English Bible Study
as a Comprehensive Approach to Language Learning
Jimv Avvnison

This paper will describe an approach to language learning which
focuses on the content of a series of selected readings rather than
a particular facit of the language such as pronunciation, listening,
or writing. It seeks to incorporate all aspects of the language.
Through active participation in this process, the student works to
increase skills in each area, as well as gain an understanding of
the stories themselves.

The following discussion includes some purposes of this alter-
native way of learning, as well as teaching techniques and
materials which have been helpful in employing it for the past two
years. The Bible is the text for these classes, which cover two
school years’ time. The pupils are women's junior callege students,
almost all from age eighteen to twenty. These courses are required
parts of the school curriculum. The vast majority of students
have never learned the Bible before. Approximately one percent
of these students is Christian. Class size is typteally forty-five
to fifty students, and these meet once per week for ninety minutes,
There is a considerable gap between the English skill levels
of a given class’s top and bottom students.

The primary objectives of this approach to learning are both
to communicate the content of the Bible passages and to improve
English skills in speaking, listening, reading, and writing.

Through engaging in this learning process, the student also has
an opportunity for personal growth. This course introduces the
Bible's teachings through the format of issues that pertain to
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daily life. Fach week's class focuses on a subject such as
marriage, divorce, money. or relationships with parents.

In learning the Bible's teachings, students have an opportunity
to reflect on their own opinions and beliefs related to these issues.
Many think seriously about them for the first time. Commonly
students of this age level may be in the process of re-thinking and
re-interpreting the value systems they have received from their
families and society while children. Now attempting to build a
system of values on which they can base their own lives as they
move into adulthood, they may use this course to gain a clearser
grasp on what they believe and consider important. With the
Bible's teachings as one more frame of reference, they may be able
to choose their own lifestyles to a greater extent and do sc with
a broader perspective than they otherwise would.

On the first day, first year students respond to the question of
what they would like to receive from their study. Student evalua-
tions of the class also indicate something of their wishes, A few
usually express resistance to studying a religious subject as a re-
quired course. The most common response i1s a desire to acquire
greater English ability.  Other common responses include the
desire {c grow in maturity by becoming more open-minded and
understanding ways of thinking they have not encountered before.
A few indicate that they are sesking something to meet a more
particular personal emotional-spiritual need and want to try to
find it in the Bible. The desire tc understand the Bible as an
important influence on Western people is anciber common response,
as is the interest in knowing about it as a book stronmgly in-
fluencing world literature. A less common response is the wish to
understand history through the Bible.
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Methods

With these goals in mind, first year students learn the New
Testament, and second year students learn the Old Testament. The
intent is to present the most central parts of the Bible first and
continue referring to them throughout the entire study, allowing
for repetition of key ideas and the teachings of Jesus as a basis
for understanding the other parts of the Bible.

Particularly to overcome the difficulties of relatively large
numbers of students per class and the inevitable gap in levels of
proficiency in such a situation, the class uses learning techniques
in which as many students as possible can actively participate and
learn English which is appropriate for their individual skill levels.

One means of doing this is to have a short quiz at the begin-
ning of each class, rather than a comprehensive test at the end of
the term. A quiz of only four multiple choice questions (about
fifteen minutes), for example, does not occupy a large part of the
class time, but it does serve to motivate most students to study
what they have covered in class. The purposes of doing this type
of testing are not only measuring the students’ understanding of that
day's story but using the test as a teaching tool, as well. As
soon as the test is finished, the class reviews the answers and
receives an explanation of each one. As well as focusing the listen-
ing and eliciting a response from each student, this means of test-
ing serves t0 keep the number of absentees relatively low, and it cuts
down on students’ arriving late for class, since they forfeit that
day's quiz grade by doing so. It also provides a means of
taking role (checking the computerized quiz cards) outside class
rather than calling many names each class. These quizzes cover the
material which the class studied in the previous meeting.
Although most students encounter the reading for the first time
without the benefit of prior exposure or preparation, they do have
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the benefit of the teacher’s explanation, the presentation of the
reading through various media, and repetition through reading parts
of the story aloud. For the sake of comparing the benefits of
teaching in this way, some classes held the quiz not over the
previous week’s material but over the material to be studied in
that same day’s class following the quiz. While allowing studenis
to he somewhat better prepared to understand the lesson immedia-
tely following the test, this way of testing showed no significant
difference in performance on quizzes compared to testing later in
the learning process.

Another high-participation activity is watching the story for
that day on video. Most stories on the selected reading list are
available in the form of English videos which take five to ten
minutes to see. A brief explanation of the background and story
precede the video itself.  The teacher gives a few listening
questions (usually three) for the students to answer by writing the
words that they hear in the video. The English is generally ico
fast for most students to understand the first time, but they
can grasp much visually, part audibly, and they will soon hear
and then read the story again and come to comprehend more and
more.

After showing the whole story once from siart to finish, the
teacher rewinds to the points of the desired answers and lets the
class hear them again. Fach pupil writes what she hears on a
paper she will turn in at the end of class. Usually four or five
repetitions are necessary (depending on the length of the given
sentence, the particular class's listening skills, attentiveness at that
particular time of day in that particular place, etc.). The teacher
calls the name of an individual student, who gives her answer as
she has heard it. Often, cnly a part of the whole sentence is
understandable. It is often helpful for the teacher to rephrase the
sentence, ask the pupil to rephrase it to show she grasps the main
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idea, or say the same sentence at normal speed in his.“her own
voice. The teacher's voice 15 often easier to understand, and it 1s
usually possible to elicit the correct answer this way. If not,
saying 1t in an unusually slow, clear voice almost always receives
the correct response.  After receiving the correct answer, the
teacher gives a brief explanation of the sentence and the teaching
it conveys.

Varying the way of studying the videc may also contribute to
a greater variety of English skills. For example, the teacher may
scramble the words to the answer, write them on the chalk board,
and give the students a few minutes to arrange them in the order
they suppose to be best before playing the video and letting the
students check their written answers against what they hear.

The iteacher may write a rephrased version of the answer and
ask the students to write the video version which they hear.

Another alternative is writing a sentence on the board with
some key words missing. After having the students write their
own ideas for possibilities individually, the teacher calls on several
students to give their answers. Indicating if these answers are
correct, the teacher in this way collects perhaps several answers
which are acceptable in the context of the video story. The class
then listens to the video and writes the words they hear, which
the teacher then checks with them. One more option 1s to not use
the sound on the regular video track at all but for the teacher to
tell the story in his“her own words, using simpler, clearer English.
Comprehension questions over the explanation may not deal with a
single sentence as in the above explanation but with a longer
talk. Questions may require the listeners io comphrehend not only
- individual words or sentences but the flow and main ideas of the
entire talk.

For variety's sake or when there is no video available for a
particular passage, music can provide an alternative means of
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presenting the material. A song, the lyrics of which relate to the
Rible passage and theme for that day, may be useful, provided its
lyrics are clear, slow, and fairly simple. Reading the words {(with
a few chosen individual words or a short phrase deleted) and
then listening continuously from start to finish once, pupils usually
can fill in part of the missing words. Listening to the deleted sec-
tlons two mote times is normally encugh for most students to
understand the majority of the needed words. 1f more listening is
necessary, the class can pursue the correct answers in the same
way as in the video study. These forms of listening practice usual-
ly take from thirty to forty minutes altogether.

To follow up on the teaching through music or the video ver-
sion of the story and give a different angle to the same passage,
the class next reads a short section for pronunciation practice and
to increase comprehension. (Omne student reads a verse, then the
teacher repeats it, then the whole class says 1t. The teacher
comments on the verse's meaning and points cut problem words and
unnatural intonation and models them for the class, which repeats
them.

If there are continued problems with individual words, the class
works on them, often using minimal pair practice (“law” and
“low,” “full” and “fool”) after hearing a brief explanation of
how to make the sound phonetically. The teacher says the two
words, changing the order at random, and the students repeat what
they hear. The teacher writes “1" and then "2" beside the
words in the order they came, and students can check to see if
what they said matches. This and verbal feedback to what they
say, first as & group and then while checking a few students as
individuals, allows them to check ther own pronunciation to an
extent.

In order to bring together the ideas the reading has conveyed
up to this point, it may be necessary to give a brief explanation
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of the main teachings of the passage, as well as background or
ather relevant information such as idioms or proverbs that have
come into English from the reading under consideration. Giving
these as brief notes for the students to write may be useful,
although it is slow and takes the full concentration of most stu-
dents, se that any further explanation usually must wait until all
have finished the copy work. This one-directional approach to
study usually lasts only five or ten minutes. '

In order to present the lesson in as relevant and applicable a
way as possible to the students, teaching through case studies may
be a helpful approach. The class hears a story about a person in
a particular situation (usually about five minutes long). Most
case studies are of real people, usually Japanese, usually female,
and usually scmewhere near the students’ age level.  Students
divide into groups of two and spend four or five minutes discussing
questions related to the story. They write their ideas in very short
English answers, whichk they must turn in at the end of class.
After the pair discussion, the entire class together compares their
answers, and the teacher re-summarizes the Bible's teachings on
the subject.

For example, the class hears the story of a thirty-three
year old, married lady living in Sappore, whom we call Minako.
She and her husband have no children but want to be parents.
Three vears ago, Minako gave birth to a sick baby who died with-
in one month of birth. Her doctor says that if she is pregnant
again, there is a seventy-five percent chance that a similar problem
will occur. She and her husband want to make a choice of what
to do before many more years pass and age hecomes a significant
factor.

The Bible story for this day is the Genesis creation account,
and the central teaching is that God is the giver of life. The stu-
dents discuss with their partners the questions, “If you were in
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Minako’s situation, what would you do?” and “What does
today’s Bible story teach that could help a couple decide what to
do in a situation like this?” While students are discussing, the
teacher can talk with a few of the pairs and check the English of
their answers. Without this check, it is difficult for most 1o give
their answers with peers listening. DBut if certain of the English,
almost all can respond when the discussion time is finished and the
teacher asks for a variety of answers. These usually range from
(1) giving up because of the danger to the child and the mother
to (2) trying to adopt a child to (3) another type of surrogate
parenthood to (4) trying for a natural birth. After listing these
on the chalk board, the teacher points to each and asks students
{0 raise hands o indicate their cholces. Having noted these, the
teacher continues the real story and explains this Christian couple’s
choice to try for a natural birth; their belief that God, who gives
life, was leading them in this direction in this particular situation;
the discovery that Minako was pregrnant with vwins; and their
safe delivery despite circumstances even more dangerous than
expected.

It normally is difficult, especially for first year students, to
follow these and other descriptions of the reading’'s content when
it is solely in English. When rating themselves in class, most
beginning-level first year students say they understand fifty
percent or less. A few in the same classes indicate they understand
eighty to ninety percent. Second year students often rate them-
selves as comprehending hetween seventy and ninety percent, while
there are a few exceptions on both ends of the spectrum.

As a result, following the English explanation (of the quiz
angwers being checked, the videc or song’s words, the general ex-
plantion, as well as the case studies), there is a similar explana-
tion in Japanese. There is no attempt at a direct or line-by-line
interpretation, and the class receives encouragement to use this ex-
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planation only as a check of their English listening ability. Also,
as the students progress through the two-year program and become
more capable of comprehending the English they hear, the Japan-
ease explanations become fewer and simpler.

One problem with a class of this type is the obvious difficuity
in having individual dialogue between the teacher and the many
students. One way to overcome this, at least partially, is through
reports.  Students have the option of putting these in written
form or on audic cassette. The teacher responds with comments,
questions, and notes about particular problems with the report’s
English, as well as its content. Each student is free to turn
in reports only if she chooses, as many or few as she chooses, the
length she chooses, and in any week's class period she chooses.
A student who submits no reports has only her quiz scores
for a grade. A student who gives many reports has a relatively
large number of points in addition to her quiz scores. The
teacher sets the number of added points on a curved scale.

These reports are of two types. The first is a reflection report,
which includes (1) the student’s understanding of the Bible's tea-
chings on any of the subjects the class studies (divorce, friend-
ships, ete.), (2) the student’s own ideas about this, and (3) any per-
sonal experiences she has which relate to the subject. Students
understand that grades come from the clarity of expression and
amount of relevant work they do, not from whether their ideas
agree with the Bible's teachings or not.

A second type of report involves reading a Bible passage which
is not on the in-class reading list. The student also reads a book
by a Christian author or sees a video from a list the teacher pro-
vides and makes a comparison of it with the Bible reading, reflec-
ting on common themes and personal impressions. The readings
are usually in Japanese, while the reports are in either written or
spoken English.
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Teaching Materials

This class uses the Today's English Version Good News Bible
(American Bible Society, New York, 1976). Students also have the
Shin Kyodo Yaku Seisho in Japanese {Japan Bible Society, Tokyo,
1988). The New Media Bible, produced by the American-based
evangelical proup the Genesis Project and distributed in Japan
through Inochi no Kotoba Sha of Tokyo, includes a video account
of the Gospel of Luke and one of the Book of Genesis. The
English version has nothing except the words of the Bible them-
selves, sp they provide a close parallel to the passages students read
in the Today's English Version. Ancther video series which serves
as supplementary material is the series The World of the Bible
Seen in Israel (Myrtos, Tokyo, 1986). This has been useful in
showing the geographical, historical, and religious background of
the Bible.

Conclusion

In general, progress in listening, writing, and pronunciation
appear greater than in speaking or reading for students using this
approach io learning English, They demonstirate an ability to
encounter a passage for the first time and respond satisfactorily
on oral quizzes over it after reading, discussing, and hearing
explanations on it. Comprehension of passages in narrative form
show consistently higher test scores than poetry, wisdom literature,
or prophecy passages. Progress in listening ability is evident in
the classroom activities, mast students coming to understand
words which they could not catch on the first or second tiry.
Students show the ability to grasp single words, sentences, and
longer explanations which they previously could not. Pronuncia-
tion improvement is easily recognizable in the in-class work.
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Reports reflect the students’ ability 1o express themselves freely -in
writing and, for the smaller percentage of the students who choose
this form of report, speaking. The reports also indicate much
about the degree to which students comprehend the content of the
Bible. This, of course, is very subjective. The reports’ content also
varies greatly, from very superficial discussions to expressions of
profound spiritual experiences the studenis have had through this

course of study.
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