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Abstract: This paper reconsiders active learning (AL) in the context of Japanese
higher education. AL encourages students to actively engage with learning, enhancing their generic and employability skills. In Japan, AL has become increasingly popular but lacks a clear definition. AL proponents suggest that it is the use
of instructional methods that encourage cooperative learning (CL) and problem/
project-based (PBL) learning approaches, without established learning contents and
goals. CL and/or PBL used alone may not enhance students’ learning. I argue that
AL should be viewed as one approach contributing toward a pedagogical methodology, rather than a collection of methods. The term proactive learning may be a more
precise descriptor of this approach. Using the word proactive may help Japanese
university instructors to: (1) Avoid misunderstanding of AL as physical activity; (2)
Divert their attention from specific methods to a broader methodology; and (3)
Refocus on the ultimate purpose of using AL.
Subjects: Social Sciences; Economics, Finance, Business & Industry; Educational
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1. Introduction
The term active learning (AL) has only recently been used in Japan. According to Mizokami (2014),
AL started attracting attention in Japanese higher education around 2010. He explains that the
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This article explains what people think of active
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is said to help students with learning and is
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importance of AL was emphasized in the 2012 comprehensive report Qualitative Transformation of
Undergraduate Education of the Central Council for Education and in the 2012–2015 national project
entitled “Improving Higher Education for Industrial Needs” (IHEIN) funded by the Ministry of
Education, Culture, Sports, Science, and Technology (MEXT). The use of AL in these high-level documents contributed to the spread of the term throughout Japanese higher education.
The Central Council for Education (2012), an advisory board for MEXT, claims that unlike traditional
didactic lectures, AL is a type of learning where students actively learn through various instructional
methods such as collaborative learning (CL) and problem/project-based learning (PBL) to develop
generic skills. These skills include critical thinking, analytical reasoning, problem-solving, and writing
(Arum & Roksa, 2012) that serve to develop employability (Ito, 2014). The Central Council for
Education has not provided any further definitions of AL and these generic skills beyond mentioning
that they are cognitive, ethical, social, and life skills.
One of the main purposes of IHEIN was to identify industrial needs and to help develop university
students’ employability through AL. There has been growing concern about a mismatch between the
skill sets of graduates and what industry seeks (Ito & Kawazoe, 2015). AL thus emerged as a response to economic demands (Drew & Mackie, 2011). It is considered to encourage students to actively engage with their learning (Biggs & Tang, 2007; Nagata & Hayashi, 2016) and develop generic
skills linked to employability and industrial needs (Healey, Pawson, & Solem, 2012; Kawaijuku, 2011;
Kember & Leung, 2005; Nakai, 2015; Power, 2012). The author of this article was involved in IHEIN
and participated in meetings, seminars, and activities where “AL experts” gave lectures on its application. Until recently, however, the vast majority of Japanese university instructors, including education scholars, had not heard the term. Amazon Japan (2016), for example, notes that over 90% of
books about AL were published between 2015 and 2016.
As pointed out by scholars such as Nishikawa (2015) and Sunaga (2010), in Japan, AL is often regarded as the mere use of instructional methods such as CL and PBL. Perez, Garcia, Muñez, Alonso,
and Puche (2010) define CL as an instructional method in which a “small group of students work
together to maximize their own and each other’s learning” (p. 1) PBL involves students analyzing
and solving problems in a socially interactive environment (Gokhan, 2013). It should be noted that
there are many more instructional methods that can be used for AL, apart from CL and PBL, e.g.
flipped classrooms and case studies. For convenience, however, in this paper we refer mainly to CL
and PBL as representatives of instructional methods for AL. Although instructional methods such as
CL and PBL can constitute elements of AL, the use of these methods per se is not AL.
The lack of understanding of the concept of AL has led to a range of issues. Nakai (2015), for example, notes that Japanese university instructors complain that their students participate in activities such as group discussions or projects, but they do not learn the contents. He suggests that this
is common in Japanese higher education because university instructors do not fully understand
what AL is. Tsuchimochi (2016) also notes that Japanese university instructors follow the trend of
employing AL approaches and tend to be under the impression that the implementation of AL itself
is the ultimate goal of higher education.
With this in mind, this paper reconsiders AL, particularly, but not exclusively in the context of
Japanese higher education. To define AL, the term learning needs to be defined first. Therefore, this
paper begins with a description of learning itself. Next, I define AL and elaborate on its components.
The paper then discusses issues surrounding AL. I conclude with a suggestion that the term “proactive learning” fits better with the definition of AL.

2. What is learning?
Text mining of the definitions of “learning” made by several well-known dictionaries (i.e. Cambridge
Advanced Learner’s Dictionary 2013, 4th edition; Collins Cobuild Advanced Dictionary 2013, 7th edition, Longman Dictionary of Contemporary English 2009, 5th edition, Macmillan English Dictionary
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Figure 1. The learning pyramid
indicating average percentage
of information retained in
different learning activities.
Note: Constructed by the
author based on National
Training Laboratories.
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for Advanced Learners 2006, 5th edition; Oxford Advanced Learner’s Dictionary 2015, 8th edition)
reveals that learning can be summarized as “gaining new knowledge and skill through studying and
experience.” The frequent citation of the learning pyramid (Figure 1) illustrates that learning is often
considered in terms of knowledge acquisition and retention.
The learning pyramid suggests that on average students retain only 5% of information presented
to them in lectures. Retention rate increases to 50% and higher through group discussion, practice
by doing, and teaching others. As AL often involves these methods, it has received considerable attention because of its potential to help students retain knowledge (Gokhan, 2013; Hopper, 2014;
Joyce, 1999; Okano & Ishikawa, 2013; Prince, 2004; Sugiyama & Tsuji, 2014; Swaray, 2012; Taniguchi,
2013; Tomono, 2013).1
Many scholars argue that learning is not merely memorizing knowledge but also involves constructing new knowledge (Azer, Guerrero, & Walsh, 2013; Black, McCormick, James, & Pedder, 2006;
Deakin Crick, 2007; Ford, 2010; Mullen, 2012; Revell & Wainwright, 2009; Smart, Witt, & Scott, 2012).
According to Black et al. (2006), learning is “knowledge construction that learners have to undertake
for themselves” (p. 124). Illeris (2014) describes knowledge construction as “change or restructuring
of already acquired content” (p. 579).
In many learning theories, knowledge retention is considered to be associated with surface learning (Alexander, Schallert, & Reynolds, 2009; Azer et al., 2013; Clare, 2007; Deakin Crick, 2007; Hand,
Sanderson, & O’Neil, 1996; Wilson & Colby, 2007), whereas knowledge construction is deep learning
(Alexander et al., 2009; Azer et al., 2013; Chi & Wylie, 2014; Deakin Crick, 2007; Laverie, 2006; Peters,
2011; Snyder, 2003).
Text mining the descriptions of surface learning by several scholars suggests that surface learning
can be summarized as follows: “learning to memorize/reproduce facts without understanding the
subject” (Alexander et al., 2009; Beattie, Collins, & McInnes, 1997; Clare, 2007; Hand et al., 1996;
Kawaijuku, 2011). In contrast, deep learning means “to understand, create, and construct personalized knowledge and meaning” (Beattie et al., 1997; Clare, 2007; Hand et al., 1996; Kawaijuku, 2011;
Tangney, 2014; Wilson & Colby, 2007). Turner and Baskerville (2013) argue that “unless students
experience deep learning, it is unlikely that they will develop capabilities in areas such as critical
thinking, creative thinking, problem-solving, communication, and teamwork” (p. 582).
Some scholars question the tendency to regard deep learning as superior to surface learning.
Beattie et al. (1997) find it “unrealistic to assume that a deep approach to learning is universally desirable, since it may be necessary, given the nature of the knowledge to be acquired, to adopt a surface approach” (p. 1) The idea that surface learning is a prerequisite to foster deep learning is labeled
as a strategic learning approach (Beattie et al., 1997; Ramsden, 1992), which requires both surface
and deep strategies depending on the learning and/or assessment situation faced (Hand et al., 1996).
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Figure 2. Engagement modes
and levels of deep-active
learning.
Note: Darker shades of gray
represent deeper learning,
and lighter shades of gray (or
white) represent more shallow
learning.
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If learning consists of both knowledge acquisition and knowledge construction, both surface and
deep learning should form significant parts of learning. Yet, the use of AL is often discussed in the
context of enhancing deep learning. The following sections attempt to define AL and examine
whether and/or how AL can help enhance (deeper) learning by explaining different levels and modes
of engagement essential to AL.

3. What is AL?
According to Bonwell and Eison (1991), AL meets these five conditions:
(a) Students are involved in more than listening.
(b) Less emphasis is placed on transmitting information and more on developing students’ skills.
(c) Students are involved in higher order thinking (i.e. analysis, synthesis, evaluation).
(d) Students are engaged in activities (e.g. reading, discussing, writing).
(e) Greater emphasis is placed on students’ exploration of their own attitudes and values.
Bonwell and Eison (1991) define AL as “anything that involves students in doing things and thinking about the things they are doing” (p. 2). This goes beyond simple involvement in activities (Barkley,
2009; Bromley, 2013; Chi & Wylie, 2014; Drew & Mackie, 2011; Fink, 2003; Ford, 2010; Graeff, 2010;
Matsushita, 2015; McQueen & Webber, 2013; Ní Raghallaigh & Cunniffe, 2013; Oros, 2007; Prince,
2004; Revell & Wainwright, 2009; Smart et al., 2012; Zepke, 2014). Mullen (2012), for example, states
that AL seeks to engage students in the learning process through active tasks such as CL and PBL.
Revell and Wainwright (2009) also suggest that, in AL, students are actively engaged in the learning
process. Edgerton describes AL as “pedagogies of engagement” (cited in Smith, Sheppard, Johnson,
& Johnson, 2005, p. 87).
According to Chi and Wylie (2014), student engagement can be considered from various perspectives (i.e. motivational, behavioral, emotional, and cognitive) at different levels or modes of AL (i.e.
passive, active, constructive, and interactive).
Motivation refers to precursor attitude/interest in learning contents. As Barkley (2009) explains,
engagement is rooted in motivation. Motivation develops into cognitive engagement, which positively influences learning through behavioral and emotional engagement (Lee, 2014).
Behavioral engagement refers to the notion of participation, effort, and investment in tasks (Gibbs
& Poskitt, 2010). Student participation can be defined as asking questions, making comments, and
discussing with instructors and/or peers in class activities (Dancer & Kamvounias, 2005; Lee, 2005;
Turner & Patrick, 2004). Hsieh (2014) argues for the significance of active participation and interactions with instructors in student engagement.
Emotional engagement is considered to influence academic performance through behavioral engagement. Emotional engagement refers to the relationships between teachers and peers (Chi &
Wylie, 2014), and a sense of belonging (Wimpenny & Savin-Baden, 2013). Emotionally stimulating
learning experiences are essential to the notion of co-production that supports genuine engagement (Carey, 2013).
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Cognitive engagement is defined as the amount of effort and type of processing strategies used
for learning. Achievement goals, self-regulation, perceived instrumentality, and, again, a sense of
belonging are factors associated with cognitive engagement.
Cognitive engagement is influenced by the achievement goals, comprising mastery and performance goals. Mastery goals aim to increase competence related to task mastery while performance
goals involve competence relative to others (Smiley & Anderson, 2011). Self-regulation is the cyclical
process of working toward a goal rather than a once-off effort for achieving goals (Gibbs & Poskitt,
2010; Ravindran, Greene, & Debacker, 2005). The concept of perceived instrumentality refers to student recognition of the importance of learning toward achieving future personal goals (Creten, Lens,
& Simons, 2001; Sedaghat, Abedin, Hejazi, & Hassanabadi, 2011). Sense of belonging is an aspect of
both cognitive and emotional engagement, and a mediator of motivation and achievement (Akiva,
Cortina, Eccles, & Smith, 2013).
These levels and modes of engagement are interrelated: motivation is the beginning and base of
engagement, and both behavioral and emotional engagements are prerequisites for cognitive engagement (Gibbs & Poskitt, 2010). Deep learning arguably takes place in the cognitive engagement
stage. When students are cognitively engaged, they construct meaning and produce knowledge
(Newmann & Wehlage, 1993). Indeed, research shows a positive relationship between cognitive
engagement and deep learning (Ravindran, Greene, & Debacker, 2005).
Likewise, according to Chi and Wylie (2014) whose research examines relationships between engagement and AL outcomes, there are different modes of engagement. Graded from high to low
levels, these include the interactive, constructive, active, and passive modes (ICAP) with the higher
levels implying learning with deeper understanding. The passive mode of engagement refers to listening to a lecture with attention and perhaps interest but without doing anything else. Chi and
Wylie (2014) include reading texts silently or aloud unless “students read some parts of the passages with greater emphasis” (p. 222). The active mode of engagement refers to learners’ engagement with instructional materials that “can be operationalized as active if some form of overt
motoric action or physical manipulation is undertaken” (Chi & Wylie, 2014, p. 221). This means repeating and rehearsing materials, copying solution steps, and taking verbatim notes (Chi & Wylie,
2014). The constructive mode of engagement encourages learners to actively construct knowledge
and demonstrate externalized outputs or products. Chi and Wylie (2014) include reflecting out-loud,
drawing concept maps, and asking questions. The interactive mode of engagement refers to interpersonal activities (e.g. discussions, dialogues) that meet two criteria: “(a) both partners’ utterances
must be primarily constructive, and (b) a sufficient degree of turn taking must occur … each person
of the group contributes constructively” (Chi & Wylie, 2014, p. 223).
It is noteworthy that the passive and active modes of engagement are ranked lower than the
constructive or interactive modes in terms of the depth of understanding content. Also, learning
depth varies according to the level of engagement (i.e. cognitive, emotional, behavioral). That is, AL
is multidimensional and can include deep or surface learning (Martin, 2007).
AL is generally believed to help students “go beyond reproductive, surface learning to deeper levels of analysis and personalized sense-making” (Clare, 2007, p. 437). This type of AL may be called
active-deep learning (Hand et al., 1996) or deep-active learning (Matsushita, 2015). Considering its
characteristics, active-deep learning lies in the constructive–interactive engagement stage
(Grauerholz, 2001) within the ICAP framework (Chi & Wylie, 2014) and at the cognitive engagement
level (Newmann & Wehlage, 1993) (Figure 2).
Yet, AL can also include surface learning in the passive–active mode at the behavioral and emotional levels. With this in mind, the following may be considered a definition of AL from an instructor’s standpoint: AL is a pedagogy that encourages students to be actively engaged in learning,
regardless of the types of instructional methods used. Yet, AL does not include terms such as
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pedagogy or teaching in part because the educational paradigm is shifting from teaching to facilitation of learning (Mizokami, 2014; Tsuchimochi, 2016) and AL “conveys the idea that learners possess
important knowledge and understanding already, prior to engaging in explicitly educational activity,
and that education is about sharing the different knowledge and understandings of both learners
and educators” (Kane, 2004, p. 277). From a learner’s perspective: If learning occurs with any modes
and levels of engagement, including surface learning, it can be considered AL, again, regardless of
types of instructional methods used.
In Japanese higher education, however, AL is often identified as the mere use of instructional methods. When it comes to AL, Nishikawa (2015) argues that teachers tend to only think of what methods
to use without establishing learning contents and goals. This tendency fails to regard AL as a pedagogical methodology that serves to design course contents with learning goals in mind (Kane, 2004).

3.1. AL as a pedagogical methodology
Use of the word “methodology” implies more than simply methods. Pedagogical methodology is a
design or action planning (Harrison, 2010) or a framework of teaching and learning. Nagata and
Hayashi (2016) consider AL as the entire process of learning within an educational program that
involves analyses and assessments through reading and writing, group discussion, and problemsolving activities.
Instructional approaches, such as CL and PBL, are methods that can include elements of AL
(Graeff, 2010). However, they do not constitute a methodology in isolation. An analogy from research is to consider, for instance, ethnography. Ethnography is a research methodology. Interviews
and surveys can be ethnographic methods, but using them per se is not ethnography. Likewise, AL is
a pedagogical methodology. CL and PBL can be AL methods, but using them is not AL. The following
sections examine why AL may not be well understood and how its perception needs to change in
Japanese higher education.

3.2. AL as a new concept
Mizokami (2014) notes that AL started gaining recognition in Japanese higher education around
2010. It is thus a new concept for Japanese university instructors. In 2012, the Central Council for
Education reported AL as a type of learning where students actively learn through various instructional methods such as CL and PBL to develop generic skills. Because the Central Council for Education
did not provide further definitions of AL, Japanese university instructors believe that using CL and/or
PBL per se is AL. This notion is further reinforced, in part, by the AL literature. The 2012–2015 IHEIN,
a national project funded by MEXT, contributed to the spread of the term AL, but also failed to define
and clarify what AL really means.
Aside from a few opportunities (e.g. Japan Association for College and University Education,
Center of Studies of Higher Education and the Center for Promotion of Excellence in Higher Education),
Japanese university instructors have limited avenues for interactive engagement and elaboration
regarding AL. The majority of university instructors are not educated as education scholars, but are
discipline-specific experts (e.g. in accounting, social work, statistics, marketing, business, health science, and political science). Many Japanese university instructors consider AL a set of instructional
methods instead of an overarching pedagogical methodology, as they do not have profound understanding of educational concepts such as modes/levels of engagement or deep/surface learning.

3.3. Lost in translation
The term “active” (and thus AL) is not an easy word to translate into Japanese. Although AL has a
Japanese translation, “noudouteki/syutaiteki na gakusyū,” this term does not convey the full nuance of
the term AL. That is why, AL is often described as “akutibu lāningu” (Mizokami, 2015), a borrowed term
from English. Nonetheless, some associate the term with physical activities (active mode of engagement at best) when they hear the term “active” (Taniguchi, 2013; Watkins, Carnell, & Lodge, 2007).
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“Critical thinking,” an often-cited skill that should be developed through AL (Azer et al., 2013;
Bromley, 2013; Clare, 2007; Ford, 2010; Kane, 2004; Laverie, 2006; Oros, 2007; Peters, 2011), is also
difficult to translate into Japanese. Critical thinking is an ability to think multidimensionally and “a
general capacity to go beyond description and replication to a more synthetic and creative level,
continuously integrating new and old knowledge” (Clare, 2007, p. 439). In Japan, critical thinking is
often misunderstood to be a negative attitude to criticize aggressively. Kenkyusya’s Dictionary
(2002), one of the most commonly used dictionaries in Japan, defines the term “critical” as “censorious/fault-finding,” whereas the Oxford Advanced Learner’s Dictionary (2015) defines it as “making
careful judgment.”
“Engagement” is another difficult term for Japanese to understand. The Oxford Advanced
Learner’s Dictionary includes “being involved” as a definition of engagement, while Kenkyusya’s
Dictionary only includes “appointment, contract, battle, and employment,” which do not reflect the
meaning of engagement as intended as an element of AL. It is not surprising that Japanese university instructors struggle to capture and access the concept of AL.
If we continue to use the borrowed English word “akutibu lāningu” to indicate AL, I suggest using
the term “puro akutibu lāningu” or proactive learning, at least in the context of Japanese higher education. The following section will further explain why I propose the use of the term “proactive learning,” by examining the difference between the terms “active” and “proactive.”

3.4. Concepts of “active” and “proactive”
By text mining the definitions of the dictionaries (i.e. Cambridge Advanced Learner’s Dictionary
2013, 4th edition; Collins Cobuild Advanced Dictionary 2013, 7th edition, Longman Dictionary of
Contemporary English 2009, 5th edition, Macmillan English Dictionary for Advanced Learners 2006,
5th edition; Oxford Advanced Learner’s Dictionary 2015, 8th edition), “active” can be summarized as
“involvement in activities,” while “proactive” means “changes through action/actions.”
As explained at the outset of this paper, AL emerged to develop generic and employability skills.
It attracted the attention of the higher education sector because of its potential to produce a different type of graduate in response to changing economic demands and to better meet the needs of
the job market. AL is thought to promote workplace skills desired by employers (Laverie, 2006). The
only distinctive employability skills that work universally regardless of place and time are considered
discovery skills (Dyer, Gregersen, & Christensen, 2011). Because discovery skills are essential for creating innovators, they are also called innovation skills (Wagner, 2012) as opposed to delivery skills
that are considered to be administrative. Delivery skills include analyzing, planning, attention to
detail, implementing, and disciplined executing, while discovery skills are associating, questioning,
observing, networking, and experimenting. Although both discovery and delivery skills are crucial for
any organization to function or innovate, individuals with discovery skills should be in demand because any organization will struggle to survive in the long run without innovators (Dyer et al., 2011).
Therefore, skills or attributes to be developed through AL are needed to make changes through actions rather than only being required to undertake activities in the job market.2
Having emerged as a response to meet economic and industrial needs, AL should enable students
to be proactive. Instructors and institutions also need to provide proactive motivation support
(Simpson, 2008) focusing on individual student needs, allowing learners to interact with their instructors and institutions. The concept of proactive may also be useful to help clarify the nature of
AL, through discussions of the difference between what is “active” and “proactive.” MEXT should
take these details into account and integrate the concept of proactive learning into future comprehensive reports on education or national education projects similar to IHEIN.
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4. Conclusion
Japanese university instructors typically regard AL as using one or more instructional methods such
as CL and PBL. As a result, even though Japanese university instructors use these methods or techniques, students often learn little. In this context, I suggested that AL be regarded as a pedagogical
methodology rather than a collection of methods. Learning with any modes and levels of engagement can be considered AL, regardless of the instructional methods used. However, the concept of
engagement and thus AL is difficult to understand, especially for those who are not educated in an
English-speaking environment.
I introduced the concept of “proactive” to avoid misunderstanding AL as physical activities or
mere use of instructional methods, and to promote further discussion of what AL is and how it
should be perceived. The term more directly reflects the concept of AL—the need and background of
why AL has drawn much attention. AL emerged as a response to changing economic demands and
business environment by encouraging students to become active learners and acquire generic and
employability skills. Introducing the concept of proactive may help university instructors understand
AL and become aware that they are now expected to create proactive graduates with innovation
skills who are able to make changes through actions.
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