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Abstract

There has been a lot of debate around the balance of ‘fun’ and ‘learning’ in co-
curricular programs. This presentation builds on current research, asking how this
could be developed in intercultural settings, and how students themselves perceive
the value of these programs. Using focus groups and evaluation surveys from a
two-week conversational English program taught in Suzhou, China, this
presentation develops new ways of looking at the balance of learning and fun in
co-curricular programs while unpacking common misconceptions about Chinese
learners’ engagement in active-learning based pedagogies. It also focuses on the
development and delivery of co-curricular programs in intercultural settings and
how students perceive their participation.

In 2019 two English Connect leaders and five student facilitators travelled to Suzhou, China,
to deliver a conversational English language program as part of Monash University. Based on
the award-winning Let’s Chat program, the program scaffolded conversational English
learning via real-life scenarios and the language-in-use associated with particular social
practices. Situated language learning emphasises the interplay between learners’ lived
experiences and the use of language as a meaning-making tool for acting in the world (Gee,
2004; Kalantzis & Cope, 2015). A corollary deriving from situated learning is that human
beings learn by doing and through playful learning experiences (Gee, 2004). Situated language
learning scaffold students’ communicative abilities through real-life situations by employing
intentional pedagogical strategies that allow students to make connections between language-
in-use and their agency in the world.

This presentation builds on current research around students’ engagement in co-curricular
programs, asking how this could be developed in intercultural settings, and how students
themselves perceive the value of these programs. It develops new ways of looking at the
balance of learning and fun in co-curricular programs while unpacking common
misconceptions about Chinese learners’ engagement in active-learning based pedagogies (Jin
& Cortazzi, 2011; Ryan, 2019).

For many of the students in Suzhou, this was their first exposure to peer-led co-curricular
activities. While the classes were scheduled within the students’ timetables, attendance was
voluntary and there were no assessments. As part of this initiative evaluation surveys and focus
groups were conducted to investigate how students interacted with these co-curricular
activities, and particularly to explore the perceived tension many students had between ‘fun’
and ‘learning something’. The tensions that emerged from students’ active engagement with
the activities highlighted the different cultural scripts that mediate learners’ and facilitators’
perspectives of what language learning means in intercultural settings (Cortazzi & Jin, 2013).
These tensions proved catalyst moments for reflection on the role the intercultural nature of
active-based learning pedagogies in co-curricular language programs.
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Students were asked in focus groups what they felt they learned and how they learned it. This
drew out the tension for many students between the idea of having fun while also learning.
Some students talked about their desire for a more ‘academically rigorous’ class. Other students
however, felt that the mixing of different students was key to their learning in the classes,
identifying how useful it was to get to learn about different students and teachers and how this
gave them a deeper appreciation of each other.

Another tension that students brought up was related to delivery, with many students
identifying how fun, entertaining and encouraging the classes were with time always seeming
to go quickly, and that the flexibility allowed them to really engage (Gee, 2004). They also
identified that this flexibility at times, led to some students feeling classes were too fast, too
slow, or had ‘glitches’ as the topics were modified to create better engagement.

These two tensions really draw out the experience of these Chinese students in an active
learning co-curricular context. The more porous boundaries of the roles for students and
facilitators, coupled with the different cultural frames shaping the intercultural interactions in
the classrooms, provided a fertile space for co-learning and destabilisation of existing
conceptions about Chinese and Australian learners (Cortazzi & Jin, 2013). The innovative
program design deliberately created spaces for co-creation and the focus groups conducted
afterwards expand our existing knowledge around co-curricular programs to consider how
students who are not used to this form of learning, engage with these tensions and make sense
of them.

The session will include a discussion of the background of the program and results (10 min)
Questions for audience participation (15 min)

1. How do you feel we can best introduce students to co-curricular learning, particularly
if this is something that is new for them?

2. How do we communicate to students the learning benefits of ‘having fun’ in co-
curricular programs?
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