent, and group cohesion

becomes strong.

8. TBLL Syllabus

In preparation for the event, English language
TBLL for Business English suggests a directed
syllabus to introduce students to the categories of
business English. Two texts are used to generate
the schedule of training sessions, given to students

when the class starts

A selection of topics from PMBOK provides an
international standard for guidelines and suggestions
for the team of students:

a. Estimating Scope, Scale, Time
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b. Human Resource Management

c¢. Cost Management

d. Scheduling

e. Documents and Records

f. Risk Management

We have copies of PMBOK in the Community
Space, available for ready reference. The English
Lesson we prepare, however, is aimed at non-
specialists. If they have an interest, they can easily
follow-up. Two major areas do not fall within my
sphere of training: 1. Costing, accounting, and
finances and 2. Records (statistics). For these we

should ask for specialist advice.

The Fifth Discipline topics are also selected from
the texts which we have. The communication focus
is on competence in three areas: ‘personal mastery’,
‘team learning’ , and ‘shared vision’ (community
building). Personality, leadership, and support
leadership are all connected to building a better

team.

9. Conclusion

The purpose of this brief report is to outline the
organization and conduct of the elective English
class CS2 which manages an event in the first and
second semester every year. The English language
aspect of the class is organized as TBLL, to give
students a basic outline of business terms in English,
utilizing PMBOK for guidelines.

However, the event itself is a context for PBL.
TBLL is classroom based but PBL cannot be
contained in a class. The best available analog for
the event is a university club activity. This situation
creates a paradoxical situation, because club
activity is generally classified as “extracurricular
activity.” The members of the class must “join the
club” and invest themselves in the process. But

CS2 is a class. This program forms a real case,
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an enactment of organizational behavior as a

“Community Simulation.”

To return to Mr. Kawakatsu and his research, he
was an ID student, working on the humanity side of
Informatics. His family had taken him to China and
Germany when a child. He started playing soccer

when he was six years old.

Team activity brought him together with new
friends who could play together in a field with a
ball. The child experienced the unity of the team
that was beyond language. Later, when being the
director of the Tanabata Party as a sophomore, or
still later, when he was the chief student in the lab,
he came to understand the essential differences
between formal and informal communication, in any
context, whether business or academic.

Mr. Kawakatsu' s research analyzed the necessary
interplay of formal and informal communication
in team management. The art of leadership
requires a dynamic balance for the two forms of
communication. Perhaps a metaphor could be used
to understand the situation of a group of intelligent,
professional track students managing an event. Once
the “team becomes a team” the team behaves more

like a wild horse than a group of students.

A fine horse, bred for racing, needs a trainer
with a gentle voice and knowledgeable hand. The
untrained horse can break walls and door, and even
harm the trainer. With careful training, however, the
stallion or mare can reach their highest potential.

This is also true of an excellent team.

The metaphor of an untrained horse is one way
to describe the team in action. Conscious reflection

and evaluation gives the manager grounding in the
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practice of participant/observer; to know practically
what it is like to work with a developing team and
to have many experiences of teams to compare.

This event constitutes a valuable component of
a student” s total education in preparation for the
duties of citizenship, joining the workforce and
contributing to the society. We hope they are ready
to join society and forge the long term bonds that

weave together a strong alumni association.
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