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A great deal has recently changed in the higher and further education sectors. Changes un-
derway before the emergence of the COVID19 pandemic were accelerated in 2020 and be-
yond. Researchers like Kumar et al. (2021) sought feedback on the impact of crisis responses in 
health professional education. They highlighted the complex, multifaceted and challenging na-
ture of healthcare professionals' roles and responsibilities. Student learning about those roles 
involved teachers, peers, and patients and often relied on Work Integrated Learning (WIL). 
They suggested that the pandemic seriously impacted learning opportunities, especially those 
involving large groups or interaction with peers and patients. 

Curriculum implementation quickly embraced on-line formats. But they argued that the 
changed approach needed scrutiny of the experiences of both students and teachers. 

Their sentiments would apply to most programs preparing professionals for practice. The 
rapid responses described above were necessary to ensure students could continue their studies 
on time. Likewise, Learning and Teaching Centres personnel needed to react quickly to assist 
academics in embracing educational designs that were readily adaptable to electronic delivery 
systems. Some organizations were well prepared, while others may have had to overcome prior 
reluctance to move to more student-centred approaches reliant on e-learning platforms. 

It was evident during the pandemic that access to education was a human right and was cen-
tral to the development and maintenance of sustainable, cohesive communities, stable environ-
ments, and national well-being described by Wright et al. (2014). It was clear that education 
was central to individual empowerment, equitable but productive societies and social justice. 
We could see from the impact of the pandemic that well-educated people can lead the pursuit 
of optimal health and well-being and gender equity. We could also see that inclusive citizenship 
requires sound governance around learner-centered education. 

Higher and further education organizational mission statements inform other statements of 
learning outcomes central to the assurance of confident and competent graduates in any profes-
sional or vocational group. However, given the ongoing casualization of the education and re-
search workforces over the last decade, hiring and training quality staff and the provision of 
technology along with administrators is necessary to help teachers and students with learning 
processes. Centres established to help students learn and nurture their self-confidence may re-
quire new roles that help improve and sustain new education models and methods. Those who 
manage learning and teaching centres need to think carefully about their roles and responsibili-
ties and decision-making around the nature of resources that might need support in a rapidly 
changing environment. Educational services need to be part of sustainable and financially af-
fordable entities. However, they must still meet the professional development needs of the 
teachers and encourage innovation in response to learners' needs. 

Typical university vision statements include elements such as that developed by the College 
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of Science as shown on the Australian National University website 
(ANU Teaching and Learning Centre) 

Our vision is to create and sustain a rich teaching and learning 
environment …for teaching staff and students. An environment 
that embodies excellence and innovation in teaching; integration 
of research and teaching at both undergraduate and graduate lev-
els; collegiality and shared experiences in teaching and learning 
for all science academics. We will support and value our teaching 
staff by providing them with development opportunities, a re-
source-rich environment and recognizing and rewarding excel-
lence. 

Usually, vision statements are elaborated upon in strategic goals. 
For example, the ANU College of Science suggests a commitment 
to 'providing consistently high-quality learning experiences and 
outcomes for all our students and to support our academic staff in 
achieving these objectives. The following goals help us to direct 
our teaching and learning to ensure a thriving learning environ-
ment for all our students. They aim to achieve this through '…ca-
pabilities and resources available through (a) Teaching and Learn-
ing Centre; evaluation and creation of new initiatives to support 
student learning; professional development opportunities for 
staff; coordination of the design and implementation of new ap-
proaches to teaching and learning; recognition and reward for ex-
cellence; and offers of sponsorships and scholarships. 

These Science academics then acknowledge their 'innovative 
and creative teachers who apply their ideas to their teaching ap-
proaches. The latter, they say, is directed towards improved stu-
dent learning. Therefore, they collate data to demonstrate success-
ful outcomes in projects that focus on effective student learning: 
Examples provided include a Peer Assisted Learning Project and 
the introduction of digital learning technologies, MOOCs, and 
variations of the 'flipped classroom' teaching approaches. 

At the Australian Catholic University (ACU) learning out-
comes are made explicit. 

"…employers DO expect their new employees to be capable in 
organization and self-management, critical thinking, and analysis, 
to have effective communication skills, and to be able to collabo-
rate and work in teams (yes, students often find teamwork diffi-
cult, but it is an essential skill in the workplace!). These attributes 
also underpin your capacity to further develop any professional 
skills in your chosen field". 

One can see that the professions continue to rely on the ele-
ments of adult learning such as those underpinning PBL, for ex-
ample, aspects of the principles behind adult learning theories; 
these elements have become embedded in the university state-
ments of 'graduate abilities'; this suggests all curriculum design 

should advocate the use of contemporary stimulus material for 
more active and student-centred learning that enables the intro-
duction and assessment of 
• Critical thinking,
• Information literacy,
• Discipline-specific learning processes and outcomes,
• Professional knowledge, values, and attitudes.

When I look back at the developments in international partner-
ships worldwide, I can see that they all reach a point where some 
redefinition occurs. For example, in the Australian higher educa-
tion example, some aspects of the design of curricula reliant on 
Problem-based Learning (PBL) eventually became part of the 
Higher Education framework for policy around Learning and 
Teaching. 

Government policies worldwide support the imperative for 
contemporary approaches to learning and teaching. In short, I am 
saying that any renewal is a natural progression in any initiative. 

I think it is time for renewal of the ambitions for Learning and 
Teaching reliant on the international collaboration of a different 
kind if the pursuit of optimal learning outcomes is to be main-
tained. I can see that virtual centres that focus on Learning and 
Teaching more broadly are a possible way forward. Despite the 
global impact on Learning and Teaching Centres worldwide, the 
virtual Centres in pre-COVID models used in Delaware in the 
USA or Maastricht in the Netherlands are examples that could 
enable 
1. Continuation of meaningful international partnerships where 

each party showcases new ideas that are culturally appropriate
2. Ongoing financial support for research projects that translate to 

evidence-based practice
3. An ongoing focus on the need for developing more student-cen-

tred learning and process-oriented curricula with principles in-
forming the design features of Problem or Practice-based Learn-
ing in the contemporary environment.
Maastricht now has four principles for modernizing PBL
• Education based on Constructivism ie Active learning
• Self-directed Learning
• Learning in a relevant context – use real world situations/is-

sues to explore a variety of topics/subjects/problems
• Collective learning, that is, students, collaborating with and 

challenging ideas from peers and teachers.
The continuation of the international linkages through 'Con-

nected Hubs' across contexts and cultures is possible. Another is 
the inclusion of a 'Clearing House' for resources that could be 
stored and shared, e.g., Maastricht promotes creative change in 
education through sharing small video clips that provide insight 
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into new initiatives. 
My Australian colleagues and I are grateful for the opportunities 

for international engagement that colleagues have offered over de-
cades. People have been extraordinarily collaborative and inclu-
sive. The essential aspects of internationalization are reciprocity 
and collaborative learning. Given experiences achieved through 
international collaboration, universities worldwide were better 
equipped to adapt to changes accelerated by their pandemic expe-
riences. Through experimentation with novel approaches to 
learning and teaching, teachers and students became information 
literate and more skilful with problem-solving and communica-
tion skills. They showed great sensitivity in working with emerg-
ing scholars. 

If we believe in individual empowerment, equitable but produc-
tive societies and social justice, we need to appreciate the value of 
learner-centered education and also consider the role that Learn-
ing and Teaching Centres play in the professional development 
and ongoing support for experienced and emerging teachers. 
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INTRODUCTION 

This paper focuses on graduate students’ experience with the completion of a research proj-
ect relating to mental health under the guidance of their ‘facilitative’ supervisor. The research 
process was designed to enable the students to move towards an interrogation of qualitative 
material; to appreciate the value of inquiry and critical thinking and interpretation of evidence 
around a challenging topic reported on by contemporary media in Japan. They were encour-
aged to reflect on the impact on their assumptions about mental illness and distress. In this pa-
per supervisor and students share the results of their research and experience of this process. 

Background 
Numerous studies have documented an association between negative media portrayals of 

people with mental health disorders and negative attitudes and stigmatization have been asso-
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Purpose: Numerous studies have documented an association between stigma and negative 
media portrayals of people with mental health disorders. Given that negative attitudes and 
stigmatization have been associated with influencing suicide, graduate students explored the 
concept and the evidence of frequency with which mental health and suicide are mentioned in 
three major Japanese newspapers. 
Methods: An exploratory descriptive study i) using purposive sampling over a six-month period 
of the three Japanese newspapers with the widest circulation and ii) document analysis reliant 
on 37 keywords relating to mental illness iii) selected after consultation with a range of mental 
health experts across Japan. 
Results: Nearly a quarter (23.3% n=1827) of the articles related to suicide, self-death, self-kill-
ing. ‘Stress’ was by far the most frequently mentioned term (n=740) an average of 4.1 times a 
day. Others included suicide/suicidal/self-killing (442), mental disorder (80), mental illness (69), 
depression (93), psychotic/psychosis (42). 
Conclusion: Overall the tone and content of the articles relating to mental health did not con-
tain a great deal of stigmatizing content. The keyword “stress” might have appeared more than 
would normally be the case as the sampling period coincided with the beginning of the 
COVID19 pandemic. Research activities like this encourage student-centered, enquiry-based 
learning that leads to reflection on the nature and extent of evidence-based professional edu-
cation and practice that involve critical thinking. 

Keywords: Enquiry-based learning; Suicide; Stigma; Mental health; Media  
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ciated with influencing suicide. However, this research has not 
been well developed in Japan. Suicide is one of the leading causes 
of death worldwide with Japan having one of the worlds’ highest 
rates of suicide: the depiction of suicide in the media can nega-
tively affect suicide rates. Researched in this study are the fre-
quency with which mental health and suicide are mentioned in 
three major Japanese newspapers and the tone and content of 
this coverage. 

This was worthy of critical analysis by students and was the fo-
cus for students enrolled in a research subject. This paper reports 
on the learning processes and the study undertaken by the stu-
dents led by their facilitator. The students explored what was in-
volved in reviewing the literature and, together with the supervi-
sor decided what topics were relevant to explore and how this 
should proceed. As a team we discussed how our assumptions 
may impact the study design and findings and listed these. We 
held certain assumptions - 
• there would be few articles in Japanese newspapers about men-

tal health
• stress would be frequently mentioned
• mental health reporting would be negative in tone and include 

stigmatizing elements
• there would be an assumed association between and mental ill-

ness and aggression
• suicide may be presented in ways that do not align with the 

WHO guidelines for responsible reporting.
Before looking at the role of newspaper reporting students ex-

plored the literature on suicide, stigma and mental health treat-
ment and the role of the media in relation to stigma in Japan, then 
reflected on the significance of the topic before designing and un-
dertaking the study. 

Suicide 
Japan has the unfortunate reputation of having a high suicide 

rate and suicide is a major public health concern (Ono et al., 
2008): 3–5 times more people die from suicide in Japan annually 
than die in road traffic accidents (Targum & Kitanaka, 2012). The 
age 35–49 cohort of those with mental health disorders are at 
highest risk of both suicidal ideation and attempts. Others at high 
risk are those in the period after initial employment (Ono et al., 
2008). The suicide rate in Japan increased to over 30,000 a year 
after the economic crisis in the late 1990s (Russell et al.,2017). 

Undoubtedly cultural factors contribute to the high rates of sui-
cide especially in a culture where social cohesion is important; 
shame and social isolation are used to maintain social cohesion 
(Davies & Ikeno, 2011; Russell et al., 2017) and historically sui-

cide was seen as the ultimate form of self-sacrifice and was used as 
a means of maintaining social order (Russell et al., 2017) and sui-
cide was seen as an honorable act (Ikunaga et al., 2013). Suicide 
was once normalized in Japan as an act of free will but high rates 
of suicide have changed this conceptualization towards it being a 
result of a mental health problem (Targum & Kitanaka, 2012). 
Although rare in Japan today, the concept of kakugo no jisatsu or 
premeditated suicide, a way of creating meaning through one’s 
own death, was cited in the media and popular fiction as a rational 
way of taking responsibility for one’s own actions or protesting 
against injustice (Targum & Kitanaka, 201). This conceptualiza-
tion of suicide has mitigated against people seeking help from 
mental health professionals because there was a view that medi-
cine should not interfere with “irresolvable aspects of patient’s 
lives” (Targum & Kitanaka, 201). Possibly unique to Japan is the 
concept of karo jisatsu “overwork suicide” as a result of too much 
pressure coupled with depression and a sense of being overly-re-
sponsible (Targum & Kitanaka, 201). Changes in workplace legis-
lation have been enacted to deal with this. 

Disturbingly, suicides in particular places, such as the infamous 
“suicide forest” Aokigahara Jukai and in particular ways. Suicide 
rates rose with the publication of the self-proclaimed suicide liber-
alist Tsurumi’s (1993) Complete Suicide Manual (Roarty, 2013), 
a matter of fact guide on how to suicide which was easily available 
at convenience stores and sold over a million copies and is still 
available online. 

Conversely an overemphasis on the cultural components of sui-
cide and the uniqueness of Japanese culture simplifies the situa-
tion in contemporary Japan (Ikunaga et al., 2013). Although the 
media tends to concentrate on the more newsworthy acts of sui-
cide such as internet suicide pacts, suicide seen as a result of bully-
ing and suicide of isolated people, in common with other coun-
tries many suicides have their basis in economic problems and un-
employment (Matthews, 2008). 

Although suicide rates in Japan are high, the prevalence of men-
tal health disorders is apparently lower than in the USA and most 
European countries but comparable to China (Kawakami et al., 
2005). Only one in five with a serious mental health disorder 
sought treatment (Kawakami et al., 2005). Globally the preva-
lance of mental health disorders may be related to people not 
seeking help because of the stigma of mental health problems; not 
rerporting symptoms because of stigma; current diagnostic tools, 
such as the ICD and the DSM, may not accurately evaluate disor-
ders in Asian countries or concerns about disclosure (Clement et 
al., 2015). 

The Law Related to Mental Health and Welfare of the Person 
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with Mental Disorder in Japan (Shiraishi & Ohi, 2006), defines 
mental health disorder as involving “a person or persons suffering 
from schizophrenia, acute poisoning of or dependence on psy-
chotropic substance(s), mental retardation, psychopathy or other 
mental illnesses” (Shiraishi & Ohi, 2006). Under this law, psy-
chopathy or other mental disorders include every mental health 
disorder listed in the International Classification of Diseases 
(ICD-10) F00~F99. All of these disorders can feature in learning 
materials but a high proportion of people (80%) with mental 
health disorders in Japan do not receive treatment (Naganuma et 
al., 2006), perhaps because of high levels of stigma (Desapriya & 
Nobutada, 2002). 

Mental health treatment in Japan 
Japan has in place a national mental health policy and this was 

most recently updated in 2009 and mental health legislation was 
last revised in 2005 (World Health Organization, 2011). The 
number of people with mental health disorder who receive treat-
ment or medication from health services has increased significant-
ly from 3.92 million in 2014 to over 4 million in 2017 (Ministry 
of Health, Labour and Welfare, 2020). Included in this figure from 
most to least prevalent are depression, schizophrenia, anxiety dis-
order and dementia. Recently, the number of people diagnosed 
with depression and anxiety disorder has markedly increased 
(Ministry of Health, Labour and Welfare, 2020). 

Stigma 
Stigma is a mark of disgrace associated with a particular circum-

stance, quality, or person that discredits a person (McGinty et al., 
2019). People with mental health disorders frequently encounter 
public stigma and may also suffer from self-stigma (Corrigan et al., 
2010). A systematic review of the literature relating to mental 
health stigma in Japan between 2001 and 2013 concluded that 
there was significant stigma related to mental health disorders. 
The general public generally believed that people with mental 
health disorders were unlikely to recover and that illness was relat-
ed to personality weakness (Ando et al., 2013). Japanese people 
tended to keep a further social distance from those with mental 
health disorders and that stigmatizing attitudes were stronger than 
in Taiwan or Australia (Ando et al., 2013). However, this research 
is now dated, and attitudes may have changed in the interim. 

The research team acknowledged that there may be cultural as-
pects to stigma in Japan. Japanese values stress harmony and con-
formity (Omura et al., 2018) and perhaps the difference in stigma 
might be mediated, by the differential value placed on conformity 
and individualism (Griffiths et al., 2006) between Australia and 

Japan. It is also likely that the long length of stay in mental health 
facilities contributes to stigma because people are less likely to 
come in contact with people with mental health problems (Grif-
fiths et al., 2006) and contact is known to decrease stigma. Anti- 
stigma initiatives can improve help-seeking behavior and reduce 
the burden of mental illness on both individuals and society (Ka-
sahara-Kiritani et al., 2018). 

We concluded that depiction of suicide in the media had the 
potential to negatively affect suicide rates and set out to explore 
the frequency with which mental health and suicide are men-
tioned in three major Japanese newspapers and the tone and con-
tent of this coverage. Numerous studies have documented an as-
sociation between negative media portrayals of people with men-
tal health disorders and negative attitudes and stigmatization and 
has been associated with influencing suicide, but this research has 
not been well developed in Japan. Suicide is a major learning focus 
for programs preparing health professionals for mental health 
practice. 

Newspapers in Japan 
Japan has one of the world’s most literate populations with only-

2-3% unable to read or write (Ministry of Education, Culture, 
Sports, Science and Technology-Japan, 1959) and Japan’s top 
three national newspapers are ranked the highest in the world in 
terms of print circulation ( Jung & Villi, 2018;Rausch, 
2012;Chen, 2015) (Table 1). 

Newspaper circulation in Japan rapidly increased between 
1920–1930 with a threefold increase between 1920 and 1930: the 
increase has been attributed to incomes increasing during and after 
the first world war, rapid industrial development and needs for in-
formation about politics, economy and society, and expansion of 
people’s sphere of action (Kase, 2011). There are currently three 
major daily newspapers (shimbun) in Japan: Yomiuri Shimbun 
(2020), which has the largest circulation (Table 1), was founded in 
1874; the Asahi Shimbun, is considered the most prestigious and 
was founded in Osaka in 1879; and the Mainichi Shimbun (Raus-
ch, 2012). Yomiuri Shimbun is identified as a more conservative 
newspaper or right-leaning paper than Asahi Shimbun and (Jung 
& Villi, 2018;Ottewell, 2017). Readers of Asahi tend to be 

Table 1. Newspaper circulation (Yomiuri Shimbun, 2020)

Morning newspaper Evening newspaper
Yomiuri 7,941,810 2,155,772
Asahi 5,563,343 1,721,934
Mainichi 2,411,197 686,203
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white-collar with higher educational backgrounds whereas the 
other two papers have a higher proportion of blue-collar workers 
or people without an occupation (Ottewell, 2017). 

A high level of newspaper readership compared to the global 
average may in part be because Japanese people consider newspa-
pers to be a more credible source of information than television or 
the internet (Chen, 2015). Newspaper subscription rates vary 
across age groups with older people more likely to subscribe than 
younger groups (Figure 1): Two-thirds of parents having children 
under 12 years old do not subscribe to any newspapers and half of 
these have never subscribed. 

Following a literature search of English and Japanese publica-
tions, we concluded that there was little research in Japan on me-
dia and mental health. While there have been studies in Japan 
about the suitability, and health content of cancer screening infor-
mation in newspapers in Japan (Okuhara et al., 2015) to our 
knowledge there has been no recent research about the coverage 
of mental health and suicide in the Japanese media or how that 
might mediate stigma. Ottewell (2017) examined the three major 
Japanese newspapers coverage between 1987 and 2014, and 
found there was reporting of mental illness in relation to stress 
than in relation to dangerousness but schizophrenia was often re-
ported in the context of violent crime. Information on the treat-
ment, symptoms and prevalence of mental illness was rarely re-
ported. Ottewell did not examine media coverage in relation to re-
porting guidelines and called for more research in this area. A pre-
liminary study of newspapers and the internet between 1987 and 

2005 examining the association between internet use and suicide 
reported that the number of newspaper articles about suicide was 
a predictor of suicide among both males and females in Japan 
(Hagihara et al., 2007). The authors also found that internet use 
influenced males more than females, perhaps because males spent 
more time online, and was also a predictor of suicide for males. In 
our study we chose to analyse coverage of mental health issues in 
the online content of Japan’s three major newspapers because of 
the high proportion of newspaper readers in the Japanese popula-
tion and of the reported high levels of trust readers have in the ve-
racity of newspaper coverage. In addition other research has estab-
lished that newspapers are the most frequently identified source 
of mental health information (Stuart, 2006). 

This research therefore also addresses limitations in previous 
studies on media coverage of mental disorders: unlike Coverdale 
et al. (2002) we did not rely on an external body to conduct the 
search in order to ensure that we obtained a complete record. 
Other cross-cultural studies, for example (Dzokoto et al., 
2018;Thornicroft et al., 2013) cross-cultural studies did not con-
duct pilot studies or consult an expert panel regarding terminolo-
gy. Most studies of media coverage of mental health have used 
broad definitions of mental health (Knifton & Quinn, 2008) but 
we precisely identified the types of disorders and search terms. 

Research Goals 
The main goals of our study were to determine how many arti-

cles on mental health disorders were published during the defined 

Figure 1. Newspaper subscription rates in Japan (Ministry of Internal Affairs and Communications, 2020).
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period; how suicide and mental health disorders were portrayed 
by the major newspapers in Japan and examine the tone of the ar-
ticles in regard to stigmatization of people with mental illness. 
Secondary goals included examining the source of information 
published; the types of mental disorders presented; and whether 
aggression was associated with people diagnosed with mental dis-
orders. 

METHOD 

The research team explored the concept and the evidence of 
frequency with which mental health and suicide are mentioned in 
three major Japanese newspapers and the tone and content of the 
coverage. 

We used an exploratory descriptive study i) using purposive 
sampling of the three Japanese newspapers with the widest circu-
lation (Asahi Tokyo, Yomiuri and Mainichi) and ii) document 
analysis reliant on 37 keywords relating to mental illness iii) se-
lected after consultation with a range of mental health experts 
across Japan. The national morning editions of the newspapers 
were searched by graduate students for a six-month period from 
1st January 2020 to June 30, 2020 (182 days) and totals of the 37 
keywords recorded. The articles were also coded for the types of 
disorders named and described and for the sources of information 
about mental illness, such as inclusion of perspectives from men-
tal health experts, persons with mental disorders, or their families. 
Disorders that were included corresponded to classifications from 
the International Classification of Diseases 11th revision (World 
Health Organization, 2020) 

Search Terms 
The final list of search terms in English was: Affective disorder, 

aggression, alcohol-dependent, anorexia, anxiety disorder, bipolar 
disorder, bulimia, depressed, depression, eating disorder, mental, 
mental disorder, mental health, mental hospital, mental illness, 
mood disorder, obsessive compulsive disorder (OCD), panic dis-
order, personality disorder, psychiatric, psychopath, psychotic/
psychosis, PTSD, schizophrenia/schizophrenic, social anxiety 
disorder (SAD), social phobia, stress, suicide/suicidal/self-killing, 
self-death. Adjustments were also made to Japanese terms to re-
flect feedback.  

Only articles related to mental health disorders were included. 
Search terms were identified by the primary researcher an experi-
enced teacher and Australian mental health professional. Disor-
ders included generally corresponded to the International Classi-
fication of Diseases 11th revision (World Health Organization, 

2020). These terms were then translated into Japanese. The trans-
lation and backtranslation process and consultation revealed sev-
eral issues. Terms such as substance misuse and substance abuse 
translated into the same words in Japanese. In 2002 Japan, the 
name of schizophrenia was changed for the purposes of stigma re-
duction, from Seishin-Bunretsu-Byo (mind-split disease) to To-
go-Shitcho-Sho (integration disorder) (Koike et al., 2016) but 
these two terms translate into the same term in English. ‘Suicide’ 
has additional terms such as ‘self-killing’ and self-death’ in Japa-
nese. “Self-killing” has connotations of doing something wrong 
whereas self-death does not include killing and indicates that the 
person wanted to live but had no choice but to die because of so-
cial or economic reasons. This list in both English and Japanese, 
was then sent to several specialists in mental health across Japan 
and comments invited. These specialists included a Tokyo-based 
psychiatrist specializing in trauma; three professors of mental 
health nursing from Yamaguchi, Kanazawa, and Kyoto respective-
ly; a mental health clinician and two mental health clinician/aca-
demic. Following discussion, to contain the scope of the project, 
drug use and substance misuse was omitted given many false pos-
itives. Another term excluded after pilot testing over 26 weeks 
showed no ‘hits’ for borderline personality disorder. 

Search Strategy and Data Collection 
Purposive sampling of the national morning editions of the 

newspapers occurred following a small pilot study in which the 
Nawka et al (2012) all newspaper parts were searched: news, in-
terviews, columns, and editorials and data recorded over six-
months from 1st January to June 30th, 2020. 

Analysis 
Keywords were analysed by the student researchers as part of 

their PBL learning using simple descriptive statistics (frequency 
and percentage distribution) and articles were then analyzed for 
stigmatizing content using predetermined codes following 
Rhydderch et al. (2016) which included article type, tone of cov-
erage, focus - international/national, mention of aggression or 
method of suicide and whether there were elements of responsi-
ble reporting such as links to sources of help and information. 

Trustworthiness 
All decisions were documented by email and during discus-

sions between students and supervisor. Confirmability was en-
sured by maintaining an audit trail, of each step of data analysis. 
To maximize consistency between coders, education was provid-
ed and formal meetings were held to cross-check responses and 
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clarify the use of definitions and criteria (Francis et al., 2004). In-
ter-rater reliability was assured through content analysis by two 
independent researchers. Differences were discussed with a third 
researcher. 

Ethics 
Ethics approval was not required for this research because the 

information was freely available in the public domain. 

RESULTS 

Data collection involving electronic searches proceeded as out-
lined above. All parts of the newspapers were searched for key 
words, including news, interviews, columns, and editorials.  

In total over the six months period the overall count of the se-
lected keywords was 1875. ‘Stress’ was by far the most frequently 
mentioned term at a total of 740 times over the six-month period, 
that is an average of 4.1 times a day. Other frequently mentioned 
keywords included suicide/suicidal/self-killing (n = 452), mental 
disorder (n = 80) about which there was an average of 0.44 articles 
a day, mental illness (n = 69) with an average of 0.38 articles a day, 
depression (n = 93) and psychotic/psychosis (n = 42). There 
were few mentions of some mental health disorders including 
personality disorder (n = 6) and eating disorder (n = 5). 

There were no mentions of some mental health disorders in-
cluding affective disorder, social phobia, obsessive compulsive 
disorder (OCD) and bulimia. 

Looking in more detail at four selected keywords mental disor-
der, mental illness, mental illness (informal) and psychiatric, the 
overall count of these keywords was 172 with ’mental disorder’ by 
far the most frequently mentioned term at a total of 77 times over 
six-month period. The vast majority (n = 168) 97.6% of the arti-
cles related to national news. Regarding the type of article 70.3% 
(121) were news and 29.7% (51) were opinion. 

Most of the coverage was neutral in tone (86.6% n = 149) and 
positive, with only eight (1.2%) articles classified as negative or 
stigmatizing. Of those articles which mentioned suicide one con-
cerned an attempted suicide, 11 related to completed suicides, 
and six were about suicide in general. The method of suicide was 
reported only once but in a great deal of detail. Only 5.2% (n = 9) 
of the articles, all of which were about suicide, included a link to 
help and information. 

DISCUSSION 

Our study provides substantial information about the extent 

and characteristics of newspaper portrayal of mental disorders in 
the three main Japanese newspapers over a six-month period. 
Broadcast and printed media are considered to be the public’s ma-
jor source of information regarding mental health (Nawková et al., 
2012). Mental health and illness were the subject of 1875 articles 
in the three newspapers over the six-month period of the study. 
The extent of this coverage was unexpected. ‘Stress’ was by far the 
most frequently mentioned term at a total of 740 times it is likely 
that this is related to the reporting period including the opening 
months of the COVID 19 pandemic and its associated health and 
economic impacts. The other keywords for which there were the 
highest number of mentions were mental disorder (80), mental 
illness (69), depression (93), psychotic/psychosis (42). 

In contrast with previous research in the UK (Chen, M. & Law-
rie, 2017), Europe (Nawková et al., 2012), India (Armstrong et 
al., 2018) and New Zealand (Coverdale et al., 2002) we found 
that newspaper reporting on mental illness was overwhelmingly 
written from a neutral standpoint (86.6%). This accords with an 
Australian study (Francis et al., 2004) who found that “media re-
porting of mental health/illness was extensive, generally of good 
quality and focused less on themes of crime and violence than 
may have been expected” and another British study (Thornicroft 
et al., 2013) suggesting that stigma of mental illness is unlikely to 
be formed by newspapers. The importance of this study's results 
is that one type of media, newspapers, are less likely to be agents 
of stigmatization of suicide. The latter may be occurring in other 
ways in Japan. Based on this result, it is necessary to examine other 
media in the future to appreciate which media provide mecha-
nisms of stigma. 

Suicide 
Suicide, suicidal or self-killing was the subject of 442 articles 

over a quarter (26.6%) of the total articles involving mental 
health. Other authors have noted that suicide is extremely news-
worthy in Japan (Matthews, 2008). Tragically over the six-month 
study period 9468 people in Japan took their own lives, that is on 
average 55.4 per day and this is up 16% from the same period last 
year (National Police Agency, 2020). In October 2020 there were 
2,153 deaths by suicide and that was the fourth month of increase 
(Craft, 2020). This rise is also likely to be a result of the COVID 
19 pandemic. While Japan has managed the pandemic more ef-
fectively than other nations it is likely that job losses, increase in 
domestic violence and uncertainties have had profound impacts 
on mental health (Craft, 2020). Japan reports suicides more rap-
idly than other countries and it is likely that COVID 19 will in-
crease suicides across the globe. 
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The high levels of reporting of suicide reinforce the need for re-
sponsible media reporting to mitigate any adverse impacts or 
“copycat” suicides as well as providing links to help and advice. 
Concerningly a Japanese study found that the number of newspa-
per articles about suicide was a predictor of suicide among men 
and women (Hagihara et al., 2007). Media guidelines have a veri-
fiable impact on the quality of reporting on suicide and, it is esti-
mated that guidelines can prevent more than 1% of suicide deaths 
(Sinyor et al., 2018). The World Health Organization suicide re-
porting guidelines state that the suicide method should not be re-
ported and neither should a public site be named as location of a 
suicide death/ attempt (Chang & Freedman, 2018). In addition, 
negative life events presumed to have led to the suicide, such as 
debt should not be used as monocausal explanation and details of 
any suicide note should not be revealed. It is also advised that the 
reporting should not be accompanied by a photograph and the 
word suicide should not be in a headline. In contrast it is helpful 
to note link between suicide and mental health disorders, dispel 
common myths and provide links to support. 

Limitations 
The strength of this study is that three newspapers with the 

largest number of subscribers in Japan were used. The taboo na-
ture of suicide, legal considerations and guidelines about report-
ing death, lead journalists to use euphemisms or other expressions 
that are not captured by our search and thus we may have under-
estimated the number of articles published. As in most media re-
search results may not be generalizable beyond the media sources 
selected for study. It is also acknowledged that readership of news-
papers may be skewed towards older age groups and that younger 
people may not constitute a high proportion of readers although 
the content analyzed was all available online. A limitation which is 
perhaps unique to Japan is that journalists from the three papers 
may have been at the same briefing at the press clubs and there-
fore the coverage is not independent. 

Implications 
Strategies which have been suggested to increase the quality of 

mental health reporting include the inclusion of mental health 
into undergraduate curricula (Skehan et al., 2009); consulting 
with mental professionals over content (Dzokoto et al., 2018); 
Stigma Watch and Media Watch initiatives; journalists should be 
encouraged to include the perspectives of people with mental 
health disorders and their families and include positive stories 
about recovery (Wahl, 2003). Reducing the numbers of articles 
about suicide may be preventative (Stack, 2002) as is use of per-

son- first language and the prominence of articles about suicide – 
such as not being displayed on the front page or with a headline in 
large font (Srivastava et al., 2018). 

Students were encouraged to choose a more qualitative design 
than was common in Japanese research, to be more self-directed 
and to reflect on the enquiry and discovery aspects of research. 
Through actively engaging as research assistants, students under-
took activity aligned with enquiry-based learning to facilitate their 
learning about both the enquiry process and the content of media 
in Japan regarding the topic. 

These elements of their learning journey are consistent with 
more active learning espoused in Problem-based learning philoso-
phy. Throughout their learning they also discovered material 
thought could be the stimulus material that leads to greater appre-
ciation of the needs of people experiencing mental illness and dis-
tress. 

The students met weekly with their supervisor and following 
each meeting wrote a reflection on the process of the research. At 
first their reflections reflected their study grasping the concepts of 
the study, later they noted their increasing awareness of the need 
to strictly adhere to study protocols and later took responsibility 
for taking the research forward. Finally, they reflected that they 
were able to critically reflect on the process and found the oppor-
tunity to think more deeply both novel and stimulating. Media re-
porting of mental disorders often disproportionately links mental 
disorders with violence or dangerousness (Diefenbach et al., 
2007) and the students began the research with this assumption, 
but emerged from the process critically evaluating the media re-
ports they evaluated and changing their view on this. 

Further Research 
Research into the media’s contribution to the deep-rooted stig-

ma about mental disorders in Japan may help to reduce this stig-
ma. Further analysis of the detailed content of each article is also 
required by a native Japanese article speaker to pick up linguistic 
nuances. Further research is needed on the coverage of mental 
health in social forums, television, and fictional media where the 
indications are that there is more stigmatizing content. Young 
people are more likely to access social media platforms and may 
be particularly vulnerable to stigmatizing and misleading content. 

CONCLUSIONS 

Mental health and suicide are still considered by many to be ta-
boo subjects in Japan and much stigma remains so, it is pleasing 
that there are indications that the needs of people experiencing 
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mental distress are being reflected in public media in Japan. 
COVID 19 has had a clear influence on stress and mental health 
in Japan as in the rest of the world and has undoubtedly affected 
newspaper coverage. Of concern is the high number of articles 
featuring suicide given the association of newspaper coverage of 
suicide and completed suicides. This is particularly critical given 
that Japan’s suicide rate increased in 2020 and media strategies 
should be part of any public health strategy to address this unfold-
ing tragedy. 

Studies of this type are stimulating to novice researchers and an 
enquiry-based facilitative style ideally suited to introducing con-
cepts and the research methods to this cohort. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Interest in educational methods has increased recently, due to an emphasis on the learning 
process, and in the era of the Fourth Industrial Revolution, it is socially necessary to foster cre-
ative talents based on an information- and knowledge-based society. Problem-based learning 
(PBL) education is recognized as a method that is applicable to this situation (Hasegawa, 2019; 
Minamide & Takemata, 2019;Peramunugamage et al., 2019). The aim of the PBL method is to 
deal with practical problems using a learner-centered approach, in which students form a team 
and solve problems together (Barrows, 1985). This enables more immersive learning by find-
ing realistic solutions to problems. Furthermore, because it includes team or group activities, 
various elements such as communication, teamwork, leadership) can be improved in the pro-
cess of problem solving (Woods, 1996). 

Therefore, educational methods, such as PBL, are realistic alternatives that allow students to 
experience the creative process through voluntary learning activities, actively solve existing 
problems, and gain new knowledge, before evaluating the PBL team performance using various 
methods, such as detailed evaluation, report evaluation, team portfolio evaluation, exhibition 
evaluation, team peer evaluation, and attendance. However, some cases involve more subjective 
judgment than the test evaluation conducted in general lectures. This highlights the need for 
students to create their own evaluation ratio, while explaining a clear evaluation method at the 
beginning of the class. Based on this need, in this study, the relative positions between PBL 
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Purpose: This study examines how students value each of the factors represented in a matrix 
reflecting the following importance-performance matrix analysis (IPMA). This IPMA was used 
as the primary survey (Kim, 2019), and each evaluation factor, the average value of the latent 
variable, and the estimated path coefficient were used 
Methods: SmartPLS 3.0 was used for the numerical calculations and SPSS 19.0 was used to 
create the graph. Analysis occurs prior to student participation in the class to form a consensus 
among students at the beginning of the semester. 
Results: Attempts are made to derive the analysis results and apply them to actual prob-
lem-based learning classes to improve class evaluation through feedback. The results show that 
prioritizing the evaluation factors such as learning outcomes and self-directed learning is 
meaningful in terms of lecture efficiency. 
Conclusion: This approach is particularly meaningful, as it attempts an integrated model (im-
portance-performance matrix-analytical hierarchy process) and is a continuation of a previous 
study (Kim, 2019) 
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evaluation factors at the beginning of the class were calculated and 
evaluated directly by the students participating in the class using 
the matrix method. In other words, by applying the method of 
importance-performance matrix analysis (IPMA), an extension of 
importance-performance analysis, a method mainly used in busi-
ness administration is achieved. Specifically, IPMA is a valid 
methodology for prioritizing evaluation factors in two dimensions 
(ie importance and performance). In other words, in the descrip-
tion of specific evaluation factors, the focus is mainly on the po-
tential of factors of high importance but at the same time of rela-
tively low performance (Fornell, et al., 1996; Gronholdt et al., 
2000; Hock et al., 2010; Schloderer & Ringle, 2014). The ulti-
mate purpose of this study was to examine how the evaluation 
factors of the class were recognized in each matrix by the students 
prior to participating in the class. 

1. Background 
In our prior experience, an instructor usually performed evalua-

tion after the completion of PBL class. A complementary alterna-
tive to this general evaluation, a method in which students directly 
participate in class evaluation, such as the study by Kim (2019) , 
could be considered. However, to apply this evaluation method 
more logically, it is necessary for each student to understand the 
shared perception of the evaluation factors of the class before pro-
ceeding with the class. 

Therefore, in this study, as shown in the following figure, along 
with the evaluation method of Kim’s (2019) study, a procedure 
for determining the relative positions of relevant evaluation fac-
tors before the class was proposed. This approach intended to 
build an integrated model (importance-performance matrix-ana-
lytical hierarchy process; IPM-AHP) as an attempt to build on 
Kim’s (2019) study. 

METHODS 

At the beginning of the semester (at the beginning of the class), 
IPMA was used as the primary survey (Kim, 2019), and each 
evaluation factor, the average value of the latent variable, and the 
estimated path coefficient were used; therefore, the partial least 
squares-structural equation modeling (PLS-SEM) analysis meth-
od could be expanded. Specifically, PLS-SEM analysis provides 
information on the relative importance of each factor in explain-
ing the cause and effect between each factor within the proposed 
model. In other words, it was possible to grasp the direction of the 
PBL class by analyzing the effectiveness of the evaluation items by 
using a simple questionnaire for students at the beginning of the 

class. In this regard, it was possible to apply not only PBL, but also 
highlight learning methods that included flipped learning and ac-
tion learning. Specifically, in the first week of each semester, stu-
dents were given a questionnaire (Appendix) and an explanation 
of how to evaluate the class, and after the questionnaires were 
completed, the analysis results were introduced in the following 
week. Students were able to recognize the evaluation direction of 
the final evaluation factors in the future while checking the rela-
tive positions between self-evaluation, peer evaluation within 
team members, and evaluation of other teams. IPMA used the av-
erage value of the latent variable values and the estimate of the 
path coefficient in a general PLS-SEM to extend the analysis 
method. More precisely, the IPMA process compared the total ef-
fect of the structural model on the final dependent factor (endog-
enous variable) with the mean value of the total latent variable of 
the antecedent independent factors (Fornell et al. 1996;Gronhold 
et al., 2000;Hock et al., 2010;Schloderer & Ringle, 2014), where 
the total effect showed the degree of influence on the final depen-
dent factor (variable), indicating the level of importance or impor-
tance. The average value of the antecedent factors (independent 
variables) was expressed as a performance level or performance. 
The goal of this analysis was not only to recognize the antecedent 
independent variable with relatively high importance for the final 
dependent factor, but also to recognize the relatively low level of 
performance. In the end, among the factors evaluated, one can 
show potential areas of improvement that may receive more atten-
tion in the future. 

This analysis focused on the results of the existing student satis-
faction (performance) questionnaire and utilized information on 
the relative importance of the final dependent variable, the total 
effect, on the overall expectation of the class (Hair et al., 2016). In 
this study, SmartPLS 3.0 was used to calculate numerical values 
and the graph was created using SPSS 19.0. 

1. Research Model 
Using the IPMA method, this study analyzed the evaluation 

factors through the students' survey opinions at the beginning of 
the class, as shown in Figure 1 (research model): PLS-SEM based 
on IPMA. Various studies employing the IPMA method have 
used many measures other than performance for one axis of the 
matrix (Su & Cheng, 2019). The IPMA method is a technique 
for obtaining the average value, placing importance and perfor-
mance on the Y-axis and X-axis, respectively, and for drawing a 
scatterplot across the four quadrants, that is, a two-by-two matrix 
(Figure 2). As it is a method for substituting and analyzing mea-
surement values based on importance, performance, or other fac-
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tors, it is a useful method for checking which areas or fields are 
lacking and which are not sufficient or overflowing. 

This study utilized SmartPLS 3.0 software to conduct IPMA. 
In previous studies, analysis was mainly conducted on only one 

aspect (importance or performance). However, this study consid-
ers importance and performance at the same time and analyzes 
the results with a matrix to consider the priority of evaluation fac-
tors (Al-Emarn & Mezhuyev, 2019; Sohaib et al., 2019). In the 
above matrix, as in the case of Figure 3, the instructor can inform 
the participating students in advance that the self-evaluation fac-
tor is the most effective class management method. In other 
words, students can become familiar with a clear evaluation direc-
tion at the beginning of the class. 

RESULTS 

1. Research Scope and Data Collection 
The timeline of this study proceeded according to the research 

procedure, starting with the base year (2020), and the spatial 
scope of this study was for the PBL class conducted by this author. 
Analysis occurred prior to the class, to reach a consensus among 
students at the beginning of the semester. This study derived anal-
ysis results and applied them to actual PBL classes, so that they 
could be used to improve class evaluation through feedback on 
the next lecture. The data used in this study comprised involved 
feedback from a total of 30 persons, focusing on interested re-
spondents in PBL-related classes, and the final data were analyzed. 
The questionnaire items presented in this study were extended 
and applied to Kim’s (2019) study based on the contents extract-
ed from Kang’s (2003) study (Table 1). The first criteria present-
ed in Figure 2 were classified into three categories: Self-evaluation, 
team member evaluation, and team evaluation. Four criteria were 
established as secondary criteria. 

2. Empirical Results 
It was possible to create an IPM using the previously calculated 

IPMA data analysis results. That is, the X-axis represents the total 
effect of each non-standardized independent variable on the final 
dependent variable as importance and the Y-axis represents the 
performance level, which is a numerical value obtained by recal-
culating the average value of each independent variable. 

One can see by looking at the following IPM analysis (Figure 
4), this study placed the importance and satisfaction of each vari-
able on a two-dimensional line, where the Y-axis represents the 
level of satisfaction with export activation and the level of satisfac-

Figure 1. Research model using SmartPLS 3.0.

X-Axis : Importance, Y-Axis : Performance/Satisfaction
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Figure 2. IPMA analysis diagram.
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tion increases as it goes to the right, and the X-axis shows the im-
portance of export-activating factors. The average values of im-
portance and achievement were calculated using the X-and Y-axes 
as the central axes. 

Accordingly, the most meaningful result in the expressed IMPA 
is the interpretation of variables that are elevated in the fourth 
quadrant (located under the right foot). In other words, a high 
level of importance (influence) is shown for the final goal, the de-
pendent variable (here, the expected satisfaction level for the total 
class), but a low level of performance (here, the satisfaction of 
each factor) is shown, so it is potentially much improved. It is in-
terpreted as having high potential for improvement if a variable 
with a low level of importance compared to other variables in the 
IPM has a lower priority in terms of performance improvement. 

The results of this analysis show that it is meaningful, in terms of 
lecture efficiency, to prioritize the evaluation factors of S2, S4, T4, 
and T2. That is, it is a meaningful factor for students to prioritize 
the performance improvement of variables that are highly import-
ant for the final target variable (e.g., expectation) as a lecture eval-
uation factor. 

CONCLUSION 

In the case of student-led classes, such as PBL, the instructor of-
ten evaluates without an exam. In other words, it is necessary for 
students to self-assess each student's contribution to the group 
process, and to encourage them to establish aspects that are most 
relevant to self-directed assessments. Therefore, it is difficult to 

Figure 3. Importance-performance matrix analysis evaluation result (Example).

Table 1. Questionnaire evaluation items

Primary criteria Secondary criteria
Self-evaluation S1. Actively participate in problem-solving activities.

S2. The learning outcomes will be presented faithfully.
S3. A variety of information will be collected and used.
S4. Self-directed learning will be carried out.

Team member evaluation T1. Team members will actively participate in problem-solving activities.
T2. Team members will faithfully present the learning outcomes.
T3. Team members will collect and utilize a variety of information.
T4. Team members will conduct self-directed learning.

Evaluating other team E1. The other team will provide a lot of information related to the problem..
E2. Other teams will collect and analyze various learning materials and present their opinions with reasonable grounds 

and reasons.
E3. Other teams will be interested and participate most actively in learning.
E4. Other teams will work hard to learn so as not to disturb others.
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Figure 4. Importance-performance matrix analysis evaluation result on the variables in each factor.

determine how to conduct final evaluation and grade. In this case, 
it is possible to supplement the weights between evaluation fac-
tors through a method in which students directly participate and 
decide (Kim, 2019). As an approach that complements this meth-
od, it can be a very useful for instructors to conduct PBL classes 
by figuring out the areas or factors that students see as relevant 
prior to the class. Hence, this study is meaningful in that it sug-
gests the applicability of the methodology rather than focusing on 
the results of this study itself. 

Specifically, contrary to the evaluation method of Kim’s (2019) 
study, which was an approach taken when all classes were com-
pleted, the method of this study was conducted at the beginning 
of the semester when classes started. Therefore, the instructor was 
able to increase immersion in the lecture by recognizing in ad-
vance which evaluation factors the students wanted to focus on. 
Ultimately, this study intends to apply the approach to try the in-
tegrated model (IPM-AHP) in the future, as this approach is a 
continuation of the previous research (Kim, 2019) proposed by 
the proponent. 

Therefore, this study is regarded as an exploratory study, in that 
it is possible to grasp the evaluation direction in advance at the be-
ginning of class by introducing the PBL education procedure and 
evaluation method. In the end, this approach can be used by the 

instructor to recognize the evaluation factors of class participants 
in advance and to seek a more objective evaluation method. It is 
hoped that such an exploratory study will eventually provide a 
way to increase students' immersion and satisfaction with the 
class. 
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Appendix. Questionnaire for class improvement

1. Self-assessment

Evaluation contents Strongly
Disagree Disagree Neutral Agree Strongly

Agree

1. Actively participate in problem-solving activities. 

2. The learning outcomes will be presented faithfully.

3. A variety of information will be collected and used.

4. Self-directed learning will be carried out.

2. Peer evaluation within team members

Evaluation contents Strongly
Disagree Disagree Neutral Agree Strongly

Agree

1. Team members will actively participate in problem-solving activities.

2. Team members will faithfully present the learning outcomes.

3. Team members will collect and utilize a variety of infor-mation.

4. Team members will conduct self-directed learning.

3. Other team evaluation

Evaluation contents Strongly
Disagree Disagree Neutral Agree Strongly

Agree

1. The other team will provide a lot of information related to the problem.. 

2. Other teams will collect and analyze various learning materi-als and  
present their opinions with reasonable grounds and reasons.

3. Other teams will be interested and participate most actively in learning.

4. Other teams will work hard to learn so as not to disturb others.

4. Overall evaluation

Evaluation contents Strongly
Disagree Disagree Neutral Agree Strongly

Agree

1. Do you have high expectations for before class?



77www.ejpbl.org

2022 International Society for  
Problem-Based Learning
This is an Open Access article distributed 
under the terms of the Creative Commons 
Attribution Non-Commercial License 
(http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
by-nc/4.0/) which permits unrestricted 
non-commercial use, distribution, and re-
production in any medium, provided the 
original work is properly cited.

An Investigation of Learning English as 
a Second Language in Korea
Nicholas E. Richter

Department of General Studies, Seoul Christian University, Seoul, Korea

Received: June 14, 2022
Revised: September 18, 2022
Accepted: October 24, 2022
 
Corresponding author: 
Nicholas E. Richter
Department of General Studies, Seoul 
Christian University, 26-2 Galhyeonro 
4gil, Eunpyeong-gu, Seoul 03422, 
Korea
Tel: 82-2-380-2837 
Fax: 82-2-380-2535 
E-mail: nrichter17@yahoo.com

pISSN 2288-8675 · eISSN 2508-9145

J Probl Based Learn 2022;9(2):77-86
https://doi.org/10.24313/jpbl.2022.00206

Original Article
Purpose: Decades of literature have described that learning English as a second language (ESL) 
is an important yet difficult undertaking for Korean university students. This study investigated, 
from an educational and social perspective, student perceptions on how they learned, compre-
hended, communicated, and used ESL. 
Methods: An exploratory descriptive method used conclusions from the literature followed by 
interviews with 14 students from different universities examined factors they perceived impact-
ed the ability and confidence with the acquisition of basic English language skills. 
Results: Learning English as a second language (ESL) is influenced by choices in approaches to 
student learning. Interviewees reflected on their personal experiences and reported on different 
approaches within programs for learning English as a second language. The emergent catego-
ries and themes highlighted challenges at each educational level, as well as the influence of 
Korean cultural factors and social issues on learning outcomes. The latter are confined to meet-
ing examination requirements rather than listening skills and comprehension that would 
achieve fluency in ESL. 
Conclusion: Given the importance that listening comprehension plays in Korean students’ 
achievement of fluency in the English language, it is suggested ESL teachers could integrate 
more active learning approaches and methodologies into their teaching/learning approaches to 
assist competence and confidence with English conversation would overcome problems arising 
from the difference between Korea’s first and second languages. 

Keywords: English as a second language; ESL education and practices; Global communication  

INTRODUCTION 

The English language has an important communication role in an increasingly globalized 
world (Cho, 2012); it is used by many international businesses, organizations, and academic 
conventions globally (Gil, 2010). Additionally, English is the international language used in lit-
erature, movies, television, and music all over the world. English has been the international lan-
guage for communication since the 17th century because of the influence of England and the 
United States. Every country in the world uses English for international communication; it is 
important for university students to perfect and improve their ESL listening and speaking skills. 

Chew (2009) stated that advocates of English recognize it is taught to several million Asians 
globally because “English is now used as an international language (a.k.a. English as an interna-
tional language—EIL) between people from diverse linguistic and cultural backgrounds” (Lee 
& Hsieh, 2018). Therefore, it is important for Korean university students to learn English as a 
second language. Furthermore, English has become a significant part of efforts to improve the 
international reputation of Korea’s higher educational institutions (Mok & James, 2005). 

In addition to investigating how Korean university students learn and understand ESL, this 

https://doi.org/10.24313/jpbl.2022.00206
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study explored student perceptions of difficulties students en-
counter when learning English and makes suggestions for address-
ing those difficulties. Those difficulties include four major prob-
lems: First, the students’ negative sentiment toward ESL (Kim et 
al., 2014); second, how English education is taught in Korea; 
third, the English language instruction that focuses on passing 
tests instead of being able to communicate in English (Bilash & 
Kang, 2007); fourth and lastly, the difference between Korea’s 
first and second languages—Hangeul and English (Ramanathan, 
2005). 

Research Questions 
Given the purpose of this study was to explore, from an educa-

tional and social perspective, how Korean university students 
learn, comprehend, communicate, and use ESL, three research 
questions guided the literature review and interviews conducted: 
1. How is listening and comprehension beneficial for the Korean 

students’ level of achieved fluency in learning ESL? 
2. What methods and theories can Korean university students use 

to develop their listening comprehension skill that will increase 
their English fluency level? 

3. What ESL listening materials and resources effectively assist 
Korean university students deal with ESL difficulties that will 
enhance their English fluency level? 

Importance of the Study 
One of Korea’s major resources is its higher education system 

(So & Kang, 2013), where English education has become a vital 
component of the Korean educational curriculum (Lee & Heinz, 
2016). Despite the prominent place of English in Korea’s educa-
tional curriculum, many Korean university students graduate 
from high school with limited English speaking and listening abil-
ities (Gil, 2010). This affects subsequent ESL listening compre-
hension, which is a crucial language-learning skill (Al-Qaraghooly 
& Al-Bermani, 2010). 

English is universally used in several fields of study such as med-
icine, literature, education, technology, communication, politics. 
While countries have their own distinct languages, Hangeul in 
Korea for example, politicians in every country use English for 
communication globally to settle international disputes, follow 
laws, and guidelines, and act on other important global issues. 
Therefore, the main goal of learning ESL in South Korea should 
be for Korean university students to communicate in English in-
ternationally with others (Kim et al., 2014).  

Over decades listening has been described as a crucial element 
of communication (Van Duzer, 1997) and the first language re-

quirement for language acquisition (Nancy & Bruce, 1988). In 
fact, listening is important because without listening students 
would not be able to communicate with others. It is crucial in any 
language. Additionally, communication is essential for a person to 
survive in this world, which is crucial for letting others know what 
people need in their lives (food, safety, medical assistance, or oth-
er important information) when visiting other countries. 

Literature Review 
While English has been an important subject in Korea for sev-

eral years, many university students are unable to communicate in 
English (Taie, 2015) because Korea’s existing English curriculum 
has failed to develop the students’ conversational abilities (Cain, 
2012). As Korean university students progress through their edu-
cation, from early public or private school systems to the higher 
educational system, they have struggled to learn and communi-
cate using English (Craig & Porter, 2014). As a result, “many stu-
dents leave high school with only the most limited ability to com-
municate in the language” (Gil, 2010). 

When Korean university students enter colleges or universities, 
they are required to take English classes focused on improving dif-
ferent ESL skills (Kim et al, 2014). Traditionally, Korean instruc-
tion has concentrated on grammar, reading, and writing (Ahn, 
2015). This has resulted in criticism on various aspects but partic-
ularly about how slowly ESL instruction is changing (Butler, 
2007) despite students engaging with the ESL educational pro-
cess for a long time (Taie, 2015). ESL learning methods and pro-
cedures have changed over time as the needs for learning English 
have changed (Ahn, 2015). 

ESL Methodology 
In addition to understanding difficulties Korean university stu-

dents encounter when studying ESL, it is important to under-
stand ways to address those difficulties by focusing on ESL meth-
ods, approaches, and theories. Three major methods used in 
South Korea for ESL teaching are the (a) grammar translation 
method, (b) communication approach, and (c) immersion-based 
language learning method. Of these, the grammar translation 
method is the most popular method used (Heinz, 2013). Howev-
er, the grammar translation method, does not provide the ade-
quate skills to communicate in English (Heinz, 2013). 

Difficulties around ESL 
It is important to identify and attempt to address efforts to im-

prove learning approaches to ESL. Korean students struggle with 
educational processes that guide learning and communicating in 
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English (Craig & Porter, 2014). One of the biggest difficulties en-
countered by students is the difference between the Korean stu-
dents’ first and second languages, Hangeul, and English. These 
languages might be two of the most different languages on earth 
(Heinz, 2013) as well as being totally opposite in language struc-
ture. 

Another difficulty is Korea’s Confucian-oriented educational 
learning approach (Young, 2011). This differs greatly from West-
ern learning approaches. The Confucian-oriented learning ap-
proach relies on “Confucianism philosophy and rote memoriza-
tion” (Florea, 2011), which affects student communication in the 
classroom. 

Other difficulties Korean students experience include the trans-
lation process from English to Hangeul (Hangeul to English), 
clarity, comprehension, knowledge, memory, sensitivity, context, 
and responding to basic English skills such as grammar, vocabu-
lary, and language structure (Ramanathan, 2005). Given Korean 
social and emotional features students are more comfortable with 
nonparticipative, passive, teacher centered learning environment 
rather than a participative, student-centered learning environment 
(David-West, 2010). Finally, most ESL conversation by students 
occurs inside English education classrooms or English academies. 
Students do not use English for conversation within the Korean 
culture. These factors make it difficult for Korean students to 
learn English well enough to be comfortable communicating in 
English (Heinz, 2013). 

Language Learning Difficulties 
One common difficulty in ESL class learning is students’ si-

lence, which seems to be a product of Korea’s cultural ideology, 
which includes continuing social order and saving face (Lui, 
2005). This silence can hinder instruction for students. Kramsch 
and Zhu (2016) argued culture and language are interconnected 
when teaching any language. however, the English language is sig-
nificantly different than the Korean language (Young, 2017). Na-
tive language and memorization are central to Korea’s Confucian 
cultural educational system, but ESL learning approaches demand 
a different learning culture. The ESL approaches and design can 
be affected by many factors (Lee & Heinz, 2016) but are major 
reasons for language learning difficulties in Korean ESL class-
rooms. 

The three methods (grammar translation, communication, and 
immersion-based language learning) previously mentioned may 
contribute to learning difficulties (Lee, 2016). Two decades ago, 
Jeong (2004) noted that “most Korean students enter college 
with strong grammatical knowledge and rudimentary communi-

cation skills in English” (p. 33). While Confucius promoted an 
educational philosophy using conversation, understanding, con-
templation, and memorization (Rao & Chan, 2009), Korean edu-
cators have focused on memorization and grammar. 

Theories and Methods: Resolving English Language Diffi-
culties 

For students to learn ESL effectively, they must resolve learning 
difficulties; this can be done by using various ESL theories and 
methods: Three can be used to resolve those problems and pro-
vide students listening skills and comprehension to communicate 
in English more effectively. The first is Krashen’s (1989) input hy-
pothesis theory. Krashen’s (1985) second-language acquisition 
theory has five main hypotheses: (a) natural order, (b) acquisi-
tion/learning (c) monitor, (d) input, and (e) affective filter. 
Krashen (1989) stated that this method also provides students 
with ESL language ‘comprehension’ that is slightly above the stu-
dents ‘understanding’, thus explaining how students receive com-
prehensible input from ‘listening’ to ‘spoken’ English. 

Two other ESL methods are the bottom-up and top-down pro-
cess methods. Vandergrift (2004) stated that Krashen’s (1989) in-
put hypothesis model has been instrumental in developing these. 
Rost (2002) has also shown how crucial the bottom-up and top-
down approaches are for understanding. 

These two methods have distinctively different techniques, as 
students interpret and process language (Luo & Gao, 2012). The 
bottom-up process uses existing linguistic knowledge to compre-
hend the message’s meaning, while the top-down process breaks 
the whole sentence into sentence parts (Vandergrift, 2007). 
Therefore, the bottom-up and top-down processes work together 
to provide ESL listening comprehension (Morley, 1991). By us-
ing these methods, students are provided with linguistic and back-
ground knowledge (Park, 2004). 

Rost argued that when students combine the bottom-up and 
top-down process methods, students can understand the English 
spoken language (Rost, 2002). The two methods use grammati-
cal and world knowledge in parallel design, as students create in-
tellectual representations of what is communicated to them (Hul-
stijn, 2003) and build a framework for comprehension (Vander-
grift, 2007). The methods combined with Krashen’s input hy-
pothesis model provide and strengthen the ESL listening compre-
hension that Korean university students need to understand and 
communicate in English with people globally.  

Listening importance in ESL  
Brown (2000) argued, “A language is part of a culture, and a 
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culture is part of a language; the two are intricately interwoven” (p. 
177). Without language, people would not be able to communi-
cate, and culture would not be able to survive (Brown, 2000). The 
primary purpose of language is to be able to communicate socially 
(Armstrong & Ferguson, 2010). Yin (2012) stated that “language 
is a socializing tool” (p. 407) used for communication. The pri-
mary purpose of English instruction in Korea is to prepare stu-
dents to use English in a global setting (Butler, 2015) as it is the 
core language of the world (Lee & Heinz, 2016) and an important 
second language for Korean University students (David-West, 
2010). 

Listening is the first language skill people learn and use when 
learning any language (Gilakjani, 2016) and is important for indi-
viduals to understand what is communicated. Without listening, 
people would not be able to acquire knowledge that is being com-
municated to them (Lee & Heinz, 2016). Language learning be-
gins when we are infants (Junge & Cutler, 2014) and listening is 
the first thing infants do. An infant is dependent on their parents 
for survival, which includes parents training the infant in commu-
nication skills. While infants can recognize certain words, they do 
not understand until they are taught the words (Junge & Cutler, 
2014). This only happens when infants listen to the words that 
are repeated by their parents. 

The best way to become an effective communicator is to im-
prove listening skills before focusing on speaking skills (Yin, 
2012). Oxford (2001) argued listening occurs faster than speak-
ing and is vital in the learning development of other new language 
skills. Additionally, research has shown listening improves other 
language skills (Graham, 2017). Therefore, listening is the first 
communication skill that people learn while growing up. For this 
reason, listening is so important for learning a language. 

However, listening in communication has been shown to be the 
most neglected language skill taught in language instruction 
(Kaur, 2014). Vandergrift (2004) declared listening is possibly 
“the least explicit of the four language skills” (p. 3), which makes it 
very tough to learn, and stressing the concept of listening instruc-
tion is changing. Also, according to Vandergrift (2004), listening 
is no longer considered a passive language exercise, requiring little 
instruction. In fact, without acquiring good listening skills, stu-
dents cannot communicate efficiently. Furthermore, listening 
strengthens the other communication skills (Graham, 2017). It is 
listening that produces the establishment of all factors of language 
and intellectual growth, which will play “a life-long role in the pro-
cessing of learning and communication essential to productive 
participation in life” (Al-Qaraghooly & Al-Bermani, 2010). 

METHODS 

Through interviews with students this qualitative exploratory 
descriptive study explored, from an educational and social per-
spective, how Korean university students perceive they learn, 
comprehend, communicate, and use ESL. The study aimed to 
contribute to understanding experiences Korean ESL university 
students encounter when learning ESL by exposing difficulties 
they reported when involved in ESL education and exploration of 
ways to resolve those difficulties. and become competent ESL 
communicators. 

A convenience approach to recruitment was taken. Five of the 
participants participated in the researcher’s university English 
class, while the other nine were recommended by the researcher’s 
colleagues. In preparing the participants for the interview, the re-
searcher provided participants with research questions. Addition-
ally, each participant was interviewed and recorded separately by 
the researcher. These recordings were stored on a USB and put in 
a locked storage place.  

Ethical Considerations  
The researcher created a document for potential participants 

asking them to volunteer to be involved in the study. The docu-
ment was an informed consent cover letter that explained the pur-
pose of the research, the research procedures, the potential risks 
or discomforts, the potential benefits of the research, the confi-
dentiality and data storage, the participation and withdrawal pro-
cess, and questions about the research. The document contained 
an assurance of confidentiality and privacy for each participant 
and stated that the participants’ name and school identities would 
not be made public. Instead, the researcher used generic terms for 
the participants and universities. Each participant was told that 
they could withdraw from the study at any time. The participants’ 
documents and transcribed interviews were saved and placed in a 
safe location for five years. When the researcher finished explain-
ing the informed consent form, he asked each participant to sign 
the informed consent form and then the researcher signed the 
consent form. 

Interview Processes 
Questions were given to voluntary participants (n = 14) in ad-

vance to assist in their preparation. All the interviews were con-
ducted and recorded through internet zoom sessions because of 
the COVID virus pandemic. The students’ names and universities 
were not recorded to protect their identities. 

The interview questions explored how Korean university stu-



Nicholas E. Richter • Learning ESL in Korea

81www.ejpbl.org

dents learn ESL, with a focus on participants’ elementary, middle 
school, high school, and university educational experiences. After 
students answered how long they had been learning English; the 
ESL questions were separated in the participants’ grade levels. 
This allowed the researcher to find out how the participant’s ESL 
learning advanced through their education journey. In addition to 
exploring the participants’ ESL learning experiences, the study ex-
amined how Korea’s language, cultural, and educational back-
grounds affected participants’ ESL learning. In addition, the stu-
dents were asked questions on how the Korean culture and soci-
ety affected learning English. Questions asked included ‘what was 
the first English word they heard, and did you understand what 
was being said? When did you start talking with others in English? 
Did you understand the conversation? Who told you that English 
was important for Koreans to learn and why? 

Data Analysis 
After interviewing the fourteen participants, the researcher sep-

arated the feedback from participants into different categories and 
themes: educational levels, cultural factors, and social issues. The 
researcher then compared the participants’ answers to summarize 
findings. 

Findings 
The student’s ages ranged from 21 years old to 27 years old. 

There are nine male and five female Korean university students. 
There was one university freshmen, five sophomores, seven ju-
niors, and one university senior. Five students were from the same 
university, while the other nine attended different Korean univer-
sities 

English as a Second Language (ESL) Educational Back-
ground 

Each student began learning the English language at a different 
time in their life. One student stated that he started when he was 
three, and another when four years old. Other student’s English 
language learning ranged from pre-school to the 5th grade in ele-
mentary school. Table 1 shows the length of time that each stu-
dent had been learning English.  

Student’s Education  
The fourteen participants were asked how they learned the En-

glish language within the Korean education system. Feedback has 
been separated into education levels and the influence of social 
and cultural factors. 

Elementary school 
The majority of the Korean university students stated that they 

began their English educational journey by third grade. However, 
several students had the advantage of learning the English lan-
guage in Western countries at an early age. This made learning 
English in Korean elementary school easier for them. 

The main resource used for ESL education was the English 
textbook. Yet, other resources used were books using easy English 
expression, English CDs, English pop songs, and watching English 
television, movies, or videos. However, the greatest English re-
source was the English teachers who provided students with their 
ESL education. Some of the students went to English academies 
or had English tutors. This helped them advance their English 
communication skills as well as other basic English skills. 

The most difficult part of ESL learning for students was com-
prehension. This was because a major part of learning English for 
the students was learning and memorizing English vocabulary in-
stead of learning how to use ESL in conversation. While several 
students did say that they had native English-speaking teachers in 
elementary school, the English conversation classes had too many 
students and were time limited. This made it very difficult for the 
students to improve their conversation skills. However, the stu-
dents said they enjoyed learning English in elementary school; es-
pecially those that had native English-speaking teachers. 

Middle School 
The Korean students stated that learning English in middle 

school was much different than learning English in elementary 
school. They stated that while they used many of the same English 

Table 1. Years studying English as a second language

University Gender Studying English (years)
Same University Female 1 8

Female 2 16
Male 1 12
Male 2 15
Male 3 15

Different University Male 1 15
Male 2 14
Male 3 20
Female 1 16
Male 4 14
Female 2 13
Female 3 14
Male 5 8
Male 6 8
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resources used in elementary school, the English class did not fo-
cus on the communication aspect. The English classes focused on 
grammar, translation, reading, and listening. Listening was includ-
ed because it was included in the English exams. Furthermore, 
middle school was the first step in the students’ educational jour-
ney in preparing students for high school exams as well as the Ko-
rean College Scholastic Ability Test (CSAT). 

The students said that most of their English teachers in middle 
school were Korean. If students had native English-speaking 
teachers in middle school, they were used to prepare students for 
taking English tests. If students did have English conversation 
classes, the classes were too large (40 students) with limited time 
spent on conversation; this hindered students’ learning ESL con-
versation. Most ESL classes were taught in Hangeul (Korean lan-
guage) instead of English. Finally, because the emphasis was on 
passing ESL exams, students’ ESL conversation was non-existent. 
This would continue for the students during their high school 
ESL education. 

High School 
Interviewees said that Korean high school English classes fo-

cused mainly preparing for the university exam (Su Neong/ 
KSAT). Most English teachers were native Korean English teach-
ers who taught English grammar and structure as well as English 
vocabulary. There was very little or no English conversation 
during English classes. 

The Korean high school education system was reported to be 
test oriented. This again eliminated Korean high school ESL con-
versation classes and made it difficult for Korean students to in-
crease their English communication skills. Furthermore, students 
used only Hangeul (Korean) both inside and outside the class-
room. Students did not practice English conversation because the 
students’ focus was passing the Su Neong (university exam). 

Korean high school ESL classes focused on English grammar, 
structure, and vocabulary. Other English high school classes in-
cluded reading, writing, and listening. Listening was taught only 
because it was part of the university exam. However, what stu-
dents heard in English they reported that did not always under-
stand. The listening comprehension only happened when what 
they heard was translated into Hangeul. Students ESL education 
focused only on passing the university exam. 

In summary, many of the students did not enjoy learning En-
glish in high school because of the structure around English high 
school education focusing only on English language mechanics 
and not on English conversation. Classes were done this way so 
students would pass the university exam (Su Neong). 

University 
Korean university classes focus on ESL in a different way to stu-

dents’ prior public education. University English classes focus on 
ESL conversation skills. The students have both native English as 
well as Korean professors who taught English grammar, and ran 
writing, and reading classes; the native English-speaking profes-
sors concentrated more on English conversion skills (speaking 
and listening). There is a balance of English education within the 
university education system. Also, university ESL classes provide 
resources so that students who are required to take English tests 
(TOEIC; TOEFL) can graduate. 

However, it is difficult for students to practice English conversa-
tion in Korea. The only time most students use English is in their 
ESL classroom or in English academies. This is because Koreans 
primarily use Hangeul in the Korean society. Also, Korea does not 
have many foreigners, so this makes ESL students nervous when 
speaking with native English-speakers. 

Influence of Hangeul, Korean culture, and Educational En-
vironment 

From the interviewees, the idea that the Korean culture values 
Korea’s native language was Hangeul was reinforced. Koreans be-
lieve that speaking Hangeul is part of being Korean. Koreans do 
not speak English daily in Korea. Many older Koreans never 
learned and cannot use English for conversation. These issues 
make it very difficult for these Korean students to practice English 
in the Korean society. 

Additionally, Koreans ESL communication is hindered because 
they are afraid of making conversational mistakes. While Korean 
students know that English is important for passing the university 
exam as well as getting into a good Korean university, their ESL 
education is limited because they do not practice ESL conversa-
tion daily. These two main reasons hinder Koreans from becom-
ing effective English communicators. 

Future Needs and Recommendations 
Korean students can become better ESL communicators if the 

Korean education system would embrace English more as a lan-
guage for communication and less as a resource for passing exam-
inations. While learning English structure is important, that can 
be learned when students begin to have English conversations 
with native English speakers and each other. Furthermore, stu-
dents need be willing to practice both inside and outside the class-
room. 

Korean students would benefit from a balanced English educa-
tion system in Korea. If the Korean education system would pro-
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vide more English conversation classes in the future, Korean stu-
dents would become much better English communicators. 

Furthermore, students’ ESL communication comprehension 
skills would increase if teachers provided these alternative ESL re-
sources, English portfolios, ESL learning centers, native English 
speaking pen pals, etc. as well as providing students a way of trans-
lating ESL conversation into Korean context. Also, Yoon, Park, 
and McMillan (2017) state that “students experience flipped 
learning using online contents,” that would support active learn-
ing. This allows students to discover current ESL resources and 
materials that provide ESL listening comprehension. 

Additionally, both Korean and native English-speaking teachers 
should encourage and motivate students to practice English con-
versation outside the classroom. Moreover, if students practiced 
more outside the English classroom, they would worry less about 
making mistakes when speaking in English. English communica-
tion is used by Korean government officials when speaking with 
other governments as well as being used by Korean international 
business organization. Furthermore, with more foreigners visiting 
and moving to Korea, the Korea culture, economy, and education 
environment would benefit if English were used more within Ko-
rean society for conversation. 

DISCUSSION 

The results showed that Korean culture, education environ-
ment, and native language did influence how the participants 
learned English. The literature review and the interviews has 
shown how students can effectively develop ESL with their teach-
er’s instruction and guidance, the use of suitable ESL resources, 
applying strong ESL theories and methods, and students’ practic-
ing the English language. Additionally, students can improve their 
ESL comprehensive input by using good ESL theories and meth-
ods that involve more student-centered active approaches to 
learning. 

Krashen’s input hypothesis theory as well as the bottom-up pro-
cess and the top-down approach. Krashen’s (1989) Input Hy-
pothesis Theory uses five hypotheses, natural order, acquisition/
learning, monitor, input, and affective filter methods that will pro-
vide students with a process of obtaining the necessary input to 
understand ESL conversation. However, Krashen cautioned that 
while the five hypothesis methods will assist students obtaining 
comprehensive input that input with be slightly above their un-
derstanding. 

The students’ ESL comprehensive input can be strengthened 
even more by also using two other methods along with Krashen’s 

theory. The bottom-up and top-down processes help strengthen 
ESL comprehensible linguistic knowledge and meaning being 
communicated through the ESL message. The bottom-up process 
uses existing linguistic knowledge for comprehending the mes-
sage’s meaning. This is done when students construct meaning 
from translating the sounds of a conversation into words, clauses, 
sentences, etc. and then applying them to grammatical or syntac-
tic English knowledge rules to clarify the context (Al-Qaraghooly 
& Al-Bermani, 2010). 

The top-down process breaks whole sentences into parts. The 
focus is on the conversation’s meaning instead of recognizing 
sounds, words, and sentences (Carrier, 2003). When using this 
approach, students can develop hypotheses from the speaker’s 
message and verify or modify the message when necessary (Van-
dergrift, 2007). 

When combining these three methods, students are provided 
with ESL comprehensive input that can improve the students’ 
ESL conversational skills. While the literature review explains 
how the three ESL methods are used to improve the students ESL 
listening comprehensive input and English conversation, the stu-
dent interviews described how ESL instruction can improve their 
comprehensive input, which would make the students stronger 
ESL communicators. 

The students stated that ESL learning can be improved if the 
Korean education system focused more on learning the language 
and less on using English for exams. Students also stated when 
English teachers used fun ESL resources, they were motivated and 
enjoyed learning English. Furthermore, the findings showed that 
if students had access to native English-speaking people, they 
would practice ESL conversation more. 

Furthermore, the Korean education system, culture, and lan-
guage can limit Korean students’ comprehensive input. This is be-
cause Korean education focuses on passing exams and not on ESL 
communication. Also, the education system relates to Korean cul-
ture and Hangeul. In fact, the Korean culture values Korea’s native 
language, Hangeul.  

Limitations  
Any research has limitations. The purpose of this disclaimer is 

to acknowledge the researcher and methodological bias in relation 
to the conduct of the research and statement findings. 

Power Distance and Individualism 
I am a White man from the United States and an English in-

structor. The United States and South Korea have differing power 
distance and individualism profiles, applying Hofstede’s (1982) 
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cultural dimensions framework. This raises two questions: first, 
the selection of participants and second, the interview data. I 
asked the students to participate in the study, which may intro-
duce a limitation given my role as a Korean university English in-
structor. Questions arise about the capacity of students to provide 
informed consent due to cultural differences. A question arises 
about how power distance and individualism might have influ-
enced participants’ narratives, particularly exclusionary data, alter-
native viewpoints, etc. 

Language Concerns 
Participants interviews were conducted in English, and the stu-

dents were English learners. This raised a question about the abili-
ties of students to fully engage with and communicate me about 
their lived experiences. 

Researcher Bias 
There is an adage that a researcher finds what they seek. I have 

definitive ideas about how language learning should occur. 

CONCLUSIONS 

This qualitative exploratory descriptive study has shown how 
Korean students perceive they can improve their ESL compre-
hensive input to become better ESL communicators. The re-
searcher used literature that described three methods that can 
provide students with ESL comprehensive input, Krashen’s Input 
Hypothesis Theory, the bottom-up process, and the top-down 
process. 

The students’ learning that involves listening, comprehension 
and input skills are influenced by choice of resources, educational 
methods, and approaches used during their learning journeys. 

The study described how the Korean education system and 
culture affected Korean students’ ESL learning and communica-
tion in Korea. For students to strengthen ESL conversational 
skills, they need to change their views on English education. The 
focus needs to be more about ESL conversation and less about 
ESL exams.  

Implications for Educational Practices  
For students to improve ESL conversation, they must increase 

their ESL comprehensive input. This can happen by giving stu-
dents adequate ESL resources, using contemporary student-cen-
tered theories and methods, and motivating and encouraging stu-
dents to use ESL conversation more. Confident and competent 
English speakers will influence Korean culture to be more sup-

portive of ESL communication within Korean society. 
By changing educational and cultural views on active learning, 

Koreans could develop and use resources, methods, and ap-
proaches that can increase ESL conversational understanding, 
which would create competent ESL communicators in Korea. If 
students become more competent English speakers, they could 
become globally successful whether it is in education, business, or 
any other worldly field. Furthermore, successful ESL communica-
tors would strengthen Korea globally as a country. 
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Original Article

Purpose: Inaccurate portrayals of nurses and their roles in the media contribute to misleading 
public stereotypes that negatively affect the status and value of nurses. This study aims to clar-
ify how nurses are portrayed visually on the Internet in Japan and what these images suggest 
about the role, value, and professional status of nurses in Japan. 
Methods: A descriptive mixed methods study: Forty photographs of nurses and 40 illustrations 
of nurses were analysed to make judgments about consistency with a contemporary profile that 
informs guidelines for professional education and practice. 
Results: Over three quarters (77.5%) of the images showed only female nurses and 55% were 
depicted smiling politely. None of the images depicted nurses engaged in high level care consis-
tent with that of a professional dealing with typical contemporary client/patient needs. 
Conclusion: Our study suggests that in common with overseas research, nurses were predomi-
nantly being portrayed as feminine and caring but not as professionals capable of independent 
practice. Although representations were usually positive, the depictions were not entirely accu-
rate, and this was more evident in the illustrations. Imagery can have a profound effect on 
ideas, attitudes and behavior; it is imperative that nurses are depicted as appropriately educat-
ed professionals and that stereotypes such as nurses being young, subservient, and female 
should be challenged. 

Keywords: Image of nursing; Japan; Public perceptions; Professionalism; Gender; Stereotypes  

INTRODUCTION 

Visual research focuses on what can be seen and perceptions and meanings attributed to an 
image or object (Reavey & Prosser, 2012). There has been a significant amount of research into 
the visual representation of nurses in the media over many years and longstanding concern over 
the public image of nursing as a profession (Takase, et al. 2006). The public’s stereotypical im-
ages of nursing impact the status and value of nurses (Godsey, et al. 2020) in their own eyes, by 
other health professionals, and the public. This, in turn, impacts nurses' working conditions, 
approach to education and learning outcomes, visibility, leadership, ability to influence decision 
making, and scope of practice (Godsey, et al. 2020; Ravn et al., 2020). Nurses and the general 
public have stereotyped views of the nursing profession that have proved enormously resistant 
to change (Fletcher, 2007). 

While media images are only one part of the solution to improving the image of a profession 
like nursing, it is, nevertheless, an important one. Image is socially and culturally constructed, 
and accurate portrayals of nurses and their roles are necessary for all media (Carroll & Rosa, 
2016). While a lot has been written over the years on this subject, recent literature on images of 
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nurses – as distinct from images of nursing - is scarce suggesting 
that this subject should be revisited. Our mixed methods, descrip-
tive research focuses on an analysis of how nurses are portrayed 
visually in Japan on the Internet. We were interested in interpret-
ing emerging trends in the depiction of nursing and what the im-
ages suggest about nursing stereotypes, roles. The researchers 
were asking i) Will the full suite of contemporary nursing roles 
and functions in contemporary society be represented? and ii) 
What is the impact of the emerging trends in imagery on attract-
ing newcomers to the profession? We assumed that expectations 
about levels of education for contemporary practice and the value 
of nursing in Japan would also be impacted. 

Literature review 
Research into visual representations of nurses fits within the ex-

tensive literature on the public image of nurses. Imagery pervades 
our world to a greater extent than in the past from pictures in ad-
vertising, posters, and packaging (Buresh, Gordon, & Bell, 1991) 
and film and television and health information. Images are potent 
and imbued with symbolic and emotional meaning (Buresh et al., 
1991), and when a picture accompanies the text, we usually first 
view the picture (Kang, 1997). Examination of visual images of 
nurses is vital because of the ability to engage the viewer and the 
immediacy of this method of communication (Escober et al., 
2007). 

Some of the earliest visual images of nurses dating from the fif-
teenth century show female nurses caring for mostly male patients 
in bed, and this representation of nurses wearing uniforms and 
working in acute areas of nursing has remained dominant (Dar-
byshire & Gordon, 2005; Price & McGillis Hall, 2013) while im-
ages from other fields of nursing have not been foregrounded. 
While, researchers have examined visual imagery of nurses over a 
range of modalities, including film (Stanley, 2008); depictions on 
YouTube (Kelly, et al. 2012); children’s books (Carroll & Rosa, 
2016); greetings cards (Pierce et al., 2002); advertisements (Lusk, 
2000); websites of American hospitals and universities (Kasoff, 
2006) and the nurse as heroine in propaganda posters and post-
cards (Dower, 2008) none has examined cartoon and images on 
the internet. 

Stereotypes 
The term stereotype originally described a printing method in 

which a metal printing plate was formed from a mould of the 
movable type so that the plate could be used repeatedly without 
alteration (History Teaching Institute, 2021). Stereotypical imag-
es of people are conventional, formulaic, and oversimplified, and 

particular clothing stereotypes are used as a shorthand to denote 
professions, for example, a white coat and stethoscope around the 
neck for a doctor, a nurse's cap or apron for a nurse. In the west, 
the stethoscope has an iconic status for doctors and medical stu-
dents and has become a symbol of their high status (Rice, 2010), 
and anecdotal evidence suggests that the same is true in Japan. 
Clothing norms are used in subtle but purposeful ways to reflect 
varying degrees of cultural and economic capital and reflect pro-
fessional boundaries in education and practice and authority 
(Jenkins, 2014). 

Stereotyping also includes value judgments, which may be pos-
itive and negative; however, stereotyping may lead to "gross sim-
plifications" and overgeneralization (van der Cingel & Brouwer, 
2020). Stereotyping is evident in representations of nurses: Some 
of the more stereotypical images of nurses involve ‘transactions or 
routines’, showing them performing tasks, such as giving medicine 
to patients, taking temperatures, or assisting with personal hy-
giene (van der Cingel & Brouwer, 2020). The public and nurses 
themselves have been found to have a stereotypical view of nurs-
ing, in which nurses may be regarded as not part of a profession, 
as less intelligent than doctors, subservient to doctors, lacking in 
authority to make sound decisions and clinical judgments, power-
less and underpaid (Fletcher, 2007; Takase et al., 2006). This por-
trayal may be perpetuated by inaccurate visual portrayals underes-
timating the full extent of the role and expertise of a nurse (Carroll 
& Rosa, 2016). An early media study identified four commonly 
depicted stereotypes: ministering angel, battle-axe, naughty nurse, 
and doctor's handmaiden (Bridges, 1990). The nurse as heroine 
has also been used in propaganda posters and postcards (Dower, 
2008), and in the current pandemic crisis the stereotype of nurses 
as self-sacrificing angels has been reignited and controversial im-
ages intended to show the sacrifice and heroism of Chinese nurses 
having their hair shaved were widely shared (Yan, 2020). These 
harmful stereotypes distort the public’s concept of nursing, affect 
the quality and number of people who enter nursing and the deci-
sions of policymakers, and undermine nurses’ self-confidence” 
(Fletcher, 2007; Price & McGillis Hall, 2014). 

Gender has been an important factor in the stereotyped image 
of nurses, and problems with image “are bound to broader societal 
gender issues” (Fletcher, 2007). The World Health Organization 
(2002) defines gender as the term used to describe the character-
istics of women and men that are socially constructed, while sex 
refers to those that are biologically determined. The social con-
struction of gender relates to behaviors and attributes based on re-
ceived ideas of masculinity and femininity. In contrast, sex refers 
to the biological aspects of an individual as determined by their 
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anatomy and affected by chromosomes and hormones (Office for 
National Statistics, 2019). 

Caring is often seen as being a feminine characteristic and nurs-
es as being typically female (van der Cingel & Brouwer, 2020): 
this has its basis historically in nursing being a form of "gendered 
and class-bound domestic work" (Kelly et al., 2012). These ideals 
and values are inseparable from the identification of nursing as 
women’s work and the societal value placed on women and caring 
(Fletcher, 2007). A content analysis using Goffman’s (1976) indi-
cators of gender stereotyping suggested that although the images 
of nurses changed in a positive direction over the years that adver-
tisements in journals portrayed nurses as “conciliatory rather than 
autonomous, and attractive rather than learned” with female nurs-
es placed in a subservient position compared to men. 

Imagery 
The concept of nursing image representation is complex (Ka-

soff, 2006). Kasoff (2006) analysed how nurses were depicted on 
hospital websites in North America with the view that these imag-
es, and the captions about these images, are essential for recruit-
ment and providing an accurate picture of a nurse's role. She de-
veloped a checklist to assess images which included whether pic-
tures showed nurses represented by different ethnicities, cultures, 
gender, and age; and how they were dressed but found that pic-
tures of nurses and their roles were scarce and difficult to locate 
and concluded that given that nurses comprise the largest health 
profession that they are underrepresented (Kasoff, 2006). 

Most of the research on the image of nursing has been in West-
ern countries, including the U.K., USA, Australia, and Canada 
(Kalisch, et al. 2007), with other research from Hong Kong, and 
Taiwan, (Kress, et al., 2018; Tzeng, 2006) and more recently Africa 
(Ndirangu, et al. 2021). There are few if any studies on the visual 
depictions of nurses from southeast Asia: the exception is a Korean 
study that indicated that nurses were portrayed from the perspec-
tive of femininity and mothering in hospital administration jour-
nals and television dramas (Kim et al., 2013; Park, et al., 2010). 

In a country famous for manga, Japanese graphic novels, visual 
communication is used extensively in advertising and conveying 
important information to the public. This form of communica-
tion is effective because it grabs the attention, is more concise 
than only the written word, and simplifies communication (No-
moto, 2019) but it may also exaggerate or reinforce stereotypes 
and overly simplify the message. 

The status of nursing in Japan 
In order to examine imagery around nurses and nursing, it is 

first essential to ascertain the contemporary role of the nurse glob-
ally and in Japan. Nurses provide healthcare from a holistic per-
spective, which centers on working with the whole person (mind, 
body, and spirit) and preventing, or treating symptoms and curing 
illness and disorders (Klebanoff & Hess, 2013). There are similar-
ities and differences between the Japan Nurses Association 
(JNA)'s definition of nursing, which is brief and straightforward, 
and the International Council of Nurses (ICN) definition. Al-
though the JNA definition does note that nurses care for patients 
"on their own," it also states that the nurse often acts under the di-
rection of a doctor. The ICN definition also notes that the nurse 
practices with awareness and conducts research to improve nurs-
ing practice; these are elements consistent with the designation as 
a profession. While the JNA mentioned clinical practice in its 
definition, ICN notes the nurse's role in supervising and training 
nursing and health care auxiliaries. Similarly, the ICN definition 
notes the role of patient education. 

A 2013 Japanese survey of the general public revealed that 
79.5% (N =  2,244) of the respondents viewed nurses as kind and 
considerate; disturbingly, their perceptions of what a nurses role 
entailed included “accurately inform your doctor of your illness” 
(61.5%); none of the other roles they noted extended beyond ba-
sic nursing care, kindness, and understanding (Cabinet Office, 
2013). Although fundamental to clinical safety and excellence 
nurses also have a range of other competencies such as the ability 
to lead. Asked about the impression they had of nurses as people, 
64% said “being gentle and warm”, other high rating answers in-
cluded “having a bright personality”, “kindness”, “a feeling of 
cleanliness”, “being reliable”, and “having a sense of responsibility” 
(Cabinet Office, 2013). Less frequent answers included “being 
snappy”, “scary”, “cold”, “strict”, and “unfriendly” and in relation to 
what desirable qualities a nurse should have, none mentioned in-
tellectual ability; “being kind” and “compassionate” was seen as 
the major attribute (Cabinet Office, 2013). 

Conceptual framework 
The basis of nurses’ self-concept and professional identity is 

“public image, work environment, work values, education, and 
traditional social and cultural values” (Hoeve, et al., 2014). A neg-
ative image of nursing affects the quality and quantity of people 
attracted to the profession (Kalisch et al., 2007), and the percep-
tion of nursing as a female profession affects recruitment (Fletch-
er, 2007; Seago, et al., 2006). It impacts the public's view of nurses' 
role and professionalism and the policy maker's allocation of re-
sources and decisions about salary (Kalisch et al., 2007). 

Various methodologies have been used to research the image of 
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nursing. Koo and Lin (2016), in 2014, set out to explore how the 
nursing profession was being portrayed on the Internet by two 
popular sources of photographic images. They analysed the first 
100 images obtained using the search term "nurse" on both Goo-
gle Images and Shutterstock but searched only photographs. The 
visual content of the retrieved images was analysed for attributes 
such as sex, ethnicity, eye contact with the camera, facial expres-
sion, posture, whether the nurse was shown in the presence of a 
patient or other medical personnel, whether the nurse was shown 
touching a patient, the presence of a stethoscope, what the nurse 
was holding, what activity the nurse was engaged in, and the im-
age’s context. Goffman’s (1979) classic study of latent meaning in 
advertisements also guided the analysis. He maintained that sub-
tle details in images, rather than their manifest content, can reveal 
assumptions about gender. Thus, in addition to Koo and Lin’s 
methodology (2016) and following Lusk (2000) we used specif-
ic, detailed criteria to categorize images to facilitate objective, un-
ambiguous interpretation and to allow for replication. Thus, we 
carefully noted context, positioning, eye contact, and spatial ar-
rangement of the images. 

This study was designed to explore how nurses are portrayed 
on Google in Japan in the contrasting media of photographs and 
illustrations. Previous research (Lusk, 2000) led us to anticipate 
that nurses would be portrayed as young women and will be de-
picted in a subordinate status relative to male physicians. Cartoon 
or drawn images of nurses have not been analysed in previous re-
search. This study will include these because they are commonly 
used on teaching materials and conference PowerPoints in Japan 
and elsewhere. Only Google images were used for the search be-
cause Google is a commonly used search engine. 

METHOD 

Following a small-scale pilot study using the intended search 
terms to standardize the process and identify potential problems, 
the student researchers (HA & MI) used two sets of search terms 
-s “Japan + nurse” and “Japan + nurse + illustration" on Googles 
images. The first 40 images using these search terms retrieved 
from Google images on a single day in June 2021 were analysed. 
Having acquired the 40 images, the trends were clear, so the re-
searchers believed they had a representative sample that would al-
low for analysis, that is interpretation of messages conveyed 
through the choice of imagery. In addition, the “SafeSearch” filter, 
which helps to block explicit images from the search results, was 
activated. 

The images were recorded on an Excel sheet the Supplementa-

ry Table 1 and website addresses and attributes for analysis and 
discussed with the supervisor a PhD qualified nurse researcher. 

Inclusion and exclusion criteria 
The criteria for the inclusion of images were based on the litera-

ture review and consideration of the Japanese context of the study. 
Included were images that related to cosplay; actors/esses playing 
nurses; nurses depicted on university and hospital sites; in films 
and news items. Excluded were historical images of nurses, appar-
ently non-Japanese people, images from non-Japanese sites, and 
advertisements for nurses’ uniforms/costumes. 

Analysis 
The retrieved images were analysed for several attributes: con-

text, gender, age, facial expression, eye contact with observer, pos-
ture, mask, nurses' cap-wearing, other elements, care activities, 
and other people present. Additionally, the underlying aim to as-
sess how nurses were presented in the media and whether the full 
suite of contemporary nursing roles and functions in contempo-
rary society was represented was considered in the analysis. There 
was consideration of what the image suggested about the role/val-
ue/gender of nurses in Japan. 

For this study, gender was defined as culturally established cate-
gories of sex, such as female or male, and the term gender display 
as defined as conventionalized portrayals of these correlates 
(Kang, 1997). Some elements of gender display were used in the 
analysis of the images, including; the relative size of males and fe-
males, function ranking: this refers to the status of a function per-
formed by males/females; typically, the male will be depicted per-
forming the more prestigious or executive function and ritualiza-
tion of subordination: postures of deference include lowering 
oneself physically or other of subjugation (Kang, 1997). 

Trustworthiness 
Trustworthiness is concerned with the extent to which the 

study is conceptually sound, based upon which the value of the 
qualitative research can be judged (Bowen, 2009). To enhance 
the trustworthiness, rigor, and transparency of the research, an au-
dit trail was created. This notated how the study was carried out 
and conclusions made (Carcary, 2020). 

Following Rodgers and Cowles (1993), this included method-
ological decisions, procedures for data collection and analysis, and 
self-awareness of the researcher. The student researchers, transla-
tor (JM), and supervisor (TS) shared weekly reflections by email, 
and decisions made at meetings were recorded on this email trail, 
and the documentation retained. This study followed the 
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COREQ checklist criteria for reporting qualitative research 
(Tong, et al., 2007). 

In common with other qualitative research, the research design 
changed through the processes of data collection and analysis and 
required us to alter decisions (Carcary, 2020). Following a pilot 
data collection, it was decided that, unlikeKoo and Lin (2016), 
we would collect only 40 photographs and 40 illustrations be-
cause we planned to describe them in more detail. There was ex-
tensive discussion of the disparity between Japanese and Western 
researchers in interpreting the illustrations. As a result, the deci-
sion was made that the Japanese researchers did the initial coding, 
and those discrepancies were to be discussed following their inter-
pretation. 

Ethics 
Ethics approval was not required for this research because infor-

mation was freely available in the public domain. 

Findings 
Eighty images were retrieved from the internet search: 40 of 

these were photographs and 40 illustrations (Supplementary Ta-
ble 1). The majority (n = 23) of the 40 photographs were derived 

from hospital websites; seven (P1,9,18,19,22,29,30) from health 
organization websites (ex: Japanese Nursing Association, Japan 
Association for Emergency Nursing, and Japan Council of Nurs-
ing Programs Colleges); six (P15,27,32-35) related to news items; 
three (P13,37,38) from university websites; and one (P26) was 
an educational item regarding a nursing textbook. 

Of the 40 illustrations, 24 were taken from a free illustration site 
and seven from a commercial website entitled “Nursing-roo!” that 
claims to be a media support site aimed at supporting nursing stu-
dents and young nurses (2021). The site shares nursing informa-
tion, medical news, a nursing terminology dictionary, tips for the 
national examination and nursing technology videos, and hosts 
bulletin boards, lifestyle articles, manga, psychological tests, and 
omikuji (fortune-telling) (Nursing-roo!, 2021). Four of the re-
maining illustrations (D21.D26.D30.D38) were from a health 
staff recruitment website; two (D23.D27.D28) from the front 
cover of nursing textbooks; one (D28) from a nurse’s autobiogra-
phy; and two (D10.D34) from a website dedicated to collating il-
lustrations drawn by the general population and nurses are a pop-
ular subject. 

The attributes of the retrieved images are summarized in Ta-
ble 1. 

Table 1. Attributes of nurse images from Google images of “Japan + nurse” and “Japan + nurse illustration”

Attribute
N (%)

Total (n=80) Photographs (n=40) Illustrations (n=40)
Gender
 Female-only 62 (77.5) 27 (67.5) 35 (87.5)
 Male-only 0 (0.0) 0 (0.0) 0 (0.0)
 Both 17 (21.25) 12 (30.0) 5 (12.5)
 Uncertain 1(1.25) 1(2.5) 0(0.0)
Age (estimate)
 20-29 (young) 33 (41.25) 8 (20.0)
 30-50 (mature) 28 (35.0) 13 (32.5)
 51 plus (older) 6 (7.5) 6 (15.0)
 All ages mixed 12 (15.0) 12 (30.0)
 Uncertain 1 (1.25) 1 (2.5)
Facial expression
 Polite smile 44 (55.0) 20 (50.0) 24 (60.0)
 Genuine smile 9 (11.25) 3 (7.5) 5 (12.5)
 Neutral 7 (8.75) 4 (10.0) 2 (5.0)
 Unsmiling 1 (1.25) 0 (0.0) 1 (2.5)
 Face is masked 10 (12.5) 9 (22.5) 1 (2.5)
 Realization 1 (1.25) 0 (0.0) 1 (2.5)
 Surprised 1 (1.25) 0 (0.0) 1 (2.5)
 Thoughtful 1 (1.25) 0 (0.0) 1 (2.5)
 Angry 1 (1.25) 0 (0.0) 1 (2.5)
 Afraid 1 (1.25) 0 (0.0) 1 (2.5)
 Mixed 4 (5.0) 4 (10.0) 2 (5.0)

(Continued to the next page)
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Attribute
N (%)

Total (n=80) Photographs (n=40) Illustrations (n=40)
Eye contact
 At the observer 49 (61.25) 25 (62.5) 24 (60.0)
 At visible object 10 (12.5) 8 (20.0) 2 (5.0)
 Looking at others 7 (8.75) 6 (15.0) 1 (2.5)
 Some other point 3 (3.75) 0 (0.0) 3 (7.5)
 Eyes closed 8 (10.0) 0 (0.0) 8 (20.0)
 Mixed 3 (3.75) 2 (5.0) 2 (5.0)
Posture
 Formal 46 (57.5) 22 (55.0) 24 (60.0)
 Informal 32 (40.0) 18 (45.0) 14 (35.0)
 Both 2 (2.5) 0 (0.0) 2 (5.0)
Masks
 Yes 12 (15.0) 11 (27.5) 1 (2.5)
 No 68 (85.0) 29 (72.5) 39 (97.5)
Nurse’s cap
 Yes 12 (15.0) 0 (0.0) 12 (30.0)
 No 68 (85.0) 40 (100.0) 28 (70.0)
Other elements
 Identity badge 22 (68.75) 22 (55.0) 0 (0.0)
 Stethoscope 6 (7.5) 4 (10.0) 2 (5.0)
 Clipboard 14 (17.5) 5 (12.5) 9 (22.5)
 Pen 7 (8.75) 4 (10.0) 3 (7.5)
 Document 5 (6.25) 3 (7.5) 2 (5.0)
 PPE without mask 4 (5.0) 4 (10.0) 0 (0.0)
 Computer 2 (2.5) 2 (5.0) 1 (2.5)
 Medical device 1 (1.25) 3 (7.5) 0 (0.0)
 Textbook 3 (3.75) 1 (2.5) 2 (5.0)
 Watch 2 (2.5) 2 (5.0) 0 (0.0)
 Certificates 2 (2.5) 2 (5.0) 0 (0.0)
 Intravenous 3 (3.75) 0 (0.0) 3 (7.5)
 Bag 1 (1.25) 0 (0.0) 1 (2.5)
 Sign 1 (1.25) 0 (0.0) 1 (2.5)
 Chair 1 (1.25) 0 (0.0) 1 (2.5)
 Trolley 1 (1.25) 0 (0.0) 1 (2.5)
 Hair wash table 1 (1.25) 0 (0.0) 1 (2.5)
 Bandage 1 (1.25) 0 (0.0) 1 (2.5)
 Syringe 2 (2.5) 0 (0.0) 2 (5.0)
 Medicine 2 (2.5) 0 (0.0) 2 (5.0)
 Soap 1 (1.25) 0 (0.0) 1 (2.5)
 Telephone 1 (1.25) 0 (0.0) 1 (2.5)
 Other 8 (10.0) 8 (20.0) 2 (5.0)
 None 23 (28.75) 9 (22.5) 17 (32.5)
Care activity
 Patient care 4 (5.0) 2 (5.0) 2 (5.0)
 Conversing 1 (1.25) 0 (0.0) 1 (2.5)
 None 74 (92.5) 38 (95.0) 36 (90.0)
Other people
 Patient 4 (5.0) 2 (5.0) 2 (5.0)
 Doctor 1 (1.25) 1 (2.5) 0 (0.0)
 Mixed 5 (6.25) 0 (0.0) 5 (12.5)
 Others 1 (1.25) 1 (2.5) 0 (0.0)
 None 69 (86.25) 36 (90.0) 33 (82.5)

Table 1. Continued
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Gender 
Thirty-nine of the 40 photographs depicted female nurses. One 

photograph (P33) was unclassified because the person was pho-
tographed from a distance with the face obscured. Twelve photo-
graphs included male nurses. 

All illustrations included a female nurse. The female nurses were 
shown with males in eight illustrations (D2.D15.D23.D26.D28.
D29.D30.36). The Supplementary Table 1 Of the 16 males depict-
ed, only five (D2.D15.D26.D29.D30) were judged to be nurses. 
The other 11 males included six patients (D23.26.28.36), one of 
which was a baby in a humidicrib; three figures were judged to be 
doctors (D15.28.30); one (D15) an allied health staff member. We 
were unable to classify the intended identity of one male figure (D 
26). 

There was little difference in the relative size of males and fe-
males in the photographs, although naturally, the male nurses as 
somewhat taller than their female counterparts. In contrast, P39 
shows the only male nurse at the back, and to the side of the pho-
tograph, P17 and P30 have males to the side of photographs have 
females in the central dominant position Neither males nor fe-
males were shown deferring to each other. 

With regards to the illustrations was little difference in the rela-
tive size of males and females except for D30, which depicts a 
male doctor as larger than the female nurse in the foreground and 
a taller male nurse with a female nurse in the background and D2 
and D 26 and which show the male nurse as being somewhat tall-
er than the female. 

Age 
All ages were based on estimate only (Table 1). In the 40 photo-

graphs of nurses there were 17 (P1,3,7,9,12-15,19,22,24,26,34,36-
39) judged to be nurses in their 20s; 25 (P1-6,8,10-
12,14,16,17,19-22,24,28,30,31,35,36,39,40) with aged 30-50; and 
nine photos (P17,18,21,23,25,27,29,30,32) with nurses aged 51 
and older. Of the 40 illustrations, 23 depicted (D1,2,4,8-
10,12,13,15,18-23,26,29,31-34,36,39,40) nurses in their 20s; 18 
(D3,5-7,11,14-16,17,23-25,27,28,33,35,37,38) with nurses aged 
between 30-50; and four (D23,26,27,30) with 51 and older. 

Facial expression 
The facial expression on the nurses depicted in photographs 

were categorized into five categories. In 21 of the 40 photographs 
nurses were categorized as smiling politely (P1,2,4,9-11,13,14,17-
19,21,23,25,28-31,38-40); five (P7,12,20,22,37) appeared to be 
have a genuine smile; six (P3,6,8,15,22,24) had a neutral expres-
sion; one (P9) was unsmiling; and the nurses in the 11 (P5,7,16, 

24,26,27,32-36) were masked. 
In contrast the nurses depicted in the illustrations showed a 

wider range of expressions. Of the 40 illustrations, 26 (D1,2,5-
9,12-18,20,23,26-30,35-38,40) were classified as having a polite 
smile; nine (D3,4,18,19,24-26,28,31) with a genuine smile; three 
(D18,28,33) appeared to be angry; two (D10,34) had a neutral 
expression; two (D18,22) looked thoughtful or confused; one il-
lustration (D11) showed a nurse wearing a mask; one (D21) was 
unsmiling; and one (D39) looked scared. 

Eye contact 
Of the 40 photos, there are 26 (P1-4,6-8,9-14,17-19,21,23,25,28-

31,38-40) looking at the observer; 10 (P5,9,16,22,24,26,33,34, 
35,36) at a visible object (e.g. document, clipboard, monitor, etc.); 
and seven (P15,20,24,27,32,36,37) looking at others. 

In 22 of the 40 illustrations the nurse is depicted as looking at 
the viewer with eyes closed (D1,2,5,19,20,24,26,28,31,35,36); at 
other people in seven illustrations (D20,23,26,27,28,30,37); and 
in three illustrations at some other point (D13,21,32); at a com-
puter laptop in one (D11); at a paper (D38): two of these 
(D13,32) showed the character with a “thought bubble” symbol 
to depict thinking. In six of the seven illustrations where the nurse 
was looking at another person, it was at a patient (D23.26.27. 
28.30.37) because they were undertaking care activities, and the 
other (D20) showed a junior nurse looking intently at a senior 
nurse. 

Posture 
The majority 22 (P1-4,6,8,10,11,13,14,17,18,20,21,23,25, 

28,29-31,38,40) of the photographs show nurses standing or sit-
ting in a formal manner whereas in the illustrations 10 (D1-3,5-
6,8,12,15-16,18 ) were drawn in a formal pose (eg illustrations 
with the nurse guiding someone), 23 (D4,10-11,13,19-28,31-
36,38-40 ) in an informal pose (eg the illustrations nurses caring 
for patients), two (D17, 30) in formal and informal pose, and five 
(D7,9,14,29,37) were not classified In addition, eight illustrations 
(D2,19-20,26,29-31,40) were that of a nurse raising their fists in 
the air signifying achievement, these illustrations were included in 
the informal classification.  

Attire, masks, and caps 
In the majority of photographs, female clinical nurses were 

wearing white tunics and trousers (P1-17,19-26,31,36,37,40); 
one was wearing a white uniform dress (P19,31); one surgical 
scrubs (P28); in three photographs (P33,34,35), nurses were 
shown in full personal protective clothing; a nursing student in 
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non-uniform clothes (P38) and in another (P39) nurses were 
shown in a casual uniform maroon top and navy trousers. The 
great majority of non-clinical nurses were photographed wearing 
formal attire, including suits (P18,27,29,30,32). In these, and in all 
40 photographs, there are four (P18,27,29,32) with president of 
Japanese nursing organizations. Of the 40 photographs, there 
were 12 (P2,4,5,8,16,17,20,23,28,30,31,39) with Certified Nurs-
es; four (P6,10,25,40) with Certified Nurse Specialists; and three 
(P11,12,14) with both classifications. 

None of the 40 photographs depicted nurses wearing a cap. 
There were 11 photographs (P5,7,16,24,26,27,32-36) showing 
nurses wearing masks, and 29 without. Nine (P5,16,26,27,32-36) 
of the 11 with masks were related to COVID-19 or were taken 
during the pandemic. The majority of the 29 nurses without 
masks were photographed in a formal posture, and only seven 
(P9,12,15,19,22,37,39) of the 29 without masks are depicted in a 
relaxed posture. 

All of the illustrations showed nurses in uniforms: most of these 
were white, a small minority were pink and pale blue. A small ma-
jority of the female nurses wore uniform dresses, but several wore 
tunics and trousers (D2, 11, 12, 19, 20, 21, 23, 27, 29). The other 
twenty-one illustrations showed figures from the waist up, and it 
was impossible to ascertain what they were wearing. In contrast to 
photographs, 13 of the illustrations (D1,3,8,10,14-16,18,24,25, 
34,37,39) pictured nurses wearing caps and only one (D 11) 
showed a nurse wearing a mask. 

Other elements 
A range of elements was depicted in both the photographs and 

illustrations. There are only nine photographs with no other ele-
ments in them. There are 22 (P1,3-8,12,14-17,19-26,31,39) with 
identity badges; five (P5,9,16,24,37) with clipboards; four 
(P7,22,26,37) with stethoscopes; four (P5,16,24,26) with pens; 
four (P26,33-35) with gowns, gloves, and caps, three (P19,32,36) 
with documents; three (P15,24,27) with microphones; three 
(P5,19,22) with monitors; two (P21,31) with certificates; two 
(P3,6) with watches; two (P19,36) with computers; one (P7) 
with an incubator; one (P9) with a textbook and sphygmoma-
nometer; one (P22) with a bed; and one (P34) with goggles. 

Of the 40 illustrations, there were 23 showing another element 
while the others have none. In ten, (D2,8,10,13,14,17,18,30,37), 
nurses are holding clipboards. In other illustrations, there were 
pens (D3,37,40); books (D7,11), stethoscopes (D9,17); intrave-
nous apparatus (D10,28,30); medicines (D10,37); telephone 
(D16) paper (D19,38); bag (D20); sign (D24); chair (D27); 
trolley (D11); PC(D1); hair washing table (D36); bandage 

(D37); and syringe (D37). 

Care activities 
Only two photographs showed nurses engaged in inpatient 

care: one (P9) depicted a nurse taking a blood pressure and the 
other (P22) a nurse pushing a patient in a bed. There were only 
six illustrations of nurses conducting patient-related activities. 
Nurses were shown talking with a patient (D23.28.30); pushing a 
wheelchair (D26); massaging a patient's shoulders (D27), hug-
ging a baby (D28); checking the patient's health (D28), and 
washing a patient's hair (D36). 

Other people present 
Thirty-six photographs show nurses without other people. In 

those depicted with other people, one (P7) shows a nurse with a 
baby in an incubator; one (P15) with television presenters; one 
(P19) with a doctor; and one (P22) with a patient lying in bed.  

Thirty-three illustrations showed only a nurse in those with 
others six (D23,26-28,30,36) were with a patient; three 
(D15,28,30) were with a doctor, and three (D15,23,26) with oth-
er health staff; and one (D26) was with people dressed in suits. 

Ethnicity 
The inclusion criteria dictated that only Japanese nurses and 

nurses from Japanese websites were included. Therefore, all pho-
tographs were of Japanese nurses. 

Ascertaining the intended ethnicity of nurses depicted in illus-
trations was less straightforward. Of the 40 illustrations, 26 
(D1,2,4,5,8,11-21,24,28,31-36,38,39) were identified as looking 
Japanese by the Japanese researchers; 11 (D6,7,9,10,23,25-
27,30,37,40) as Caucasian; and six (D3,22,29) were not clearly 
Japanese although the search term suggest they were. The Austra-
lian researcher (TES) found the images difficult to classify be-
cause hair color, skin tone, and eye shape were ambiguous or 
looked Caucasian in many instances. 

DISCUSSION 

Our research set out how are nurses portrayed in visual images 
in Japan on the Internet and what the images suggest about the 
stereotypes, role, and value of nurses in Japan. Our findings sug-
gested that nurses in Japan were portrayed in Google photographs 
and illustrations predominantly as young women, in traditional 
hospital settings, were not depicted engaged in highly skilled/pro-
fessional care; the photographic images of nurses were assessed as 
being more representative of contemporary Japanese nursing than 
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were the illustrations. 
The majority of the photographs analysed in this small-scale 

study were derived from hospital websites; the target audience for 
these are the general public as well as health professionals. Few 
nurses were shown in a clinical setting, but of those all were typi-
cal inpatient acute settings. It is likely that the intent of the photo-
graphs is to showcase positive aspects of the hospital, familiarize 
the public with the services, and lower the anxiety of potential pa-
tients. Data collection was conducted in the second year of the 
COVID-19 pandemic, and of the 40 photographs, six were news 
items, and of these five (P27,32,33,34,35), related to COVID-19. 
It was pleasing to note that several of the photographs showed 
nursing leaders – presidents of nursing organizations – and Certi-
fied Nurses and Certified Nurse Specialists who have extended 
clinical roles. It is likely these represent public relations news re-
leases and hospitals showcasing their specialist staff. 

Many of the illustrations were derived from sites providing 
stock images for public use. A significant number from a commer-
cial site, https://www.kango-roo.com, (Nursing-roo!, 2021) with 
a character called kangoru, a slightly clumsy nurse targeting nurs-
ing students and young nurses. The Japanese word for nursing is 
kango, and the similarity in pronunciation of kango and kangaroo 
are similar may have led to the creation of the character. The stat-
ed goal of this character is to make all nurses happy, and she has a 
range of nursing tips packed in her “tummy pocket” (Nurs-
ing-roo!, 2021). While the site may offer practical advice along 
with fun activities such as fortune-telling and cartoons, the 
“kawaii” illustrations may reinforce the stereotype of cute but un-
professional female nurses. 

The nurses depicted in photographs in our study fitted the ste-
reotype in terms of being predominantly female and predomi-
nantly young although the photographs depicted more mature fe-
male nurses. This does reflect the reality that women constitute 
the majority of Japan's nurses: in 2018, male nurses accounted for 
only 7.8% of the total nursing workforce (Ministry of Health La-
bour and Welfare, 2019). Linguistically the word for nursing was 
gendered: it was as late as 2001 that the name for nursing in Japa-
nese changed from kangofu (nursing woman) to kangoshi 
(nurse), a gender-neutral term (Sakashita, 2018). Although the 
sparse representation of male nurses in photographs and illustra-
tions may represent the reality, it also reinforces a stereotype of 
nurses as female and may discourage men from considering nurs-
ing as a career choice. There was little to suggest differences in 
function raking or ritualization of subordination (Kang, 1997), al-
though P6 shows the lone male nurse in the central position and 
P36 shows the male nurse instructing the females. There was no 

evidence of differences in function raking or ritualization of sub-
ordination (Kang, 1997): neither males nor females were shown 
in definite roles or were shown deferring to each other.  

Western articles have discussed a range of stereotypes associat-
ed with nursing, including angel, battle-axe, and nymphomaniac 
or sex object and “ the empty-headed nurse who is kind but 
dumb” (Darbyshire & Gordon, 2005) capable only of being a 
doctor’s handmaiden. None of the sampled photographs showed 
these explicit stereotypes; all the nurses were dressed profession-
ally and, although none were shown performing anything that 
highlighted clinical expertise or competence, they were not de-
picted performing trivial tasks. None of the images identified in 
our research showed a battle-axe image, although three illustra-
tions showed angry nurses. 

In contrast, the illustrations typified stereotypes of "kind but 
dumb" and pretty nurses. Closed eyes often denote smiles or 
winking in Japan and the characters are shown with closed or 
wide eyes. Most figures tended to have large heads which render 
them younger and more childlike. The smiling females look cute 
(kawaii) rather than intelligent; submissive and willing rather than 
autonomous or professional, and none were depicted in any chal-
lenging clinical activities. The Japanese culture of kawaii or cute 
pervades the manga and is evident in many of the illustrations of 
nurses in our study: kawaii is used to describe an aesthetic of 
“adorable beauty and innocent attractiveness”, cheerfulness and 
purity as well as mute, insecure, helpless and bewildered (Cheok 
& Fernando, 2012) (Kinsella, 2015). Manga characters express 
exaggerated emotions and are frequently drawn with two dots for 
eyes and a smiling mouth (Kinsella, 2013) such as in many of the 
nurse illustrations. The head of many illustrations is dispropor-
tionately large in relation to the size of an adult body and this elic-
its a nurture response because the proportions are typical of a 
baby (Cheok & Fernando, 2012). Stereotypical gestures were also 
common among the images with nurses frequently shown punch-
ing the air in triumph, gesturing helpfully, looking shocked or 
coming to sudden realizations. 

Two illustrations (D 10 and 34) conform to the sexualized ste-
reotype of female nurses looking beautiful and ultra-feminine. 
Two other illustrations are suggestive of medical dominance: in 
one (D15), nurses stand respectfully with hands crossed submis-
sively in front of them to the side of the central medical figures, 
the male doctor in a dominant stance, the female with a clipboard 
and along with the allied health workers all have stethoscopes and 
more dominant stances. The other (D28), concerningly, is the 
cover of a first-person account of nursing showing a medical doc-
tor front and center. This finding accords with Lusk’s (2000) in 

https://www.kango-roo.com,
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her study of Western hospital administration journals from 1930-
1950 that nurses were pictured in a subordinate status relative to 
male physicians. 

Our study suggests that in common with overseas research, 
nurses were predominantly being portrayed as feminine and car-
ing but not as leaders or professionals capable of independent 
practice (Stanley, 2008) and that, although the representations 
were usually positive, the depictions were not accurate (Brien & 
McAllister, 2019). Our research found nurses were presented as 
caring and trusted yet lacking influence and autonomy consistent 
with that of a professional as did Godsey et al. (2020). As Fletcher 
stated, “problems with [nursing] image are tied to the broader 
problem of gender” (2007, pp., p.210), and the status of nursing is 
linked to the low status of women in Japan. This gendered presen-
tation of nurses can result in men rejecting nursing as a career and 
having difficulty identifying themselves as professional nurses 
(O’Connor, 2015). It has been noted that, instead of portraying 
nurses as autonomous professionals with a "distinct scientific dis-
cipline," media depictions tend to sexualize nurses; present them 
as subservient to other professionals in outdated, stereotypical 
roles (Lusk, 2000; McNally, 2009; Stanley, 2008). Our research 
distinctly showed nurses in outdated and stereotypical aspects of 
nursing care and, in many illustrations, wearing caps which are no 
longer used in Japan. 

Unfortunately, nursing professionalism and concomitant edu-
cational preparation for practice in Japan has not developed to the 
extent it has in many other countries; autonomy is limited by the 
Japanese Nursing Law, which defines clinical scope and legally 
prescribes nurses' work as under medical doctors' orders (Tanaka, 
et al., 2014). Other Japanese nurse researchers agree that profes-
sionalization is limited and nurses’ work is largely “care work” 
(Asakura, 2015) (Takeshita, Iwawaki & Matsuoka, 2011). Unless 
the situation has changed since these papers were published, there 
should be a concerted effort to accelerate the status of nursing as a 
profession in Japan. Nurses have Codes of Conduct and Ethics as 
well as Standards for practice: this is consistent with the status of a 
profession (Fitzgerald, 2020). Unless nurses unpack their beliefs 
and appreciate their levels of responsibility and accountability 
around their actions, and promote education programs with out-
comes consistent with those of the professions, they will seek 
avoidance of 'discomfort' and choose to remain subservient. 

Attire, Masks, and caps 
The majority of the photographs and illustrations showed fe-

male nurses wearing white uniforms of some description. White 
is symbolic of purity, and angels are typically associated with 

white, but it would be a stretch of interpretation to assert that this 
is associated with the symbolic stereotype of “ the saintly purity of 
the nurse as angel” (Darbyshire & Gordon, 2005). Japan has been 
described as the land of uniforms" (McVeigh, 2000), and uni-
forms are ubiquitous in Japan for many professionals, service staff, 
and factory workers and make a person's role readily apparent. It is 
therefore not surprising that most of the photographs and illustra-
tions depicted nurses wearing uniforms including those of ad-
vanced-level Certified Nurses and Certified Nurse Specialists who 
have a broader scope of practice than registered nurses. The illus-
trations depicted more nurses wearing caps and less of a range of 
clothing than did the photographs. 

Our findings suggest that recently published photographs of 
nurses on the Internet in Japan are more representative of con-
temporary nursing in Japan. In contrast, in 12 of the 40 illustra-
tions of nurses, there was at least one figure wearing a cap. It ap-
pears that the stereotype has not caught up with what contempo-
rary Japanese nurses’ attire because the cap was phased out in 
2007. Illustrators use stereotypes, such as the nurses' uniform and 
cap, as a type of symbol, and they are a shorthand way to symbol-
ize groups of people or complex ideas (History Teaching Institute, 
2021). Previously a cap was an almost universally recognized 
symbol of being a nurse, and originally, caps or veils were styled 
following a nun’s habit and were designed to cover the wearer’s 
hair. Capping ceremonies were a solemn rite of passage and 
marked the end of nurse training (Sibbald, 2001). These are still 
held in some countries, but in most, caps have lost their symbolic 
meaning as a sign of accomplishment and been abolished to pro-
mote a professional image (Sibbald, 2001). 

Data was collected during the ongoing COVID-19 pandemic, 
and undoubtedly, this influenced the photographs retrieved from 
the Google search in terms of nurses wearing masks in clinical set-
tings and of nurses featured in news items. Previous researchers 
have noted that nurses have been largely invisible in news items 
about healthcare (Buresh et al., 1991), but one of the effects of the 
current COVID-19 pandemic has been an almost threefold in-
crease in media coverage of nursing and the predominant imagery 
has been of heroic nurses, battling nurses, and nurses sacrificing 
themselves for their patients (Bennett, et al., 2020). Some of the 
most striking imagery has been of exhausted nurses, with marks 
on their faces after hours of mask-wearing, and the sacrifice of fe-
male Chinese nurses having long hair shorn before working on 
COVID-19 wards (Stevenson, 2020). In our research, this is ex-
emplified in P33, a picture suggestive of an exhausted and over-
whelmed nurse during the pandemic. 

A frequent theme that emerged in our analysis and discussion 
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about the illustrations was that the Japanese students repeated 
shared in our work together that they had not thought deeply 
about the illustrations or what they may represent. It is likely that 
this is because, whereas verbal information is processed rationally 
and consciously, visual imagery is perceived and partially pro-
cessed preconsciously (Buresh et al., 1991). Cultural factors and 
familiarity are also likely to play a part. Therefore, the nursing pro-
fession and nursing students need to be aware of and critically re-
flect on the implicit meanings of imagery in the media and ensure 
the public is given a realistic and accurate description or profile of 
them and their profession (Stanley, 2008). 

The divergence in opinion between the British/Australian re-
searcher and her Japanese colleagues about the ethnicity of the il-
lustrated characters based on hair color, skin tone, and face shape 
has been previously noted by Lu (2009). Japanese anime has 
characteristics and stylization: the characters often have colorful 
hair, long eyelashes, small mouths, and noses and with large ex-
pressive eyes, with female characters often having large breasts 
and facial coloring is usually white with a tint of yellow, pink, or 
brown (Ocansey, 2018). Lu (2009) reported that, although the 
ethnicity of more than half of the 341 anime characters examined 
was designed initially to be Asian and only a tiny fraction was in-
tended to be Caucasian, many were perceived as Caucasian by the 
predominantly Caucasian raters. Raters tended to perceive the 
characters as being of the same racial group as themselves; thus, 
Asian raters saw more characters as Asian and Caucasian raters 
saw more as Caucasian (Lu, 2009). Images may not always have a 
fixed or transparent meaning because understanding is derived 
from the context (Van Leeuwen, 2005). Similarly, the values com-
municated will also be dependent on shifting cultural contexts. 

Limitations 
The age of nurses depicted on the Internet was based on esti-

mates. As previously mentioned, the classification of profession 
and age was necessarily subjective. A few photographs and illus-
trations were not straightforward to classify. Judging the intended 
profession of figures depicted with nurses ironically involved 
some reliance on using stereotypes. For example, in P19, a man 
on the far right and a woman in the middle are shown wearing 
white coats but we judged only the male to be a doctor. Sample 
size and methodology mean that the findings should be interpret-
ed with caution. The strength of this study is that it is the first to 
examine nurses' image in Japan and include illustrations of nurses. 

Implications 
The increasing role of social media in our lives along with digi-

tal developments generate a ‘world full of images’ make visual 
methodologies increasingly relevant” (Ravn et al., 2020) and the 
exploration of images of nurses of continued relevance. Nurses 
need to be aware that the image of nursing is socially and cultural-
ly constructed (Carroll & Rosa, 2016) and that imagery can have 
profound emotional and attitudinal impacts (Buresh et al., 1991) 
Nurses should ensure they circulate accurate contemporary imag-
es of nurses and their role and to challenge stereotyped images 
when they are encountered (Fletcher, 2007). 

Realistic and contemporary images of nurses are vital to attract-
ing people to nursing and may also be linked to job satisfaction 
and workforce retention (Price & McGillis Hall, 2013; Takase et 
al., 2006) and self-identity (Lusk, 2000). The images selected by 
universities and websites help shape the public's view of the pro-
fession and create the first impression for prospective applicants 
as to the nature and value of the nursing profession (Escober et al., 
2007) but our study suggests that imagery is not realistic or con-
temporary. It is also possible that images influence expectations 
around the nature of education appropriate for contemporary 
practice ie developing the ability to collaborate with patients and 
peers, to question therapeutic processes and outcomes, to think 
critically in order to make informed judgments about evidence for 
optimal care processes and to contribute to innovation in systems 
and processes. 

Working with the media to help create more realistic and con-
temporary portrayals of the whole range of nursing’s work can 
help create a more balanced view of healthcare and professional 
education. Darbyshire and Gordon (2005) pointed out that criti-
cism alone cannot rectify the situation and that nurses should be 
proactive in providing media outlets with positive and acceptable 
alternatives. It is not only images generated by others that may 
misrepresent nurses, but images used by nurses themselves may 
also do this (Kelly et al., 2012), and nurses need to be mindful of 
the images they use.  

CONCLUSIONS 

Visual representations or images carry a more immediate emo-
tional impact than written and spoken words, and visual images 
are perhaps particularly pertinent in Japan with such a unique and 
visually-oriented culture. Profiles of the profession of nursing and 
the roles of nurses are ever evolving; examining how nurses are 
portrayed visually in the media will remain a topic that needs re-
visiting. Our research suggests that photographic representations 
of nurses on Google images showed a more contemporary and 
balanced view of nursing than did illustrations of nurses. If there is 
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one positive to come out of the devastating COVID-19 pandem-
ic, it is to foreground the importance of nursing and show them as 
essential well-informed health professionals. 

Nurses have been trained or 'groomed' to believe that they were 
only 'givers' in a transactional way and under the direction of oth-
ers and the illustrations we sampled reflect this. If nurses value ed-
ucation and assume the full suite of their professional roles and 
functions, they will see that they do make decisions with and on 
behalf of patients and they do behave autonomously. 

Nurses, nurse educators, and managers themselves have a re-
sponsibility to consciously select images that reflect the contem-
porary professional roles of nursing in their presentations, on 
websites and promotional material drawn from a range of nursing 
contexts, represent the diversity in gender and context of the cur-
rent nursing workforce and promote research and education pro-
grams that prepare professionals for evidence-based practice. 
Adoption of curriculum designs such as practice-based philoso-
phy and methodologies that incorporate stimulus (learning) ma-
terial based on the reality of practice and the full suite of abilities 
and a range of contexts of practice can only enhance the likeli-
hood of alternative imagery around the profession of contempo-
rary nursing. 
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INTRODUCTION 

With the recently ageing society, improving the quality of life of the elderly has become a 
general social goal. The improvement of the quality of life in old age in a knowledge-based soci-
ety requires ongoing education in old age. A study in late-age learning has already emphasized 
the need for further emphasis on education, starting with Paul Lengland's "Theories of Life Ed-
ucation" in 1965 (UNESCO, 1965). Education for older people has recently evolved to the 
point where there is a boom in reflecting individual characteristics such as health and hobbies, 
and active research is being conducted in academia (Ko, 2009). Recently, artificial intelligence 
and internet use are becoming a reality. In addition, the problem of information overload in a 
knowledge and information literate society makes us realize the importance of accessing helpful 
information. We face the need for mathematics education due to the increase in the use of 
mathematical knowledge by elderly learners. For late adults, repairing deficits in knowledge 
aims to improve the quality of life (Lee & Ko, 2018). 

Korea is a country that has experienced the Korean War, and it is one of the few countries 
where there are still late adult learners who have suffered war or who have not been educated 
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Original Article

Purpose: This study aims to inform the field of mathematics education for late adult learners by 
considering the teaching and learning methods & teaching strategies of mathematics. It focus-
es on the adult literacy middle school curriculum developed for late adult learners. 
Methods: This study applied a mixed-method approach. Through research of the literature, 
teaching and learning methods & teaching strategies were identified, and those featured in 
adult literacy textbooks were reviewed. The study was validated by receiving expert advice. 
Results: To explore teaching and learning methods & teaching strategies according to the 2020 
revised adult literacy textbook class procedure, at least three experts in each field were recruit-
ed for research validity. Employing the triangle verification method, nine experts from three dif-
ferent fields were consulted to verify the validity of the content. 
Conclusion: As a result of exploring teaching and learning methods & teaching strategies in 
mathematics for late-adult learners, discussion methods, lecture methods, and cooperative 
learning were concluded to be appropriate teaching and learning methods. Situated learning, 
representation learning, and cognitive teaching strategies were identified as appropriate. 
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during the social reconstruction period immediately after the war. 
At that time, late adult learners emerged as a social phenomenon, 
which was also the beginning of the current literacy education. 
The current late adult learners who were not educated at their 
school age were willing to be educated at the time, but instead 
were required to participate in economic activities due to their 
family situations. This neglected generation has finally been given 
the opportunity to continue their education in contemporary Ko-
rean society using a credentialled literacy program. Reflecting this 
phenomenon, the Korean government implemented a system to 
allow adult learners to use existing compulsory education pro-
grams, including elementary and middle school education, to 
complete a literacy education program under Article 40 of the 
Lifelong Education Act (National Institute for Lifelong Education 
in South Korea). 

As part of the national curriculum in 2019, guidelines for all 
curricula for adult literacy middle schools were developed, fol-
lowed by the development of a revised adult literacy textbook in 
2020, which was published in February 2021. The change 
brought many concerns about the preparedness of the mathemat-
ics departments in the field. Concerns arose because of the poten-
tial that there could be many adult learners with mild cognitive 
impairments in the middle school mathematics course of late 
adult learners. There were also many concerns about the way 
math classes were taught by lifelong educators or volunteers in the 
field; the late adult learners for middle school math curriculum 
were elderly, and the lifelong educators or volunteers in the field 
are not math education experts. Their knowledge of math educa-
tion for elderly learners was seen as insufficient as was the research 
on knowledge of math education in the field of elderly learners. 

In response to the issues raised above, the National Institute for 
Lifelong Education (National Institute for Lifelong Education in 
South Korea) released textbooks and produced videos on learn-
ing methods in consideration of practicing teachers nationwide, 
but the need to develop teaching and learning methods for math-
ematics specifically is increasing. Therefore, this study aims to aid 
the math educators in the field who work with late adult learners 
by reviewing teaching and learning methods & teaching strategies 
of mathematics, focusing on the adult literacy middle school cur-
riculum developed for late adult learners. 

In this study, teaching and learning methods are defined as "the 
ways of teaching" or "effective and efficient pedagogical practice 
used to achieve educational goals", while teaching strategies are 
defined as the act of selecting and sequencing learning activities 
within each lesson (Paek et al., 2020). 

Theoretical Background 
The core value of education lies in “what and how to teach”, and 

the method of education can be a collective term for all method-
ological and instrumental conditions required to realize the pur-
pose of education (Hwang et al., 2003). This applies to all other 
areas except for the act of exploring, ‘what is the valid purpose of 
education?’ In a narrow sense, the educational method can be 
conceptualized as a method of teaching or an effective and effi-
cient pedagogical practice used to achieve educational goals. 

According to Kim et al. (1999), the educational method was 
defined as “a method used to effectively deliver content that meets 
the learning goals and supports learning activities”. The educa-
tional method refers to the teaching technique used by instructors 
to achieve class goals within the curriculum, also referred to as 
teaching and learning methods, teaching forms, and teaching 
strategies (Ehwa Women's University Department of Education 
Engineering, 2001). However, the term ‘teaching strategy’, ac-
cording to Na and Jung (2006), is a specific activity employed to 
establish teaching and learning methods, while the term ‘educa-
tional method’ is defined as an overall operational method or 
framework. 

If discussion-based classes or lecture-style classes are teaching 
and learning methods, strategies such as memory activation, using 
repetition and memorization, or information integration meth-
ods, which connect new information with existing knowledge, are 
teaching strategies. The types of teaching and learning methods 
include lecture, discussion, and cooperative learning. Teaching 
strategies include setting the scaffolding of problem-based learn-
ing, self-directed learning, and situated learning. This study aims 
to review teaching and learning methods & teaching strategies for 
late adult learners through the following sections. 

1. Teaching and learning methods 
Teaching-learning methods refer to activities that teachers use 

to help students learn about selected and organized educational 
content (Paek et al., 2020). Upon the review of several studies re-
lated to teaching activities, Rosenshine and Furst (1973) cited 
‘clarity of class contents’, ‘diversity of class’, ‘passion’, ‘task-oriented 
attitude’, ‘criticism’, ‘providing learning opportunities’, ‘systemiza-
tion of class contents’, ‘integrating students’ input’ and ‘using 
questions’ as examples of teaching behaviors related to the effec-
tiveness of a class. In addition, Borich (2000) divided the teaching 
activities of teachers related to the effectiveness of classes into core 
activities and promotional teaching activities as follows (See Table 
1): Teaching and learning methods are largely divided into lec-
ture, discussion, cooperative learning, and discovery exploration 
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learning. The description of each method and its strengths and 
weaknesses shown in Table 2 are as follows. 

2. Teaching Strategies for mathematics 
(1) Representation Learning 

Learners have difficulty representing the mathematical knowl-
edge and strategic situation required for problem-solving. In gen-
eral, in mathematical problem-solving situations, learners must 
find core information and be able to represent the information us-
ing representation methods, such as diagrams or symbols, to solve 
the problem. To achieve such successful mathematical prob-

Table 1. Core teaching activities and Promotional teaching activities

Core teaching activities Promotional teaching activities
Clarity of instruction Integrating students' opinions
The diversity of classes Systematic summary
The degree of commitment to class Asking questions
Active participation of students Deepening and specifying statements
Increasing student success rate Teacher’s attitude

Table 2. Strengths and Weakness of teaching and learning methods

Teaching and  
learning methods Content Strengths Weakness Type Related study

Lecture A form of conveying 
and understanding 
learning information 
to learners under 
the leadership of in-
structors.

Effective in classes with 
more than 40-50 students.

Difficulty in reflecting per-
sonal characteristics.

Ausubel's meaningful 
learning

Kim (2014)

Cost-effective. Difficulty in active participa-
tion of learners.

Na, & Choi (2003)

Effective for transferring 
cognitive knowledge and 
learning.

Large influence of instructor 
characteristics: educational 
perspective, knowledge, at-
titude, etc.

Discussion To achieve the learn-
ing goal, learners 
present their opin-
ions and evaluate 
others' opinions. 
Through this pro-
cess, one learns to 
solve problems.

This method can deepen, 
supplement, and expand 
learner’s thoughts through 
listening to other people's 
opinions and acquiring in-
formation.

Easier to focus on presenters 
than on presentations.

A small group discussion, Cho & Kim (2002)

Learners may take a passive 
role.

Round Table Discussion, Kwon & Kim (2003)

Minority opinions may be 
downplayed.

Open discussion, Oh, Park, & Lee (2014)

Difficult for instructors to 
control and manage classes

Jury discussion,
Single phase discussion,
Buzz discussion.

Cooperative  
learning

Learning methods 
that set common 
goals for members. 
Members work 
jointly to achieve 
goals, giving and re-
ceiving help.

Cultivation of a prosocial 
attitude.

Since the members are het-
erogeneous, learners may 
have different levels of 
skills or knowledge base. 
This may lead to disputes. 
Some students may become 
“free-riders”.

Team achievement,  
Distribution compensa-
tion techniques,

Ahn (2018)

Development of deci-
sion-making skills.

Team tournament, Lee & Ko (2015)

Positive social interaction. Jigsaw,
Provides an opportunity to 

move from concrete think-
ing to abstract thinking.

Group survey,
Helper learning

lem-solving skills, one can focus on a learning strategy that teaches 
how to represent the core problems; such a strategy is referred to 
as representation learning (Kim, 2003). This representation learn-
ing and teaching strategy is reported to have positive effects when 
learners are encouraged to speak about their thoughts or prob-
lem-solve by creating diagrams for self-questions and suggestions 
(Hutchinson, 1993). Representation learning is also used in con-
junction with cognitive strategies (Montague, 1993). 

(2) Cognitive and Meta-Cognitive strategies 
Meta-cognition is a method of thinking about 'thinking', and 

Meta-cognitive teaching strategies are those that introduce lan-
guage skills into teaching principles and are based on behavioral 
models for learning (Kim, 2003). Meta-cognitive teaching strate-
gies include self-monitoring and self-instruction, and meta-cogni-
tive teaching procedures are widely used for learning. In addition, 
studies on interventions that emphasized cognitive strategies for 
mathematical problem solving produced positive results for 
school-age students, motivating learners to carry out real-life strat-
egies and recognize links between strategies and learning content 
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(Wong, 1992). Thus, between the 1970s and 1980s, the paradigm 
shifted from lecture-based methods to cognitive strategies. Cogni-
tive teaching strategies focus on teaching students ‘how to learn.’ 
They teach students strategies that can solve problems rather than 
specific skills; it is used in conjunction with representation learn-
ing (Montag, 1993). 

(3) Situated Learning 
The situated cognition required in situated learning starts from 

a socio-cultural perspective which emphasizes the social and cul-
tural situations of mathematical activities (Park & Jeon, 1997). 
Cognition, in response to information, creates a symbolic repre-
sentation of context and information in order to produce knowl-
edge. Thus, the representation process is used to acquire and or-
ganize new information. In this way, cognition essentially gives 
abstract meaning through the symbol system and schema (Harley, 
1991). 

Situated cognition emphasizes perception rather than memory; 
when processing information, knowledge is no longer simply 
stored in the brain, but is processed in relation to context (Young, 
1993). Indeed, situated cognition is about the interaction between 
context and information, and it emphasizes the importance of 
context in describing thought (Lave, 1988; Lave & Wenger, 
1991). Young (1993) and Lave (1988) demonstrated this in their 
research. They created a situation of buying goods from the su-
permarket and demonstrated how people generally use mathe-
matics to think and solve problems that have not been solved in 
classroom situations.  

Given how learners think is closely related to the surrounding 
situation in which the thinking occurs (Lave, 1989;Suchman, 
1987), the focus of situational instructional activities is to recog-
nize situational intent. The learner's judgment of the situation has 
a profound influence on the desired behavior and learning. 

Harley (1991) found that learners can develop a problem-solv-
ing strategy by reflecting on situational intentions in response to 
the environment. This implies that learners should be understood 
as contextual learners. For this, the teacher's role should be devel-
oping teaching and learning methods and curriculum that can 
emphasize collaborative activities to consider the complex interre-
lationships between what students already know and what they 
need to learn. Ultimately, it should be recognized that meaning is 
shaped by learners, not by teachers. 

Through the above theoretical background, the current study 
intends to verify the validity of expert advice and identify teaching 
strategies suitable for late adult learners. 

METHODS 

This exploratory study aims to help late adult learners conduct 
math classes by examining math teaching methods and strategies, 
focusing on the use of an adult literacy middle school math text-
book, and a national curriculum developed for late adult learners. 
To this end, teaching and learning methods & teaching strategies 
were explored through literature research, and their validity was 
determined by expert review. The research procedure is shown in 
Table 3. Teaching and learning methods & teaching strategies 
were explored in the middle course of the mathematics depart-
ment of adult literacy textbooks published in 2021. 

The middle school mathematics curriculum of adult literacy 
textbooks released in 2021 is organized in sequences of “Opening 
Thoughts – Get Ready – Learning – Mathematics in Life – Cre-
ative Experience Activities.” In Table 4, the contents and examples 
are presented. In addition, in Table 4, teaching and learning meth-
ods & teaching strategies presented for validation were presented 
as hypotheses. 

The final teaching and learning methods & teaching strategies 
were derived through expert content validity and usability evalua-
tion based on literature and prior research review. Three experts 
in the field, three in educational engineering and three in mathe-
matics education, validated the contents and evaluated the usabil-
ity (Table 5). Experts conducted content validity with those with 
degrees in the related field, educational engineers, math education 

Table 3. Procedure of study

Procedure Contents
Literature study Teaching and learning methods & teaching 

strategies mentioned in the study of math-
ematics.

↓

Exploring teaching and 
learning methods & 
teaching strategies

Exploring teaching and learning methods & 
teaching strategies according to the teach-
ing procedures of the middle school math-
ematics curriculum of adult literacy text-
books.

↓

Expert validation To verify the validity of this study, at least 
three experts in the field (triangle verifica-
tion method) are secured through consul-
tation with nine experts: three field experts, 
three experts in educational engineering, 
and three experts in mathematics.

↓

Derive research results Exploring teaching and learning methods & 
teaching strategies centered on the middle 
course of mathematics in adult literacy 
textbooks.
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experts, and field experts working with late adult learners. 
In the survey conducted to evaluate the validity and usability of 

the class model, questions were organized to evaluate validity, ap-
propriateness, explanatory power, and usefulness. The survey also 
presented opinions on strengths and weaknesses, improvements, 
suggestions (Table 6). The survey results were examined by quan-
tifying experts' evaluations using the Content Validity Ratio 
(CVR). Content validity shows the validity of each item of the ed-
ucational intervention plan (Rubio et al., 2003). Polit et al. (2007) 
suggested receiving a CVR of 0.78 or more from at least three ex-
perts to satisfy the criteria for validity. 

RESULTS 

Content Validity Verification by Experts 
The results of content validity verification through expert con-

sultation are shown in Table 7. The validity of the teaching meth-
od and teaching strategy considering late adult learners are shown 
as follows: small group instruction, lecture method, cooperative 
learning (CVR = 0.99), and discussion method (CVR = 0.78) 
were found to be valid for the teaching method, and representa-
tion teaching strategy, cognitive teaching strategy, and situated 
learning were found to be valid teaching strategies (CVR = 0.99). 
The experts evaluated the validity of teaching and learning meth-
ods for cooperative learning (m = 5.00), small group classes and 
lectures (m = 4.56), discussion methods (m = 4.44). For teaching 
strategies, experts evaluated the validity of the situated learning 
teaching strategy (m = 4.78) and the representation learning 
teaching strategy (m = 4.67). 

The appropriateness of the teaching method and teaching strat-
egy of middle school mathematics for late adult learners, accord-
ing to the progression of the curriculum, is shown in Table 9. Dis-

Table 4. Exploring teaching and learning methods & teaching strategies for the process of adult literacy textbooks

Process Contents and examples Characteristics Teaching and
learning methods Teaching strategies

“Opening Thoughts” Orient learners to the learning 
material by suggesting an 
appropriate situation.

Presents an appropriate situation 
and discussion at the beginning 
of the unit.

Discussion, Situated learning strategy
Lecture

“Get Ready” Review of previous learning 
material.

Reviews the contents that match 
the unit.

Discussion, Cognitive strategy
Lecture

“Learning” In this unit, concepts are 
learned, and example prob-
lems are solved together.

Adult literacy textbooks simply 
present concepts and solve ex-
amples and problems.

Lecture Representation Learning 
Strategies,

Cognitive strategy
“Mathematics in Life” Organization of learning. Us-

ing the learned content to 
solve the problem.

Adult literacy textbooks are orga-
nized so that the contents 
learned in the learning organiza-
tion stage can be applied directly 
in real life.

Discussion, Cognitive strategy,
Cooperative learning Situated learning strategy

“Creative Experience  
Activities”

At the end of the chapter, 
read or perform activities 
related to the chapter.

Motivates learning through inter-
esting writings or activities.

Discussion, Cognitive strategy,
Cooperative learning Situated learning strategy

Table 5. Variables of expert background

Experts Vocation Experience (years) Degree Field Expert validation Evaluation
A Headmaster 50 Ph. D night school, lifelong education √ √
B Headmaster 14 Ph. D lifelong education √ √
C Teacher 10 Ph. D lifelong education √ √
D Professor 7 Ph. D educational engineering √ √
E Professor 5 Ph. D educational engineering √ √
F Researcher 5 M.D. educational engineering √ √
G Teacher 10 Ph. D math teacher √ √
H Teacher 12 Ph. D math teacher √ √
I Teacher 20 M.D. math teacher √ √
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cussion methods and contextual learning strategies in ‘Opening 
Thoughts,’ lecture method cognitive strategies in ‘Get Ready,’ 
methods and representation learning strategies in ‘Learning,’ dis-
cussion methods and cooperative learning in  

‘Mathematics in Life,’ situated learning and cognitive teaching 
strategies in ‘Creative Experience Activities.’ The results of con-
tent validity through expert advice are shown in Table 8. 

Overall Validity 
Table 10 provides evidence of validity by dividing teaching and 

learning methods and teaching strategies for late adult learners, 
teaching and learning methods & teaching strategies for mathe-
matics departments according to the progress of the regular cur-
riculum, and finally, teaching and teaching strategies in mathemat-
ics for late adult learners. 

Since the teaching and learning methods & teaching strategies 

Table 6. Evaluation tool for class model

Type Item Description
Validity The results of this study are valid references for teaching and learning methods referring to strategies valid as teaching and learn-

ing methods & teaching strategies that can be referred to in implementing mathematics education with late adult learners.
Appropriateness The results of this study are appropriate references for teaching and learning methods & teaching strategies at each stage of the 

curriculum for late adult learners.
The results of this study appropriately present the steps for implementing math classes for late adult learners.

Explanatory skill The result of this study easily explains teaching and learning methods & teaching strategies to be considered when implementing 
mathematics classes for late adult learners.

Usefulness The results of this study can be utilized to implement math classes for late adult learners.
Universality The results of this study are applicable when conducting classes for late adult learners.

The results of this study are applicable when conducting math classes.

Table 7. Validity of teaching and learning methods & teaching strategies considering late-adult learners

Content A B C D E F G H I M(SD) CVR
Validity of personalization classes 2 3 3 3 4 4 3 3 3 3.11 -0.56
Validity of small group classes 4 5 4 4 5 4 5 5 5 4.56 0.99
Validity of teaching and learning methods 5 4 4 4 5 5 5 4 5 4.56 0.99
Validity of the method of debate 5 5 5 4 4 5 4 5 5 4.44 0.78
Validity of cooperative learning 5 5 5 5 5 5 5 5 5 5.00 0.99
Validity of scaffolding setting 3 2 3 3 3 4 3 3 3 3.00 -0.78
Validity of self-directed learning 3 2 3 2 3 3 3 4 4 3.00 -0.56
Validity of problem-based learning 3 4 3 3 4 3 3 3 3 3.22 -0.56
Validity of representation learning 4 4 5 5 5 4 5 5 5 4.67 0.99
Validity of cognitive teaching strategies 5 5 5 4 4 5 5 5 5 4.78 0.99
Validity of situated learning 5 5 5 5 4 5 5 5 5 4.89 0.99

Table 9. A study on teaching and learning methods & teaching strategies for the middle school mathematics curriculum of adult literacy 
textbooks

Process Teaching Method Teaching Strategy
“Opening Thoughts” Discussion Situated learning strategy
“Get Ready” Lecture Cognitive strategy
“Learning” Lecture Representation learning strategy, Cognitive strategy
“Mathematics in Life” Discussion, Cognitive strategy,

Cooperative learning Situated learning strategy
“Creative Experience Activities” Discussion, Situated learning strategy

Cooperative learning
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of late adult learners are different from those of school-aged stu-
dents, experts were categorized by field in order to ensure the va-
lidity of teaching and learning methods and teaching strategies. 
Teaching and learning methods & teaching strategies were evalu-

ated for feasibility, appropriateness, explanatory skill, usefulness, 
and universality. The overall appropriateness of teaching and 
learning methods & teaching strategies for mathematics for late-
adult learners based on the review of the literature and prior stud-

Table 8. A study on teaching and learning methods & teaching strategies

Process Teaching and learning 
methods & strategies A B C D E F G H I M(SD) CVR

“Opening Thoughts” Discussion 5 4 5 4 5 5 5 5 5 4.78 0.99
Lecture 3 4 4 3 3 4 4 3 3 3.44 -0.11
Situated learning strategy 5 5 5 5 5 5 5 5 5 5.00 0.99

“Get Ready” Discussion 5 5 5 5 4 4 5 5 5 4.78 0.99
Lecture 3 3 3 4 4 3 4 3 4 3.44 -0.11
Cognitive strategy 5 5 4 5 5 5 5 5 5 4.89 0.99

“Learning” Lecture 5 5 5 5 5 5 5 5 5 5.00 0.99
Representation learning 

strategy
5 5 4 5 4 5 5 5 5 4.78 0.99

Cognitive strategy 5 5 5 5 5 5 5 5 5 5.00 0.99
“Mathematics in 

Life”
Discussion 5 4 5 5 5 4 5 5 5 4.78 0.99

Cooperative learning 5 5 5 5 5 5 5 5 5 5.00 0.99
Situated learning strategy 5 5 5 5 5 5 5 5 5 5.00 0.99
Cognitive strategy 4 4 5 4 4 5 4 4 4 4.22 0.99

“Creative Experience 
Activities”

Cooperative learning 5 5 5 5 5 5 5 5 5 5.00 0.99

Discussion 5 5 5 5 5 5 5 5 5 5.00 0.99
Cognitive strategy 4 4 5 4 4 3 3 3 3 3.67 0.11
Situated learning strategy 5 5 5 5 5 5 5 5 5 5.00 0.99

Table 10. Validity of teaching and learning methods & teaching strategies for each area

Content A B C D E F G H I M(SD) CVR
Teaching and learning methods & teaching strategies 

for late-adult learners
5 4 5 5 5 5 5 4 5 4.78 0.99

Teaching and learning methods & teaching strategies 
for mathematics according to the regular curriculum

5 4 5 5 5 5 5 5 5 4.89 0.99

Teaching and learning methods & teaching strategies 
in mathematics for late-adult learners

5 5 5 5 5 5 5 4 5 4.89 0.99

Table 11. Evaluation tool for teaching and learning methods & teaching strategies for overall validity

Type A B C D E F G H I M(SD) CVR
Feasibility 5 4 5 5 5 5 5 4 5 4.78 0.99
Appropriateness 5 5 5 5 5 5 5 4 5 4.89 0.99

5 4 5 5 5 5 5 4 5 4.78 0.99
Explanatory skill 5 4 5 4 5 5 5 4 5 4.67 0.99
Usefulness 5 5 5 5 5 5 5 4 5 4.89 0.99
Universality 5 4 5 5 5 5 5 5 5 4.89 0.99

5 4 5 5 5 5 5 5 5 4.89 0.99
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ies conducted in this study was found to be very high. The feasi-
bility, appropriateness, explanatory skill, usefulness, and universal-
ity of the overall validity were also determined (Table 11). 

CONCLUSIONS 

As a result of exploring teaching and learning methods & teach-
ing strategies in mathematics for late-adult learners, discussion 
methods, lecture methods, and cooperative learning were found 
to be appropriate. The valid teaching strategies were situated 
learning, representation learning, and cognitive teaching strate-
gies. 

It was found that small group classes are more suitable as an ap-
propriate teaching and learning method for late adults, and the ap-
propriateness of cooperative learning also showed high validity. 
This has shown the same results as studies (Thompson & Savenye, 
2007) that refer to the advantages of cooperative learning by en-
abling in-depth reflection and high-dimensional discourse through 
the exchange of information and knowledge. 

In addition, it was found that representative learning, cognitive 
teaching strategy, and situated learning strategy showed very high 
validity as teaching methods and teaching strategies for late adults. 
There was an opinion that late adult learners find mathematical 
symbols difficult, but on the other hand, they are positive in using 
visualization rather than proceeding with mathematical situations 
as explanations. 

Situated learning is a significant factor for late adult learners, 
and it is a process of deriving mathematical activities by recalling 
the real-life situation. According to Lee & Ko (2018), it was re-
ported that late adult learners had a positive effect on understand-
ing problem situations in real-life situations. Scholars who studied 
cognition, such as Choi, Hannafin (1995) and Young (1993), also 
discussed the significance of learning in the context of real-life 
based on experience. They explain that the learning outcomes 
that learners have acquired based on their experiences cannot be 
separated from their experiences. The research results of this 
study verify the results of the preceding studies above. 

This study is meaningful in that it can provide implications for 
educators experiencing difficulties in teaching and learning meth-
ods & teaching strategies. 
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INTRODUCTION 

This paper aims to reflect on i) the scholarly reports within presentations at the 2021 sympo-
sium entitled ‘PBL in Education transition: ‘New trends and challenges’ (Cheju Halla Universi-
ty – CHU, 2021); ii) research initiatives sponsored by the International Society for Prob-
lem-based Learning at CHU (www.ejpbl.org). At the symposium many new people joined old 
friends who have supported the PBL initiatives in Jeju, South Korea, over the last two decades. 
Research sponsored by CHU has explored initiatives for educational change. 

The authors examine the extent to which change agendas have encouraged approaches to 
learning advocated by policy directives across the world (WHO, UNESCO), especially in rela-
tion to introducing and assessing the full suite of abilities that professionals need in the contem-
porary environment. It is suggested that the introduction and assessment of critical thinking, 
reflection on practice that leads to metacognition need greater focus within process-oriented 
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Over the last two decades policy developers across the world have set directions for educational 
change in pursuit of graduate outcomes that better prepare professionals for the future. Sug-
gestions for radical change in educational practices has meant a need to revisit curricula to 
question the extent to which graduate outcomes are consistent with contemporary population 
and workplace needs. Discussion has centred on more process-oriented educational design that 
aims for learning outcomes especially those acknowledging a need for critical thinking and 
metacognition as a graduate outcome for professionals. A contextual appraisal of contemporary 
workplaces i) reveals a need for changes in systems and processes and ii) suggests a need for 
change in professional practices that in turn impact on educational preparation for practice eg i) 
movement towards student-centered educational design and ii) encouraging values consistent 
with ongoing learning in dynamic workplaces. It is the authors’ opinion that educators are at 
risk of minimising learning processes that lead to critical thinking and metacognition. We sug-
gest that where processes are introduced in learning events, assessment/evaluation tasks have 
not provided evidence of outcomes consistent with curriculum aims. In the future, curriculum 
renewal should include interrogation of appropriate assessment tasks that provide evidence of 
outcomes that reflect ability to think critically and reflect on processes in a manner consistent 
with metacognition. Research that focusses on the nature and extent of those outcomes is also 
warranted. 

Keywords: Critical Thinking; Metacognition; Assessment of Critical Thinking; Informed Educa-
tional Policy  
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curriculum implementation. 

THE DEMAND FOR EDUCATIONAL 
CHANGE 

Articles submitted to this journal report that policy developers 
across the world have set directions for educational change in pur-
suit of graduate outcomes that better prepare professionals for the 
future (Park et al, 2020;Zumbach et al, 2020;Byun, 2020;Cho et 
al 2021). Byun (2020) cited the World Economic Forum (WEF) 
proceedings where in 2017 it was suggested that ten skills were re-
quired to thrive in the Fourth Industrial Revolution: Complex 
Problem Solving, Critical Thinking, Creativity, People Manage-
ment, Coordinating with Others, Emotional Intelligence, Judg-
ment and Decision Making, Service Orientation, Negotiation, 
and Cognitive Flexibility. Advocating for change, Byun argued 
that application of a wide range of knowledge and the acceptance 
of new knowledge, is a necessity in problem solving, an ability 
central to the roles and functions of various professionals within 
society. 

A scan of formal organizational websites demonstrates respons-

es to policy directions; these confirm the need for the change 
agenda. Organizations such as the Australian Council for Educa-
tional Research (ACER), the United Nations (UNESCO), and 
the national policy frameworks have outlined desirable changes 
on government websites: all have focussed on higher and further 
education. For some like the World Health Organization (WHO), 
directives suggest radical change in educational practices and 
questioning around the extent to which graduate outcomes are 
consistent with contemporary population and workplace needs 
(Table 1). Policymakers are telling us that now is the time to re-as-
sess the educational landscape from multiple perspectives e.g., 
re-alignment of roles of professional in practice relevant to popu-
lation needs, addressing social, ethical, legal issues and respond to 
significant changes evident in educational policy (suggesting 
more student centered and blended learning), research & consul-
tation (a focus on translational designs). 

ASPIRATIONS VERSUS OUTCOMES 

Scholarly articles in the journal report on more process-orient-
ed educational design that aims for learning outcomes such as evi-

Table 1. Education for Practice

Developments in Workplaces today Suggestions for educational outcomes
Technological and information systems  

interfaces
Use contemporary media, technology, library, and relevant databases to access and manage information
Access and find information effectively
Evaluate information and the reliability of sources
Use information effectively in a range of contexts

Changing patterns in consumerism Contribute to systems review
Elicit the views of others and help reach conclusions with them
Articulate ideas in partnership with consumers, reflect their needs
Display sensitivity to any audience in organising and presenting ideas

Fragmented consumer/client experiences Effectively manage consumer expectations, competing value systems, and managers of tensions in resource 
allocation

Make connections that include consumers and create meaning between yourself and them
Consider the client’s age and cultural perspective, the individual and family capacity for involvement, the in-

fluence of community.
Changing workforces: unaligned skill-mix 

and case-mix
Lead, supervise and delegate to appropriately informed personnel in the workplace
Coordinate throughput and processes

Inappropriate structures and processes Participate in networked organisations and teams
Apply effective, creative, and innovative solutions, both independently and cooperatively, to current and fu-

ture structural problems.
Properly identify relevant criteria (e.g., ethical, legal, physiological etc) that should be used to make the judg-

ment or solve the problem or improve situations
Explore multiple possible solutions, open mindedly and creatively

Changing professional roles and functions Focus on consumer needs and outcomes rather than profession specific outcomes.
Rigidity in professional frameworks and 

knowledge bases
Focus on consumer informed decisions in partnership with a range of relevant professionals
Make, suspend, or revise judgments as appropriate
Reframe problems when new information presents
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dence of the ability to problem solve. However not many refer to a 
higher order need for critical thinking and metacognition as a 
graduate outcome for professionals. The authors therefore asked 
themselves whether the educational philosophy and design re-
ported on within scholarly papers in the journal and presentations 
at the symposium align with the aspirations of policy makers for 
graduates from the professions who can deal with novel situations 
and competing tensions. 

As shown in Table 1 a contextual appraisal of contemporary 
workplaces reveals a need for changes in systems and processes 
and but also suggests a need for change in professional practices; 
this in turn impacts on educational preparation for that practice. 
For example, the need for movement towards more prac-
tice-based and client/student-centered educational design. Cur-
ricula need to provide evidence of graduate outcomes that equip 
professionals with a suite of abilities to manage clientele in a man-
ner consistent with the desired changes (UNESCO, 2019;Byun, 
2020). There is also a need to encourage professional values con-
sistent with ongoing learning in workplaces as new initiatives such 
as technological innovation emerge. 

Table 1 shows some suggestions for desirable changes in educa-
tional outcomes that reflect competent graduates who are confi-
dent and competent in contemporary workplaces. 

EVIDENCE OF CHANGE INITIATIVES 

In topics chosen for research sponsored by the Halla/Newcas-
tle Center we have seen project reports that
• Showcase innovation in educational processes for older clientele 

in communities
• Describe efforts to revise curricula in ways that mirror govern-

ment policy
• Demonstrate interest in PBL methodology from a range of dis-

ciplines and cultures
• Compare students’ and teachers’ experiences with PBL
• Describe learner-oriented methods
• Apply online PBL to ethical dilemmas
• Seek to develop suitable evaluation questions for ‘non-tact’ 

classes
• Apply process-oriented methods to English language develop-

ment.
Some research translated into scholarly articles while others 

wrote reports about
• Their quest for more insight into components of PBL (Cho et 

al, 2021) 
• The need to change educational processes for optimal learner 

impact (Zumbach et al, 2020) 
• The drive to feature contexts of practice in learning for various 

disciplines (Treloar et al, 2019) 
• Professional development for educators (McMillan & Little, 

2019) 
• Virtual and high-fidelity simulation in learning events (Park et al, 

2016) 
• Greater student autonomy as sometimes seen through ‘flipped’ 

learning (Yoon et al, 2017; Chung & Lee, 2018; Jung & Hong, 
2020) 

• The advantages of engaging with technological change (Muraka-
mi et al, 2021) 

• Use of projects as learning events involving problem-solving 
(Chiang et al, 2017). 

PBL: DESIGN PRINCIPLES 

We revisited the principles underpinning PBL and questioned 
the extent to which the initiatives lead to the development of a full 
suite of abilities suited to meeting the demands of workplaces in 
the contemporary global environment. We were asking ourselves 
whether the PBL design/s aligned with the aspirations of policy 
makers for graduates from the professions who can deal with nov-
el situations and competing tensions such as those outlined above. 
One example of funded research that meets the criteria, centered 
on an evaluation of a ‘Flipped Learning’. Yoon et al, (2017) 
showed how the use of MOOCs supported more active learning: 
Students expanded their information literacy, were more active 
and autonomous and were caused to apply concepts and theory 
to scenarios based on actual practice. The latter encouraged a 
deeper approach to learning when compared to teacher-centric 
classes and encouraged interaction with groups of peers. Yoon et 
al used PBL as an educational methodology and philosophy and 
as such goes beyond a teaching and learning strategy. They put 
the student at the centre of the learning process and acknowledge 
that each learner will make their own meaning from their educa-
tional experiences based on their life and professional experiences. 
It is, however, the role of the teacher to assist the students to come 
to that meaning through a thorough examination of the processes 
used to arrive at their understandings. 

EDUCATION FOR PRACTICE 

In professional education (undergraduate or postgraduate) 
learners are presented with problematic situations from their pro-
fessional practice or discipline; they analyse, investigate, and pro-
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pose responses to relevant stimulus material involving situations 
that require a resolution. This can be described as the Activity Cy-
cle in PBL This should always be in the context of the professional 
practice or discipline (PROBLARC, 2000;Park et al 2013, 2016) 
(Figure 1). 

One of the essential tasks of the teacher then, is to make explicit 
what is involved in those thinking processes in the context of the 
discipline or professional practice. These processes involve situa-
tion analysis, knowledge application and decision making, but 
most importantly include “thinking about” how those processes 
are informed by the nature of the discipline or professional prac-
tice and the assumptions that are embedded in the discipline or 
practice. In the experience of these authors, many learners or in-
deed professionals have not experienced this level of interrogation 
of their discipline or professional practice. In PBL this interroga-
tion can be described as the Metacognitive Cycle (PROBLARC, 
2000; Conway and McMillan, 2019) (Figure 2). 

A third critical component in PBL is the act of reflection (Boud, 
2009) which involves not only reflection on the learning out-
comes (which may be intentional and/or unintentional) but also 
on the learning processes and their effectiveness. The reflection 
should always be informed by self, peer, and teacher evaluation. 
This is described in the PBL Reflective Cycle (PROBLARC, 
2000) (Figure 3). 

Proponents of the process-oriented educational design argue 
that the full potential of process-oriented curriculum design such 
as PBL will only be realised when all three cycles are deployed 
systematically and simultaneously in the context of practice and 
when the educators who construct and conduct the learning ex-
periences, have themselves analysed and made explicit the essence 
of their discipline or professional practice (PROBLARC, 2000) 

Figure 2. The metacognitive cycle.
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Figure 1. The activity cycle.
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(Figure 4). 

EDUCATION FOR PRACTICE 

The authors of this paper all have a higher education profes-
sional focus across many disciplines but predominantly on nurs-
ing. They note that when nursing moved from a vocation to a pro-
fession, there was much debate and introspection in the nursing 
literature as to what defined and differentiated nursing practice 
from other health professions. The Australian College of Mental 
Health Nurses in Australia recognized this process of interroga-
tion of actual professional practice was essential for their disci-
pline aim to design programs that prepare graduates for contem-
porary practice (ACMHN, 2016). 

When designs such as PBL were applied to nursing education 
in Australia, some of the existing practices such as the nursing 
process were subjected to challenges. The successful nursing pro-
grams not only analysed the nature of the practice but made the 
thinking processes explicit and acknowledged that while knowl-
edge should be derived from theory integrated with practice, 
knowledge acquisition needed to be based on evidence from 
sound research. Many also argued that knowledge that comes 
from the lived experience, which when properly critiqued, can 
also inform practice. These authors propose that when PBL pro-
grams apply the three cycles as a systematic learning strategy, the 
learner develops the ability to think critically within their profes-
sional practice and has the potential to apply critical thinking as a 
citizen and as person, clearly a desirable outcome of higher educa-
tion. Savin-Baden (2000) describes five models of PBL that prog-
ress from Model 1 where students are passive receivers of knowl-
edge in order to solve problems within a discipline to the acquisi-
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tion of skills as well as knowledge to undertake practical action in 
the workplace (Model 11) to Model 111 where students synthe-
sise knowledge and skills across disciplines and finally to Models 
1V and V which require students to be independent thinkers, ap-
plying a critical stance to learning through the interrogation of 
frameworks and the exploration of underlying assumptions and 
belief systems. Savin Baden argues that only models 1V and V 
have the potential to achieve critical thinking and “critical contest-
ability” (p176). These authors suggest that if the Activity Cycle is 
used alone, the potential for full interrogation of the professional 
practice is unlikely to be achieved. When all three cycles are incor-
porated within the learning process simultaneously, the potential 
for critical thinking and critical contestability as learning out-
comes enabling practitioners to develop and defend their own 
conceptual framework of practice is more likely to be achieved. 
While the three cycles guide curriculum developers and facilita-
tors in the process component of PBL curricula, the students need 
to learn and apply the processes routinely as they work through 
practiced -based situations. Conway and McMillan (2010, p364) 
provide a set of questions that facilitators can use to guide learning 
and reflection on the processes of learning.  

Another desirable graduate outcome often identified is creativi-
ty. This was highlighted in many of the 2021 symposium presen-
tations. Graduates need to be able to use enquiry processes to deal 
with novel situations but grow as innovators as well as competent 
and confident practitioners. The thinking processes involved in 
creativity may focus more on the solutions and synthesise new 
constructions, arrangements, patterns, and responses. The bal-
ance between critical thinking and creativity will be different for 
different fields of practice. 

PROCESS-ORIENTED CURRICULA 
IN CHANGING TIMES 

Our reflection on ‘enquiry- or practice-based’ philosophy and 
methodology reminded us of the learning process aims that is, for 
‘successful implementation’ one needs to 
• offer learning events that highlight relevant, evidence-based 

practice
• design student-centered learning events placing students in pro-

fessional roles from the start
• cause students to think like the professional they want to be-

come
• encourage information literacy & self-direction in learning
• provide evidence of outcomes consistent with the methodology 

eg metacognition, collaboration/interprofessional teamwork
• provide evidence of outcomes consistent with methodology
• model ability to work in a team
• build capacity to assume leadership roles irrespective of disci-

pline base.
However, recent aspirations to make access to education more 

equitable and the demand for greater information fluency, initiat-
ed movement towards more blended modes of delivery and in 
some instances programs solely reliant on the on-line mode of de-
livery. The COVID19 pandemic was a catalyst for even greater re-
liance on technology but also highlighted the complexities of 
aligning the PBL philosophy and methodology with a changing 
learning and teaching environment. Rapid responses to pressures 
to manage the challenges might have led to abandonment of the 
central tenets of sound educational practices. It was difficult for 

Figure 3. The reflective cycle.

Figure 4. Integrated PBL cycles.
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both students and teachers to accommodate the concept of ‘class-
room events’ in the online environment. Larger class sizes have 
become the ‘norm’ as policy shifts highlighted the notion that ed-
ucation for all was important in an informed society that was 
ready to embrace change that was inevitable. 

The numerous changes in education environment including 
but not limited to the online environment, pose challenges for ed-
ucational designers who must revisit the ambitions for the core 
aspirations of policymakers for graduates who have honed their 
ability for Critical Thinking (CT) and metacognition. There are 
also challenges for curriculum designers around achieving a rea-
sonable level of integration of supporting disciplinary concepts to 
the core of profession-specific discipline. Given the policy imper-
atives to meet the challenges of society and prepare graduates for 
the future we are revisiting one of the central tenets of action-ori-
ented approaches to learning that equips students to deal with 
novel situations. 

CONTEMPORARY ASPIRATIONS 
FOR GRADUATE OUTCOMES 

A recent UNESCO consultancy identified five pillars to guide 
Artificial Intelligence (AI) and those involved with educational 
design and implementation. Of interest here is the demand for 
further adaptation around critical thinking: 
• data awareness, manipulating, visualizing large amounts of data
• understanding randomness and accepting uncertainty
• coding and computational thinking that foresees skills to solve 

problems through algorithms
• Critical thinking as adapted to the digital society
• Reconsideration of key concepts such as intelligence, experi-

ence, creativity, ‘the truth’ (UNESCO, 2019)  

GRADUATE OUTCOMES 

Statements of ‘Graduate Attributes’ samples from websites 
about university programs across Australia show the following as 
common to many curricula preparing professionals for practice 
• Thinkers who are curious, reflective, and critical
• Innovators who have ideas and can realize their dreams
• Citizens who engage in socially and culturally appropriate ways 

to advance individual, community, and global well-being
• Communicators who can create, exchange, impart and convey 

information and ideas
• Leaders who display and promote positive behaviors and aspire 

to make a difference, acting with integrity, are receptive to alter-

natives and foster sustainable and resilient practices.
Central to all professional programs is the aim to cause gradu-

ates to think more critically when faced with the inevitability of 
situations in workplaces that are new to them. Developing stu-
dents’ critical thinking (CT) skills is facilitated through metacog-
nition (Magno, 2010). The relationship between metacognition 
and critical thinking was initially put forward by Schoen (1983) 
who explained that “… a successful pedagogy…(serving) as a ba-
sis for enhancement of thinking will have to incorporate ideas (on) 
the way in which learners organize knowledge and internally 
re-present it and the way these re-presentations change and resist 
change when new information is encountered” (Schoen 1983, p. 
87). 

In Schoen’s explanation, enhancement of knowledge is referred 
to as critical thinking and the process of organizing knowledge a 
factor in metacognition. But definitions of critical thinking vary 
widely - determining what critical thinking is to a particular disci-
pline and to what extent it is required to practise competently is 
difficult. For example, despite the enormous amount of literature 
suggesting critical thinking is essential in nursing (Conway & Mc-
Millan, 2018), fundamental assumptions about the nature and 
purpose of critical thinking in a range of disciplines have yet to be 
addressed. 

When exploring the relationship between CT ability and pro-
fessional practice in learning scenarios one needs to ask: What ev-
idence is there that professionals need to engage in CT or that CT 
underpins effective decision making in any professional group? 
To what extent, if any, does CT ability contribute to professional 
success? 

To what extent is the ability to think critically essential to pro-
fessional competence and confidence? Is CT ability enhanced or 
restricted by professional socialisation? 

Therefore, when developing CT strategies for learners we also 
need to ask does it develop as a maturational process, or how can 
CT skills be taught? If these skills can be taught, what further edu-
cational strategies are appropriate to enhance the development of 
critical thinking in the professions? Which educational strategies 
purport to enhance critical thinking in the education literature, 
and are educators using these in teaching and learning situations 
and what are the strengths and limitations of these? 

Considerable emphasis has been placed on the ability to prob-
lem solve and make effective judgements within various profes-
sional contexts of practice. However, often there is no clear re-
quirement for, nor definition of, critical thinking other than the 
ability to problem solve. 
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MEASURING CRITICAL THINKING 

If one accepts that critical thinking ability is essential for any 
professional practice, there needs to be a way of determining this 
ability. An operational definition developed through collaborative 
focus groups suggested that: “…critical thinking is the repeated 
synthesis of relevant information, examination of assumptions, 
identification of patterns, predictions of outcomes, generation of 
options and choice of actions with increasing independence” (Ja-
cobs et al, 1997). Such a definition implies that critical thinking is 
a process that develops over repeated exposure to situations; this 
justifies longitudinal studies to evaluate critical thinking. 

CRITICAL THINKING FOR THE 21ST 
CENTURY 

Over the last two decades, across the world, CT and prob-
lem-solving capabilities remain as highly valued employee compe-
tencies. Some examples provided by Tregoe (2021) are as follows:
• It is now clear that learning processes that involve critical think-

ing, lead to better outcomes for life and work
• CT is a skill that can be taught and learned and persists over 

time.
• Determining which information is relevant and significant leads 

to greater understanding of the best way forward in any situa-
tion.

• In organizations, when problems go unresolved, decisions are 
made based on limited information, taking risks when there is a 
lack of ‘thinking patterns’ clarity. This increases the potential for 
adverse events.

• Quality in consumer or customer service is reliant on problem 
solving (root cause analysis) in a timely fashion.

• Waste reduction is also reliant on the production of meaningful 
data that informs processes and actions.

• Information Technology (IT) and other technology is evident 
in virtually everything we do in 2021; CT skills help problem 
solvers to unpack complex problems into more manageable 
‘chunks’ that can be dealt with effectively and in a cohesive way 
(Tregoe, 2021). 

ASSESSMENT/EVALUATION TASKS 

It is not enough for curriculum developers to provide objectives 
for students to engage in CT. Their assessment/evaluation tasks 
must provide evidence of outcomes consistent with that objective. 
The Australian Council of Educational Researchers (ACER) pro-

vided the following for consideration by educators when design-
ing assessment tasks that provide evidence of a student’s ability to 
think critically: 

“Critical thinking is typically assessed within content areas. For 
example, students analyse evidence, construct arguments, and 
evaluate the veracity of information and arguments in relation to 
disciplinary core ideas and content. 

Assessing students’ level of sophistication with critical thinking 
skills and dispositions requires close attention to the nature of the 
task used to elicit students’ critical thinking”. 

Assessment tasks and criteria must be thoughtfully designed 
and structured to 
(a) prompt complex judgments 
(b) include open-ended tasks that allow for multiple, defensible 

solutions, and 
(c) make student reasoning visible to teachers (Evans 2020 in 

ACER, 2021). 

PBL: REFLECTION ON THE CYCLES 
AND GOALS FOR METACOGNITION 

Given the processes outlined in the figures provided above, ed-
ucators need to ask additional questions of their learning and 
teaching approach: 
• Was the goal for metacognition clear to students and educators?
• Do enquiry processes allow students to think, think twice and 

think again about new ideas and situations?
• Are learners able to actively use knowledge acquired in learning 

events?
• Can students rectify situations when they haven’t understood 

concepts?
• Is there evidence in evaluation/assessment tasks showing goals/

desired outcomes were met?
• Is reflection on learning processes and outcomes a feature in as-

sessment tasks? 
The authors acknowledge that there are broader issues that fac-

ulty members are presently dealing with, especially given the un-
certainty in student and academic experiences as the pandemic 
continues to impact on higher and further education. However, 
there are other factors impeding the realization of goals for critical 
thinking and metacognition as a graduate outcome. These include 
limited explicit valuing of student-centred learning and a lack of 
assessment/evaluation criteria centred on competencies consis-
tent with PBL aims for metacognition. Limited Professional De-
velopment based on values consistent with PBL might arise from 
differing conceptions of practice and learning. Hence there is 
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some difficulty in devising measures of quality in educational ex-
periences when stakeholders express diverse needs and demands. 
This might also contribute to a failure to cause students to reflect 
on “moments” in significant learning events. 

THE WAY FORWARD: RETHINKING 
CURRICULUM DESIGN 

Educational processes are essentially about management of 
change and thoughtful consideration of when to refresh, renew or 
abandon curriculum strategies. Mechanisms for change must al-
ways be based on student needs, but the following are key to suc-
cessful change: Look for links: Consistency between intentions 
versus outcomes; Focus on assessment tasks and criteria; Improve 
skills in reflection; Use Professional Development that reflects 
values consistent with PBL; Employ Educational Designers for 
learning events, especially on-line events. 

CONCLUSION 

Recent global policy has informed curriculum developers 
across the world. Funded research within the PBL Center and 
scholarly articles in this journal have focussed on educational 
change in pursuit of graduate outcomes that better prepare profes-
sionals for the future. 

For change initiatives to be consistent with policy directions, 
curriculum implementers need to question the extent to which 
evidence of graduate outcomes is consistent with a profile of abili-
ties that matches contemporary population and workplace needs. 
Discussion has centred on a demand for more process-oriented 
educational design that aims for learning outcomes especially 
those acknowledging a need for valuing critical thinking and 
metacognition as a graduate outcome for professionals. 

After examining change initiatives reported on above , it is the 
authors’ opinion that educators remain at risk of minimising 
learning processes that lead to critical thinking and metacognition. 
Further, we suggest that where such processes are introduced in 
learning events, assessment/evaluation tasks have not always pro-
vided evidence of outcomes consistent with curriculum aims. In 
the future, curriculum renewal should include interrogation of ap-
propriate assessment tasks that provide evidence of outcomes that 
reflect ability to think critically and reflect on processes in a man-
ner consistent with metacognition. Research that focusses on the 
nature and extent of those outcomes is also warranted. 
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