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Abstract 

Intercultural competence has increasingly been recognized as a vital objective in foreign language 

education, particularly in English as a Foreign Language (EFL) context where learners are less likely to 

engage in natural intercultural interactions. In Japan, the Course of Study and national education policies 

explicitly emphasize communicative use of English alongside a deeper understanding of cultural 

dimensions (MEXT, 2017). Yet, research shows that junior high school (JHS) English textbooks often fail 

to realize these goals. Our analysis of the textbook reveals that cultural representations remain 

predominantly ethnocentric, with a disproportionate focus on Japanese culture and limited opportunities 

for students to critically engage with cultural diversity. Most topics emphasize visible aspects of culture 

such as food and landmarks, while neglecting invisible dimensions like communication styles or values. 

This imbalance risks reinforcing national pride without fostering intercultural empathy or reflective 

cultural awareness. 

To address these gaps, we propose the integration of experiential approaches, grounded in Kolb’s 

experiential learning theory, Hall’s high- and low-context communication framework, and the iceberg 

model of culture. Improvisation, a pedagogical tool rooted in the performing arts, emerges as particularly 

promising for intercultural learning. Improvisation provides learners with opportunities to experience 

cultural differences through spontaneous, embodied interactions, while simultaneously reducing affective 

barriers such as fear of mistakes or over-self-monitoring. Findings suggest that learners developed 

empathy and reflective awareness of communication norms through improvisation. Although our pilot 

study was limited to university participants, the activities are adaptable for JHS classrooms, offering a 

valuable means to complement textbook-based learning. 

 

Keywords: intercultural competence; English education; textbook analysis; experiential learning; 

improvisation; policy implications

INTRODUCTION 

The development of intercultural competence has become a central theme in contemporary foreign 

language education. Intercultural competence is not merely the accumulation of cultural knowledge but 

entails the ability to interpret differences, engage in critical reflection, and adapt communicatively in 

diverse contexts (Byram, 1997; Deardorff, 2020). In increasingly interconnected societies, intercultural 

competence is positioned as a critical skill for 21st-century learners (Dervin, 2022). In Japan, this 

emphasis is reflected in policy documents such as the Fundamental Law of Education and the Course of 

Study, which require learners to use English communicatively while deepening their intercultural 

awareness (MEXT, 2017). 

Despite these policy directives, research has consistently indicated that Japanese JHS English textbooks 

fall short of fostering intercultural competence (Nagatomo, 2020; Yamada, 2019). Studies highlight that 
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these textbooks disproportionately foreground Japanese cultural content, depict foreigners as admirers of 

Japanese culture, and focus on surface-level representations (Kubota, 2018; Rose & Galloway, 2019). 

Such portrayals risk reinforcing ethnocentric views while underemphasizing the critical engagement and 

empathy needed for effective intercultural learning. 

The present study addresses these gaps by analysing cultural representations in the One World textbook 

series and exploring experiential approaches—particularly improvisation—that may address the 

limitations of textbook-based intercultural learning. Improvisation, as a pedagogical method, situates 

learners in spontaneous, collaborative, and culturally reflective interactions that can reduce anxiety and 

foster empathy (Sawyer, 2017; Mercer & Dörnyei, 2020). 

This paper is structured as follows: After reviewing the relevant literature on intercultural competence, 

cultural representation in textbooks, and experiential learning, we present our methodology for analyzing 

One World and conducting a pilot study. Results and discussion follow, after which we provide new 

sections on Policy Implications and Pedagogical Recommendations, before concluding with reflections on 

theoretical, practical, and policy significance. 

Research Questions: 

1. What characteristics of intercultural learning are presented in Japanese JHS English textbooks? 

2. How can experiential approaches, particularly improvisation, address the limitations of textbook-

based intercultural learning, and how might they be adapted for JHS contexts? 

LITERATURE REVIEW  

A. Intercultural Competence in Language Education 

Intercultural competence has been theorized through a range of models, each contributing to our 

understanding of what it means to communicate across cultural boundaries. Byram’s (1997) model of 

Intercultural Communicative Competence (ICC) emphasized attitudes, knowledge, skills, and critical 

cultural awareness. More recently, Deardorff (2020) and Dervin (2022) have proposed dynamic, process-

oriented frameworks, highlighting adaptability, empathy, and reflexivity as essential for learners. 

Intercultural competence is increasingly viewed not as an endpoint but as an ongoing, evolving process 

shaped by interaction (Jackson, 2019). 

Within the context of English language education, scholars argue that intercultural competence must be 

integrated into communicative pedagogy (Lee & Li, 2021). Mercer and Dörnyei (2020) underscore the 

importance of socio-emotional dimensions in fostering learners’ confidence and resilience, noting that 

intercultural competence develops most effectively in environments that reduce anxiety and encourage 

meaningful interaction. These perspectives align with Krashen’s (1982) affective filter hypothesis, which 

posits that high anxiety can impede language acquisition. Thus, creating safe, experiential learning 

environments is central to promoting both language development and intercultural growth. 

B. Cultural Representation in Textbooks 

Textbooks remain the backbone of English education in Japan, as they are government-approved, 

widely adopted, and heavily relied upon by teachers (Yamada, 2019). However, research has consistently 

shown that cultural representations in Japanese EFL textbooks are narrow, ethnocentric, and stereotypical 

(Nagatomo, 2020; Kubota, 2018). The predominance of Japanese culture in textbooks, coupled with 
portrayals of foreigners as admirers of Japan, risks reinforcing national identity without cultivating 

intercultural empathy. 

Internationally, similar concerns have been raised. Studies conducted in South Korea and China reveal 

that textbooks often fail to represent global diversity, instead focusing on national culture and Western 

"standard" English-speaking countries (Koo, 2021; Liu, 2020). In European contexts, Risager (2018) and 

Holliday (2018) highlight the persistence of essentialist cultural depictions, where cultures are portrayed as 

static entities rather than dynamic and hybrid. Such essentialism contradicts the realities of globalization, 

where identities and cultural practices are fluid and intersecting. 
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Recent scholarship has advocated for more critical textbook analysis, emphasizing the need for materials 

to include multiple perspectives, intercultural encounters, and opportunities for learners to question 

cultural assumptions (Matsuda, 2019; Rose & Galloway, 2019). Textbooks should not merely present 

cultural facts but foster what Byram (1997) calls “critical cultural awareness”—the ability to evaluate 

cultural practices and meanings in relation to one’s own and others’ contexts. 

C. Experiential Learning and Improvisation 

Kolb’s (1984) experiential learning cycle—comprising concrete experience, reflective observation, 

abstract conceptualization, and active experimentation—remains foundational for practice-oriented 

pedagogy. Beard and Wilson (2018) extend Kolb’s ideas into classroom contexts, underscoring how 

experiential activities enable learners to internalize knowledge more effectively than through rote learning. 

Improvisation, rooted in the performing arts, exemplifies experiential learning in language education. 

Sawyer (2017) describes improvisation as collaborative creativity, requiring participants to co-construct 

meaning in real time. In second language learning, improvisation reduces the cognitive and emotional 

burden of "getting it right" by reframing mistakes as resources for communication. Research has shown 

that improvisational activities lower affective filters, enhance spontaneity, and develop empathy (Mercer 

& Dörnyei, 2020; Kubota, 2018). 

Moreover, improvisation creates conditions for learners to experience cultural differences in embodied 

and affective ways. For instance, when students are asked to enact scenarios involving culturally 

unfamiliar norms (e.g., silence as a form of respect), they engage with invisible aspects of culture beyond 

surface-level facts (Hall, 1976; Deardorff, 2020). This form of “why-thinking” (Jackson, 2019) fosters 

deeper intercultural reflection than traditional textbook exercises. 

In sum, while textbooks provide necessary structure, they risk perpetuating static, ethnocentric 

representations of culture. Improvisation offers a complementary approach that emphasizes dynamic, 

embodied, and empathetic engagement with cultural diversity. 

METHODOLOGY 

This study employed two strands of inquiry: a textbook analysis of One World (Books 1–3) and a small-

scale pilot study integrating improvisation into English language classes with university students. 

A. Textbook Analysis 

The One World textbook series, approved by the Japanese Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, 

Science and Technology (MEXT), is widely used in junior high schools. For this study, all cultural topics 

across Books 1–3 were identified and categorized into four groups: (1) Japanese culture, (2) foreign 

admiration of Japan, (3) comparative culture, and (4) global culture. Each topic was analyzed using the 

iceberg model of culture (Hall, 1976) to determine whether it addressed visible elements (e.g., food, 

festivals, landmarks) or invisible elements (e.g., values, communication styles, assumptions). 

The analysis focused not only on frequency but also on depth of cultural engagement. We examined 

whether topics prompted critical questioning, comparative analysis, or reflection on underlying values. By 

doing so, we aimed to assess the extent to which textbooks contribute to the development of intercultural 

competence as envisioned by MEXT policy and intercultural education frameworks (Byram, 1997; 

Deardorff, 2020). 
B. Pilot Study with University Students 

Although the ultimate aim is to adapt experiential approaches for JHS contexts, a pilot study was 

conducted with university students to explore the feasibility and impact of improvisation activities. 

• Participants: 15 Japanese university students enrolled in English language courses during the 

Spring 2024 semester. 

• Procedures: Improvisation games were conducted at the beginning of each class session. 

Activities included the Name-Calling Game, Three Items, Problem-Solving President, and 

Contextual Gift-Giving Game. Each activity required students to engage in spontaneous 

interactions using English. 



GEN TEFL Journal                                                                                                          E- ISSN 2520 209X  

Volume 10, 30 Dec 2025                                                              P- ISSN 2520 6648     

 

Copyright©2025 by authors, all rights reserved. Authors agree that this article remains permanently open access under the terms 
of the Creative Commons Attribution License 4.0 International License 

 (1) “the Name-Calling Game”: In this activity, each student decides how they would like to be addressed 

in class. Throughout the session, both teachers and students use these chosen names exclusively. As a 

warm-up exercise, one student calls another by name; the student responds with “Yes” and then calls the 

name of the next person. This cycle continues for several minutes. The activity literally involves “name 

calling”. By allowing students to determine their preferred form of address, everyone can interact in a 

comfortable manner. This practice has particular significance for LGBTQ+ students, who may prefer not 

to be addressed by a legal name that does not align with their gender identity. Thus, the activity fosters an 

inclusive environment where all participants can engage naturally and respectfully. 

(2) “Three Items!”: Students sit in a circle. When given a topic (e.g., “countries”), a student must 

quickly name three related items (e.g., “Japan, Korea, United States”). After responding, the student 

provides a new topic to the next person in the circle. The aim is not to provide the “correct” three items, 

but rather to encourage immediate verbal responses. Even if the items are unrelated, the activity 

emphasizes the importance of “saying something rather than staying silent” and helps reduce the fear of 

making mistakes. 

(3) “Problem-Solving President”: Students take on the roles of “president” and “employees.” The 

employees present urgent problems, and the president must respond immediately with a positive solution. 

For example, when an employee says, “President, the bakery making our wedding cake went bankrupt, 

and the cake will not arrive in time!” the president replies, “That’s wonderful news! The couple was just 

considering baking their own cake as part of the ceremony. Let’s try it today.” The employees then affirm 

with, “As expected of our president!” The flow continues with new challenges. This activity is based on 

the fundamental improvisation principle of “Yes, and”—accepting what others present and then building 

upon it. By first affirming (“Yes”) and then adding one’s own contribution (“and”), participants develop 

trust and psychological safety, which are essential for collaborative communication. 

(4) “Contextual Gift-Giving Game”: Students work in pairs. Student A gives an imaginary gift to 

Student B (e.g., “Here is some chocolate for you!”). Student B decides how to respond—either accepting 

with “Thank you” or rejecting with “I don’t need this!” and discarding it. The activity highlights how 

explicit rejection reflects a “low-context” communication style. Participants gain experiential 

understanding of how cultural differences in communication context influence interpersonal interactions. 

• Data Collection: Semi-structured interviews were conducted following the activities. Students 

reflected on their experiences, focusing on perceived changes in resistance to speaking, cultural 

awareness, and attitudes toward communication. 

• Analysis: A thematic analysis was conducted to identify recurring themes in students’ reflections, 

such as reduced anxiety, enhanced empathy, and heightened awareness of implicit cultural norms. 

The pilot study was exploratory in nature but provided insights into how improvisation may be adapted 

for JHS learners. Importantly, the language demands of the activities were minimal, suggesting that they 

can be feasibly implemented in lower secondary classrooms. 

 

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

A. Findings from Textbook Analysis 

Distribution of cultural topics in the textbooks are summarised in Table 1. Our analysis of the One 

World series revealed three significant tendencies: 

1. Overrepresentation of Japanese Culture 

Of the thirty-five cultural topics identified, seventeen focused on Japan, with thirteen portraying 

foreigners as enthusiasts of Japanese traditions. This imbalance not only limits students’ exposure to 

global perspectives but also reinforces a one-sided view of cultural exchange in which Japan is positioned 

as the object of admiration. Moreover, the heavy emphasis on Japanese culture risks suggesting to learners 

that intercultural encounters primarily involve showcasing national traditions to outsiders. This narrow 
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framing diminishes the potential for students to perceive themselves as participants in a global dialogue, 

instead positioning them as cultural hosts rather than intercultural interlocutors. It also creates a missed 

opportunity for learners to compare diverse cultural practices and values on equal footing. 

2. Superficial Representation of Culture 

The majority of topics emphasized visible cultural elements such as food, festivals, or tourist landmarks. 

Fourteen topics highlighted surface-level features, three focused on famous Japanese figures, and only one 

offered cultural comparison (Obon vs. Halloween vs. Day of the Dead). Such treatment risks reducing 

culture to lists of facts, without engaging students in deeper reflection on values, beliefs, or 

communication styles. In doing so, textbooks reinforce the idea that culture is something static, observable, 

and external rather than lived, negotiated, and contested. Learners may come to associate intercultural 

study with memorizing trivia rather than cultivating the analytical skills necessary to interpret and question 

cultural norms. This superficiality is particularly problematic given that invisible cultural elements, such as 

politeness strategies or communication styles, often play a central role in real-life misunderstandings. 

3. Limited Critical Engagement 

Textbook activities primarily emphasized what and how questions (e.g., “What food is eaten at this 

festival?” or “How do people celebrate?”) while rarely addressing why. Without opportunities to ask why 

cultural practices exist or how they may be interpreted differently, students remain at the level of factual 

recall rather than intercultural analysis. The absence of critical questioning also reduces opportunities for 

learners to connect their own experiences with those of others, thereby limiting the development of 

reflective cultural awareness. Furthermore, the lack of dialogic or comparative activities leaves learners 

unprepared to negotiate meaning in intercultural contexts where ambiguity and difference are the norm. By 

failing to cultivate such analytical skills, textbooks inadvertently sustain a view of culture as something to 

be consumed rather than something to be co-constructed through interaction. 

These findings resonate with prior critiques of Japanese EFL textbooks (Nagatomo, 2020; Yamada, 

2019), which argue that ethnocentric representations risk reinforcing cultural essentialism. They also align 

with international research that highlights the persistence of surface-level cultural representations in EFL 

materials (Rose & Galloway, 2019; Liu, 2020). Taken together, the results underscore a critical mismatch 

between the goals of fostering intercultural competence and the actual materials provided to teachers and 

learners. 

 

 
   B. Findings from the Pilot Study 

Interviews with university students revealed three major outcomes of improvisation activities. While the 

themes can be summarized as reduced anxiety, heightened awareness, and the development of empathy, a 
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deeper analysis shows that these dimensions are interconnected and reinforce each other in ways that 

suggest strong pedagogical value. 

1. Reduced Anxiety and Resistance to Speaking 

Students reported that they felt “less afraid of making mistakes” and more willing to participate in 

spontaneous English use. Prior to engaging in classroom improvisation activities, 78.3% of the students 

indicated that they felt resistant to speaking English during class. After the activities, this proportion 

decreased to 30.6%. This aligns with Krashen’s (1982) affective filter hypothesis and supports research 

emphasizing the importance of low-anxiety environments for language learning (Mercer & Dörnyei, 2020). 

Several students commented that the playful, game-like nature of the activities helped them detach from 

the fear of being evaluated and instead focus on the process of interaction. One participant noted, “When I 

was acting, I didn’t care if my grammar was correct; I just wanted to keep the story going.” This 

observation suggests that improvisation reorients learners’ goals away from linguistic perfection and 

toward communicative effectiveness, thereby lowering performance pressure. Over time, such experiences 

may foster greater willingness to communicate, which is essential for both language development and 

intercultural competence. 

2. Heightened Awareness of Communication Beyond Words 

In the Contextual Gift-Giving Game, where participants received gifts without verbal thanks, students 

expressed discomfort that led them to reflect on implicit communication norms. This experience helped 

them realize that communication extends beyond vocabulary and grammar to include silence, gesture, and 

relational context (Hall, 1976). Importantly, students reported being surprised at their own reactions; 

several admitted that they had never considered silence as a form of communication before. Others 

reflected that in Japanese contexts, silence often conveys respect or agreement, while in Western contexts 

it might signal awkwardness or disapproval. By encountering this dissonance experientially, learners 

began to question cultural assumptions that they had previously taken for granted. Such awareness moves 

beyond cognitive recognition of differences to embodied understanding, as the discomfort was felt 

physically during the interaction. 

3. Development of Empathy and Adaptability 

Students noted that improvisation forced them to adopt perspectives outside their own, fostering 

empathy for different communication styles. They became more adaptable, recognizing that effective 

interaction often requires negotiating ambiguity and responding flexibly to unexpected situations. One 

student reflected, “I realized that I needed to pay more attention to how my partner was reacting, not just 

what they were saying.” This awareness points to the interpersonal dimension of intercultural competence, 

where successful communication depends on sensitivity to others’ cues and openness to alternative 

interpretations. The unpredictability of improvisation mirrors real-life intercultural encounters, where 

interlocutors must navigate differences without scripts or predetermined outcomes. By practicing 

adaptability in a safe classroom setting, students can build confidence that prepares them for more 

complex intercultural situations. 

Taken together, these outcomes suggest that improvisation fosters intercultural awareness not by 

teaching “cultural facts” but by creating conditions for learners to experience cultural difference in 
embodied and reflective ways. The activities provided learners with moments of surprise, discomfort, and 

negotiation that textbooks rarely offer. Importantly, the reflective discussions following each activity 

allowed students to articulate insights and connect them to broader cultural concepts, thereby completing 

the experiential learning cycle (Kolb, 1984). 

While the study was conducted with university students, the simplicity of the activities indicates strong 

potential for adaptation to JHS classrooms. The linguistic demands of the improvisation games are low, 

relying more on creativity and body language than on complex grammar or vocabulary. As such, these 

activities can be implemented with younger learners while still promoting critical reflection. Moreover, the 

playful atmosphere of improvisation is likely to resonate with adolescents, who often respond positively to 

interactive, game-based approaches. 
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C. Implications for Junior High School Education 

Integrating improvisation into JHS English classes would complement textbook-based learning in three 

key ways. Importantly, these implications are not abstract but can be concretely linked to the needs of 

adolescent learners and the goals outlined in Japanese educational policy. 

1. Expanding Beyond Ethnocentrism 

By engaging students in scenarios that require cross-cultural negotiation, improvisation counterbalances 

the ethnocentric focus of textbooks. For example, in a role-play where a Japanese student must interact 

with an imagined foreign peer, the emphasis shifts from presenting Japanese culture as a spectacle to 

exploring communication as a two-way process. This shift encourages learners to see themselves not only 

as representatives of Japan but also as interlocutors capable of engaging with diverse perspectives. Such 

activities foster the skills of listening, perspective-taking, and questioning—competencies rarely cultivated 

through static textbook exercises. Over time, this can help students resist essentialist views of culture and 

instead approach cultural encounters as dynamic and relational. 

2. Cultivating Deeper Reflection 

Improvisation prompts learners to ask why questions about communication, enabling them to reflect 

critically on invisible cultural elements. In traditional classrooms, cultural content often remains at the 

descriptive level: students learn what people eat or how they celebrate festivals. Improvisation, however, 

places learners in situations where implicit norms must be negotiated, forcing them to consider underlying 

values. For example, silence, humour, or gesture may carry different meanings across cultures. Through 

embodied experiences and subsequent reflection, learners begin to recognize that culture is not simply 

what people do, but also why they do it and how those actions are interpreted. This deeper reflection is 

essential for developing the critical cultural awareness central to intercultural competence (Byram, 1997). 

3. Enhancing Motivation and Confidence 

The playfulness of improvisation lowers the affective barrier to English use, thereby motivating students 

to participate actively. For JHS learners, who often struggle with self-consciousness during adolescence, 

improvisation provides a safe and enjoyable way to experiment with language. Unlike oral presentations, 

which may feel intimidating, improvisation reframes speaking as collaborative play. Students are not 

evaluated on grammatical accuracy but on their ability to contribute to the interaction, which reduces 

anxiety and increases willingness to communicate (Krashen, 1982; Mercer & Dörnyei, 2020). Over time, 

repeated exposure to low-stakes communicative challenges can build resilience, preparing learners for 

more complex interactions in the future. 

4. Bridging Policy and Practice 

These implications are also significant in relation to the policy-practice gap in Japanese education. The 

Course of Study (MEXT, 2017) emphasizes communicative English and intercultural understanding, yet 

classroom practice often defaults to grammar-translation methods. Improvisation provides a concrete 

method for aligning classroom activity with policy objectives. It operationalizes otherwise abstract policy 

goals by giving teachers specific tools to cultivate intercultural competence. 

In this way, experiential activities can transform classrooms from sites of memorization to environments 

of intercultural exploration. Learners are not only acquiring English but also practicing how to negotiate 
meaning, manage ambiguity, and empathize with difference. These competencies align with both national 

policy goals and global educational priorities, ensuring that English education in Japan prepares students 

for active participation in an interconnected world. 

 

POLICY IMPLICATIONS   

The findings of this study carry important implications for language education policy in Japan and 

beyond. 

1. Alignment with MEXT Goals  
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The Japanese Course of Study (MEXT, 2017) emphasizes communicative English and deeper cultural 

understanding. However, as our analysis shows, current textbooks fall short in delivering intercultural 

competence. Incorporating experiential approaches like improvisation would bridge the gap between 

policy and practice by providing concrete opportunities for students to engage in meaningful, reflective 

communication. 

2. Contribution to Global Citizenship Education 

UNESCO (2020) and the United Nations’ Sustainable Development Goal 4.7 highlight the importance of 

education for global citizenship, which requires learners to develop empathy, intercultural understanding, 

and critical thinking. By emphasizing invisible aspects of culture and promoting adaptability, 

improvisation supports these global educational goals. 

3. International Comparisons and Regional Relevance 

Other Asian EFL contexts, such as South Korea and China, face similar challenges in textbook design 

and cultural representation (Koo, 2021; Liu, 2020). Japan’s exploration of experiential learning methods 

could provide a model for regional innovation, contributing to the international dialogue on effective 

intercultural pedagogy. 

4. Teacher Training and Curriculum Design 

Policy changes must also address teacher preparation. Teachers need training in experiential and 

improvisational pedagogy to feel confident implementing such methods. Additionally, curriculum 

guidelines should encourage the integration of textbook and experiential approaches, rather than relying 

solely on prescriptive content. 

By reframing language education policy to recognize improvisation and experiential learning as essential 

tools, Japan can move closer to cultivating students who are not only linguistically competent but also 

globally and interculturally competent. 

PEDAGOGICAL RECOMMENDATIONS 

While policy-level alignment is critical, practical classroom strategies are equally important. Based on 

our findings, we propose the following recommendations for integrating experiential learning and 

improvisation into junior high school (JHS) English education in Japan. 

1. Integrating Improvisation with Textbook Content 

Improvisational activities need not replace textbooks; rather, they can complement and enrich them. For 

example, after reading a textbook passage about Japanese festivals, students can engage in role-play where 

they explain the event to an international visitor with unfamiliar cultural expectations. This integration 

allows learners to move beyond factual recall and practice explaining cultural practices from multiple 

perspectives. 

2. Designing Low-Stakes Activities 

Improvisation should be implemented through short, accessible activities that require minimal 

preparation. Games like Three Items or Contextual Gift-Giving use simple language but stimulate deep 

reflection on communication norms. By keeping tasks playful and low-stakes, teachers can reduce 

learners’ anxiety and encourage spontaneous participation. 

3. Encouraging Critical Reflection 
Each improvisation activity should be followed by structured reflection. Teachers can facilitate 

discussions with questions such as: 

⚫ Why did the interaction feel uncomfortable? 

⚫ How might this be understood differently in another culture? 

⚫ What strategies helped you adapt? 

This reflective stage connects the experiential activity to intercultural learning outcomes (Kolb, 1984; 

Deardorff, 2020). 

4. Leveraging ICT and Digital Tools 
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Digital platforms can extend improvisation beyond the classroom. Online role-play with international 

peers, virtual exchanges, or AI-driven conversational agents can provide authentic interaction 

opportunities. These tools can make intercultural encounters more frequent and diverse, supporting the 

development of critical cultural awareness. 

5. Assessment of Intercultural Competence 

Evaluation should go beyond grammar and vocabulary to include intercultural skills. Rubrics can assess 

students’ adaptability, empathy, and reflection on cultural differences (Deardorff, 2020). For instance, 

teachers might evaluate how well students negotiate misunderstandings or respond to unfamiliar 

communication norms. 

6. Teacher Professional Development 

For successful implementation, teachers must feel confident using improvisational methods. 

Professional development programs should include workshops on experiential learning, opportunities to 

practice improvisation themselves, and strategies for adapting activities to different classroom contexts. 

Building teacher capacity is crucial for sustainability. 

By integrating these recommendations, JHS classrooms can move beyond ethnocentric textbook 

learning toward more dynamic, reflective, and interculturally oriented pedagogy. 

CONCLUSION 

This study examined the characteristics of intercultural learning in Japanese JHS English textbooks and 

explored how experiential approaches—particularly improvisation—can address existing limitations. 

Key findings include: 

One World textbooks disproportionately represent Japanese culture and emphasize surface-level cultural 

features, limiting students’ opportunities for critical engagement. 

Improvisation activities in a university pilot study reduced anxiety, fostered empathy, and encouraged 

reflection on invisible cultural norms, indicating strong potential for adaptation to JHS contexts. 

Theoretical significance: 

The study extends intercultural education research by demonstrating how experiential approaches align 

with contemporary models of intercultural competence that emphasize adaptability, empathy, and 

reflexivity (Deardorff, 2020; Dervin, 2022). 

Practical significance: 

Improvisation provides a feasible method for teachers to cultivate intercultural competence in everyday 

classroom practice. By integrating experiential activities with textbook content, educators can move 

beyond factual teaching toward embodied intercultural exploration. 

Policy significance: 

Findings suggest the need for alignment between MEXT’s goals and classroom practices. Incorporating 

experiential learning into curricula, alongside teacher training and assessment reform, would better prepare 

Japanese students for participation in global society. 

Future research directions include longitudinal classroom-based studies, cross-national comparisons 

within Asia, and the integration of digital technologies to scale experiential learning. By pursuing these 

avenues, educators and policymakers can ensure that English education fosters not only linguistic ability 
but also the intercultural competence necessary for 21st-century global citizenship. 
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