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1. Purpose of Study

The purpose of this study (N = 198) is to investigate a new way of having students do
project-based learning. Specifically, it proposes that having university students who are
studying English as a foreign language (EFL) create documentaries in English is a more
beneficial activity than giving PowerPoint presentations because recent literature (e.g. Swan
& Hofer, 2013) hypothesizes the superiority of documentaries to (1) promote lifelong
learning, (2) develop global citizenship skills, and (3) help students succeed at higher
education. To investigate these claims, we proposed having a control group (Group 1), do
project-based learning that culminated into PowerPoint presentations, and an experimental
group (Group 2), do project-based learning that led to the production of informational
documentaries.

2. Research Members
Lead researcher: Ryan Smithers, Association for Academic Affairs, Language Center

Co-researcher: Scot Matsuo, Association for Academic Affairs, Language Center

3. Method

To investigate the claims above, it was proposed that students (n = 51) from two Intensive
English classes (Group 2) be taught some basic media literacy skills and learn what is
required to make an informational documentary, while students (n = 48) from two other
Intensive English classes (Group 1) be taught PowerPoint presentation skills. In all four
classes, for stage one, students were first required to work individually to create a four-to-
five-minute documentary (Group 2) or PowerPoint presentation (Group 1) on any topic of
their choosing. Stage two involved having students work in groups of two to four students to
create longer documentaries (Group 2) or PowerPoint presentations (Group 1). The length of
these group documentaries and presentations was based on group sizes. That is, each group
was required to produce four to five minutes of material per group member (i.e., a four-
member group would have had to produce a 16-20-minute documentary video). Stage one
was conducted during the first seven weeks of classes in the spring semester of the 2016/17
academic year, while stage two was conducted from week eight till the end of the semester.
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These procedures were repeated on a new group of students (N = 99) studying in Intensive
English in the fall semester of the 2016/17 academic year.

4. Data Collection

Data collection for this study included both qualitative and quantitative data. As for the
quantitative data, a language learning motivational questionnaire was given to all the
participants at the beginning of the spring and fall semesters and again at the end of these
semesters. The questionnaire was in Japanese and sought answers to questions related to
measures that gauge improvements in student learning, such as motivation, self-regulation,
and self-efficacy. Data was analyzed with SPSS version 24. Finally, to triangulate the
findings and determine the effect that learning through documentaries has on equipping
students to become global citizens and lifelong learners, participants were asked to fill out
some self-report surveys about the perceived benefits and/or detriments of their project-based
learning experiences.

5. Results and Conclusion

In this study, as mentioned above, we sought to find the best way to train students to become
lifelong learners, global citizens, and better trained university graduates. The results from
end-of-semester course evaluations revealed that students who produced informational
documentaries were more satisfied with their Intensive English classes than the students
whose project work resulted in PowerPoint presentations. Furthermore, these surveys also
revealed that students who made documentaries were more satisfied with the quality of new
knowledge gained and the skills that they acquired. That is, they viewed the technological
knowhow required to make a documentary to be more relevant to their futures. This was
summed up well in a course evaluation comment by one student: “Because of Intensive
English, I could learn how to do many things on a computer and I could learn to speak more.”
As for the results of the language learning motivational questionnaire, data analysis revealed
greater improvements in motivation and self-efficacy in students who had made
documentaries. To better accentuate the students’ feelings about the superiority of
documentaries to create a better learning experience for students, the following comments are
relevant:

“Watching videos is better [than watching PowerPoint presentations] for learning
English because they arouse our interest and concentration.”

“...1 learned expressions in English. Also, what | got from this project are English
pronunciation [skills]. I learned to be able to listen to English more than when 1
started this class.”

“[By making a documentary] | could get the ability that I give information in English.
I think that it is a very important and useful ability.”
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“In watching a video, we recognize [learn] through sight and hearing. In addition, we
can remember useful, easy, and short expressions.”

In sum, students today need to graduate from university with more than just book learning
and foreign language proficiency. To give them skills like problem solving, articulating
knowledge, and using technology—skills that will help them become global citizens—this
study reveals that having students create, direct, and produce documentaries can be more
beneficial than PowerPoint presentations because these kinds of projects help students
become lifelong learners. That is, they teach students how to learn autonomously because
they find learning for the sake of self-improvement rewarding and enjoyable.

6. Reference
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