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Rethinking What Is Essential

Or How I Learned to Continue Worrying and Love
[Some Parts of] Online Teaching

Pau Pitarch

As I write these lines, we are well into the second semester of online
teaching in the midst of a global once-a-century pandemic. I hope you are all
doing as well as possible, under the circumstances, and have managed to find
your own ways to navigate this unprecedented reality that has upended the
ways in which you were used to learning, socializing and, for many, earning
your livelihood. I can only begin to imagine how hard it must be to feel how
the limitations brought by the pandemic are affecting these very important
months (years?) of growth and discovery, at every possible level.

When I talk to friends who live abroad and compare our situation with
other countries, Japan seems to have settled into an apparently placid “keep
going and wait for the vaccine” routine. Still, I think we should not forget how
quickly things changed in just a few weeks at the beginning of the year, and
all remain vigilant and careful, following all the possible precautions so the
situation does not take a turn for the worse again. So far, we are very lucky to
have been spared full lockdowns like those in other countries have had. The
strictest measures I have heard of from an acquaintance were in Panama,
where men and women split the days of the week they were allowed to go out
to run errands in two-hour shifts. I cannot imagine the stress of living under
those conditions, either in my case, stuck in an apartment with two small
children, or for many of you, completely alone and isolated from friends and
family. Let us hope, for all our sakes, that everybody takes the situation
seriously enough that Japan does not have to go to those extremes to control
the spread of the disease.

In terms of my teaching, the switch to online-based classes has made me
realize how much learning is positively affected by the traditional in-person
live setup. I have always believed that the opportunities afforded by students
congregating in the same place at the same time should not be wasted on
activities that could be performed without any significant loss of learning in
a different setting. If I were going to lecture without any productive
interaction for 90 minutes straight, I may as well just record the lecture and
let students watch it at their own convenience. That is why I have always
attempted to organize my class time with student interaction at the center,
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trying to squeeze as many learning opportunities as possible out of the live
exchange of ideas in the classroom.

I knew that the online environment would add some extra hurdles to that
plan, but I was honestly not prepared for how much it would affect how
communication flows inside the classroom. To begin with, not being able to
see everybody’s face while talking deprives speakers of so many feedback
cues that I had always taken for granted. As instructors, we spend years
developing the skill of “reading a room,” of reacting to our listeners’
expressions and reactions, adjusting our explanations and class pace to what
seems best suited to the response of our audience. When speaking to a grid of
black boxes that skill is effectively useless, and there is no alternative means
to collect that kind of continuous information on the “temperature” of the
room.

Communication with and between students has also become more stilted.
Speaking through a videoconference system forces one always to wait an extra
couple of seconds to make sure that the other party has finished speaking.
Interruptions rarely spark a livelier dialogue, but rather invariably generate
even longer periods of adjustment, as the involved parties re-negotiate whose
turn it is to speak. Communicating over email or asynchronous forums also
comes by definition with a considerable time lag between each participant’s
turns, making it very difficult to achieve any momentum in the idea exchange.

On the other hand, the move online has forced me to thoroughly reassess
my teaching methodology. I truly do wish that the circumstances were
different, but it is indeed good to sometimes take a step back and take a long
hard look at the practices one has naturalized as “the way to do things,” and
explore honestly if they achieve what they should achieve. For all my attempts
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at conducting student-centered active-learning oriented classes, how certain
was I really that they actually benefited most of the students in the class, and
not just the most motivated ones, whose performance was visible to me every
session, but who probably would have been all right anyway in a different
setting?

Even if it adds many more layers of set-up and book-keeping, it is true that
intensive use of a Learning-Management System (LMS) like our own Moodle
does make it easier to get a fuller picture of the actual engagement of every
single student in the class, not just those who are more eager to participate in
a live improvised exchange. It is thus easier to see how much (or how little) a
particular assignment has helped a student’s learning and engagement, and
to pick up on students who might be falling behind earlier (whether
establishing communication with them will be successful or not, is a different
matter, though). Based on data like this, I have made improvements to classes
halfway through the term, that in a normal situation I may not have realized
were necessary until the course was almost over.

I have also started to explore the possibilities of adding to my classes
collaboration tools that allow students to edit the same document in real time.
Rather than walk around the classroom trying to eavesdrop on a single group
discussion at a time, now I can see on the same screen how all groups are
working at the same time, and make targeted interventions in the breakout
room that seems to need them. The added benefit of these tools is that they
make it possible to track which user wrote what, creating a record of every
group member’s contribution that in a regular “group work” setting would
simply not be possible. These collaboration tools are also the same ones I use
with my colleagues when we need to work on a document together, so it is
probably an added benefit that students can start becoming familiar with the
intricacies of collaborative work from their first year of college, since it is a
skill that they will later most certainly use, no matter what jobs they end up
doing.

In sum, while tiring and taxing at many levels, I hope that the experience
of having re-designed and taught my classes in these exceptional
circumstances will help me in the long run to become a better instructor. I
hope that, through the chaos and stress of the last year, you will also find a
quiet moment to stop and reflect on what is really essential, and how to make
the most of your remaining years in college. At the end of this tunnel, may we
all come out stronger and wiser, and with a deeper appreciation for what we
have, and the people who are truly important in our lives.
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On Pandemic, Theater, and New Technology
Shiho Takai

Going into my parental leave in January, I was expecting the year 2020 to
be very different from usual, but I still had some plans to see people and do
things. As you most surely know, however, the global pandemic turned this
year into a quite unexpected one, mostly for the worse, but also for the better
in a few surprising ways. It is true that the pandemic limited my opportunity
to see people, including my family who live far away. However, it also created
new opportunities to meet people and experience things that would have been
otherwise impossible for a parent with a newborn.

The theater-going experience was one of these things. As part of my
research and as a hobby, I occasionally go to the theater for joruri, kabuki,
rakugo, musicals, plays, etc. Going into my leave, I expected that I would not
be able to make it to the theater for quite a while, but I also did not doubt that
the shows would still go on regardless of whether I attended. However, the
global pandemic made theaters off-limits for everyone. Back in March, I kept
seeing the news about theaters canceling shows all over Japan because of the
COVID-19 pandemic. It immediately reminded me of March 2011 when I was
in Tokyo for dissertation research for early modern Japanese theater. I had
multiple tickets for kabuki and other theatrical performances, but all were
canceled. “Self-restraint (jishuku),” or strong urging and social pressure to
refrain from any entertainment or luxury, became prevalent. The atmosphere
around theater in March 2020 felt very similar at the time.

However, things started to change from April. Once it became clear that
the pandemic would not go away for a while and there was no hope of
reopening the theaters anytime soon, some theater productions and
individual performers started looking into other platforms on the internet to
reach out to audiences. Unexpectedly, I was able to experience virtual theater-
going through the internet. From early April, I was able to watch a number of
rakugo performances, provided by individual performers such as Yanagiya
Sanza and Kokontei Kikunojo, and later by the Suzumoto Engeijo Theater in
Ueno which decided to stream all of their yose performances for June. While
some performances required tickets, others were available for free (with
donations suggested), opening viewing possibilities for wider audiences than
normally could have seen them, even without a pandemic. The March kabuki
performances at the Kabuki-za Theater and the National Theater were also



available for free for a limited time on YouTube. This was significantly
different from 2011 when many of the canceled performances were not seen
by audiences for another year or two, if ever. Perhaps partly because of the
scale and unpredictable nature of the global pandemic, and partly because of
the development of the platform and technology, the eagerness of the theater
to reach out to audiences who are stuck at home was remarkable (though
perhaps necessary).

Given my personal situation, I found it unexpectedly fortunate, almost
sumptuous, that the theater-going experience I had thought would be
unavailable suddenly became available at home. The flexibility to choose
when and where to watch the performances and the availability to pause them
at one’s convenience made them accessible to wider audiences, who, even
without the pandemic, could not have ordinarily seen them due to living too
far away or circumstances (a newborn baby, a medical condition, a
demanding work schedule, etc.) that made going out impossible. I was even
able to watch recordings of Andrew Lloyd Webber’'s musicals through the
“The Shows Must Go On!” YouTube channel, and actors’ reading
performances of Koki Mitani’s comedy show, The Twelve Kind Japanese, etc.
The early days of my new parenthood unexpectedly became filled with a sort
of theater-going experience, ironically thanks to the pandemic.

The same was true for some of events at Waseda that I hoped to attend,
but probably could not have due to having a newborn baby. As I was going
into the leave, I was hoping to be settled enough by late March to occasionally
come to campus to attend some events and meet people. One of the events I
was really looking forward to attending was the welcoming event for the
incoming JCulP students, and a student-led drama by the Waseda Institute
Players (WIP) that was planned as part of the welcoming event. Of course,
because of the pandemic neither the welcoming event nor the performance by
WIP happened on campus in March as planned. However, I was able to see a
video of a part of the student-led welcome party for the incoming students in
March, thanks to JCulP students who organized the event and uploaded the
video on YouTube. And then, in August, Prof. Umemiya notified us that WIP
made a remote production of Twelfth Night and the video was published.
Thinking back about late March, I'm doubtful that I really would have been
able to make it to campus for the welcoming events amidst the newborn-
related chaos. Ironically, pandemic-related platform changes made these
events more accessible in a way.

In addition to simply being accessible, the remote production also gave a
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qualitatively different audience experience. As a point of comparison, I
previously attended WIP’s first performance, Dr. Faustus, in October 2019,
right before the fall conference of Transcultural Studies. In Twelfth Night, the
actors were performing within the frame of the camera, so the use of their
bodies was inevitably different from what they would have done in a full-
scale theater. Movements were rather limited, as the visible body parts were
limited - the actors had to express almost everything through facial
expressions, and upper-body and hand movements. I found the form working
very well for creating a fun, comedic atmosphere for Twelfth Night. The
production also felt surprisingly intimate. The actors directly talking to the
camera made me feel very close to them. In Dr. Faustus, there was a scene
where the characters walked through the audience seats and directly
interacted with audience members. However, only a comparative few
audience members got to be directly involved; most audience members were
still observing this scene from a certain distance. In the remote production of
Twelfth Night, even though we did not share the same physical space, the
actors’ use of cameras invited intimate involvement of the audience in the
story as a close witness. Granted, the Zoom production cannot recreate the
same kind of intense air as the live show does, physical interactions of the
actors, or the sense of immediacy, and cannot fully replace live productions.
Nonetheless, I enjoyed the remote production of Twelfth Night, as WIP
modified its original performance that was meant to be for a live show in order
to take advantage of the characteristics of the new technology.

As Prof. Umemiya’s essay shows, the remote production attracted a wider
and bigger audience than the one-time on-campus first production. Not only
that, I learned from the after talk (also available on YouTube) that some
students participated in the production from abroad (Hong Kong and
Indonesia), and heard from Prof. Umemiya that they could receive feedback
from scholars and actors in Britain about their rehearsal, because of its nature
as remote production. Although I certainly miss the theater-going experience
with live performances, I was amazed how the pandemic nevertheless opened
up new possibilities for WIP and other theatrical groups to bring their
productions to audiences.

It is still not clear how long this global pandemic will last. However, when
the pandemic finally does settle, I hope that theatrical productions will not
abandon altogether experimenting with how platforms like Zoom and
YouTube can in some ways enhance audiences’ theater-going experiences.



Creativity Overcomes Obstacles
Online Shakespeare Projects with the Students During the
Time of the COVID-19 Pandemic

Yu UMEMIYA

The academic year 2019 closed with an unexpected bump which prevented
various ceremonies and events from happening on a grand scale. The spread
of the novel virus also affected the curriculum of 2020 with a certain period of
enforced quarantine. Not surprisingly, the production of Twelfth Night by
Waseda Institute Players (WIP) came to a halt with the cancelation of the
welcoming event of the JCulP in March.

WIP is an unofficial student society which performs early modern dramas
with a focus on the language of the plays, written more than 400 years ago,
rather than inventing new style of physical acting or innovative stage props.
The group originally started with an experimental production of segments of
Shakespearean plays on the stage of Tsubouchi Memorial Theatre Museum in
2017. With the limitation in stage crafts, sounds and lightings, the creative
teams had no other choice but to think about the effective choreography and
line delivery for the actors.

After being properly established as an acting group in the Spring of 2019,
WIP completed its first production of Doctor Faustus by Christopher Marlowe
in October. Later that year, in December, their staged reading of Great
Expectation by Charles Dickens was performed at the conference of JASEUS.
Having gathered such a good momentum, the project of Twelfth Night had the
prospect of achieving another great success. However, due to the sudden
pandemic, the actors not only lost their opportunity of performing in front of
students, new and old, but the production team itself lost several members.
Some of them were stranded in their home countries, and some decided to
leave Japan. The project then, seemed destined to disintegrate, similar to other
theatre productions around the world.

While a vast majority of theatre practitioners were missing the chance of
working in the UK, some influential companies maintained their engagement
with society. To name but a few, the National Theatre and Shakespeare’s
Globe Theatre gave away their previous recordings of the shows on YouTube
for free (with the occasional request for donation). The Royal Shakespeare
Company signed on with the BBC’s Culture in Quarantine project and
provided six of their past production films to allow viewers in England to
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have a glimpse of a theatre experience through BBC iPlayer. These companies,
though struggling with their own businesses, publicized their resources to
keep the people entertained.

In addition to the movement by major companies, the effort of individual
actors was also inspiring. One that stood out was the project called ‘The Show
Must Go Online” which is organized by Robert Myles. As described on their
webpage, “'TSMGO drives the innovation of Zoom as a medium, rising to new
creative challenges every week with ingenuity and resourcefulness’. They
have created full-length Shakespearean plays through the medium, with each
actor performing their part from their own home.

The situation that surrounded the theatre environment back then in Japan
was so different. Everyone was desperate for funding and donations that it
spread a negative vibe rather than providing entertainment. The reaction was
understandable because it concerns people’s livelihoods. However, as an
artistic director of a student group, where the profit is not at all important, I
approached the team once again to tell that we have a show in hand. This
unprecedented situation was a chance for students to grow with their
youthful energy and creativity.

Although a large portion of the rehearsal were already completed before
the change in circumstance, the actors were forced to shift from face-to-face
interaction to that of screen-to-screen. There were other issues such as
different time zones, different quality of Internet connection, and different
computer equipment, to take into account. With the numerous attempts,
practice and experimentation with Zoom technology, as well as the
adjustment in casting and script, the new version of Twelfth Night was finally
released on July 31t with the launch of the official YouTube channel.

The production has received over 370 views and it is certainly not much in
comparison to other influential YouTubers with millions of subscribers.
Nevertheless, it is certainly difficult for a small, student, acting group to gain
such a number of audiences in one performance, and it is almost impossible
to attract international viewers if produced on university premises. Currently,
the recording has been watched by audiences based in Japan, China,
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Indonesia, America and England. Students who were involved in the
production received comments from not only general public but also from
Shakespearean scholars and professional actors in England. The video has
even become a learning material for New Direction in Educational Research,
a compulsory third year module for BA Education and BA English in
Education students at the University of York. All this engagement was
achieved because of the students’ eagerness to energize Japanese society and
even theatre-lovers worldwide with their dedication to the project that they
enjoy.

The situation with the COVID-19 pandemic might have reached another
stage without showing much sign of imminent demise. Despite the present
condition, WIP plans to present a Zoom adaptation of Romeo and Juliet.
Additionally, ‘Shakespeare Sonnet Marathon’, in which two students read
two different Sonnets in turn, is moving forward to complete all 154 sonnets.
These activities might not achieve a similar result to the previous one, but the
crucial point is that the students continue to nurture their creativity and
satisfy their curiosity.

The unexpected situation has forced people to move all of a sudden to a
different platform for performance, and even everyday interaction, on the
Internet. It was also an opportunity to realise the creative potential of a new
programme. Unfortunately, the theatre experience might not be the same as
before and could have lost its charm of being live, with both actors and
audiences sharing the same space in the auditorium. However, especially for
non-professional students, it opened up a door to be easily discovered by a
variety of spectators. The key to making this happen is not necessarily the
implementation of useful computer programmes, but the positive motivation
within young minds.

On 14t October 2020, a copy of the First Folio, a rare book, published in
1623, which contains 36 plays written by Shakespeare, was sold in an auction
at the record-breaking price of $9.978 million USD. It is an indicator of the
continued popularity of Shakespeare even during the pandemic. A similar
appeite has been shown to exist for the theatre entertainment including
Shakespearean plays and others. People need those options to enjoy their
pastime no matter how their surrounding environment has changed. The
professional entertainers might do a better job, but university is in many cases
the last place where students do not need to connect their activity to salary.
They can pursue their intuition which might lead to a success or might lead

to a new discovery. It can be regarded as a victory against the virus.
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