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Abstract: As Japan is a significant provider of investment and foreign aid to Africa (Watanabe, 
2008), Japanese perceptions of Africa are important (Philips, 2001). However, undergraduate 
courses often ignore or gloss over African destinations and students tend to avoid engaging 
with them, leaving stereotypical views and the possibility of racial profiling unchallenged 
(Agyeman, 2015). In order to investigate how students engage with African destinations, this 
article reports on destination choices in assessments for 79 tourism and hospitality students, 
and the results obtained from 12 in-depth follow-up interviews that focused on the reasons 
for those choices. The findings indicate that restricting student choice during assessments and 
using different assessment types increases engagement with African destinations and issues. By 
encouraging students to engage with Africa and to view the continent in a reflective manner, 
educators can help revise negative views and develop more balanced opinions. 
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Introduction

Japan has an important position in international affairs and is a source of significant 
investment and foreign aid to Africa (Watanabe, 2008). As such, Japanese perceptions 
of Africa are important to Africans, Africanists, and the wider field of African studies 
(Philips, 2001). The limited knowledge of general issues and current development 
in African tourism, and the stereotypically negative viewpoints that are often held 
towards the continent and its people (Agyeman, 2015; Richard, 2011) are therefore 
both surprising and disconcerting, especially by students in tourism and hospitality 
departments at Japanese universities.
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In Japan, there are a number of notable and well-respected research centres and 
organisations, such as Japan Association for African Studies (JAAS) and Institute 
for Developing Economies, which are active in diverse disciplines ranging from 
natural sciences to economics and political science. In the higher education sector, 
there are important centres of Africanist activity, but the increase in African studies 
at some universities and the development of research in some disciplines is often 
offset by the decline of participation in others, leading to change, but not necessarily 
growth (Philips, 2001). This is in contrast to the more sustained augmentation in 
Middle Eastern and Central Asian studies over the last two decades (Komatsu, 2005; 
Rakhimov, 2014).

While research centres and organisations publish and distribute their findings 
as widely as possible, for a greater awareness of African issues and research to be 
fostered, a broader dissemination of information across a large range of universities 
in Japan is needed. For Japan to continue playing an important role in world affairs, 
to successfully host and accommodate visitors from around the world at the 2020 
Olympics, and to help support the promotion of ‘multicultural coexistence’ (tabunka 
kyōsei) outlined in a 2006 Ministry of Internal Affairs and Communications (MIC) 
report, the current generation of students at Japanese universities needs to be able 
to engage with research and course content that encourages the questioning of 
stereotypically negative attitudes and does not gloss over the African continent. 

Despite enduring claims that government ministries and educational institutions 
in Japan are attempting to restrict intellectual engagement with the outside world 
(Hall, 1998), researchers and lecturers working in Japan do have the opportunity to 
try and increase students’ awareness of African countries and cultures, and to dispel 
negative images and associations that may be held. It is posited that by providing 
students with the opportunity to study destinations and issues in Africa and then 
challenging them to engage with these destinations in various contexts, including 
assessments, university educators can increase exposure to, and understanding of, 
issues in Africa.

This paper aims to identify a way of encouraging student engagement with African 
destinations and issues by reporting on students’ choices during different types of 
assessments for three English for Tourism and Hospitality classes at a university in 
the Kanto region of Japan. The assessment types reported on are individual written 
projects, individual presentations, group presentations, and group conversations. For 
the projects and presentations, students were given a free choice of destination, but 
for the conversation assessments, the choice was limited to the destinations covered 
in class during the course. Both individual and group presentations were conducted 
in front of the students’ peers, whereas the group conversations were conducted in 
front of the assessor only.
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The following hypotheses will be tested: 
 (1) H0: Limiting student choice of destinations will not increase engagement 

with African destinations in assessments. 
     H1: Limiting student choice of destinations will increase engagement with 

African destinations in assessments.
 (2) H0: Students will not engage with African destinations more during group 

assessments than in individual assessments.
  H1: Students will engage with African destinations more during group 

assessments than in individual assessments.
 (3) H0: Students will not engage with African destinations less during 

presentation-style assessments than during other assessment formats.
  H1: Students will engage with African destinations less during presentation-

style assessments than during other assessment formats.

Literature Review

In English for Tourism and Hospitality courses, the focus on communicative 
competence (Canale & Swain, 1980) and intercultural communication (Alred, 
Byram & Fleming, 2003) is especially pertinent (Bury, 2014). Consequently, 
undergraduate tourism courses at Japanese universities often focus on developing 
both communicative and vocational skills (Busby, 2001). However, learners face many 
challenges when dealing with the processes of communication, such as interpreting 
differences in cultures and constructing meaningful messages in the target language. 
Thus, developing students’ abilities in these areas must also be emphasised (Buttjes 
& Byram, 1991). 

It is also important for educators to encourage students to develop appropriate 
and reflective attitudes (Litteljohn & Watson, 2004). Students are constantly being 
challenged in relation to their comprehension of, and beliefs about, the target 
language and culture (Risager, 2006) as well as their perceptions of their own abilities 
and levels of confidence, and courses should reflect this. By incorporating more liberal 
aspects of tourism and hospitality education into courses, educators can help develop 
students’ reflective capabilities and awareness of social issues and responsibilities 
(Inui, Wheeler & Lankford, 2006). This can be achieved by introducing destinations 
and issues from developing nations alongside more traditional themes and locations. 
Furthermore, including task-based activities, such as projects and presentations, into 
classroom activities and assessments will help encourage students to engage further 
with social issues and responsibilities.

Projects and presentations can aid the effective development of students’ 
communicative competencies in conjunction with more general cognitive strategies, 
and therefore, are more valuable to students and their learning goals than traditional 
rote learning styles (Ribé & Vidal, 1993). Bury, Sellick and Yamamoto (2012, p. 17) 
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stated that task-based activities provide “students with an opportunity to function 
in an autonomous context, further developing their confidence and empowering 
them”. In the context of Japanese tourism and hospitality undergraduate courses, 
incorporating task-based activities allows students to employ the knowledge they 
have gained in a communicative manner to achieve authentic goals.

Making classroom presentations and writing individual projects in a foreign 
language can seem overwhelming for students, leading to affective filters being 
raised (Krashen, 1981). However, they also provide the opportunity for students 
to view their own abilities more positively (Harter, 1999), enhance self-confidence 
(Nezlek, Kafetsios & Smith, 2008), and augment their willingness to engage in 
communication (Pearson, Nelson, Titsworth & Harter, 2011). Thus, they can play 
an important role in tourism and hospitality education.

In order to facilitate student development, projects and presentations must be 
student-led, as by working autonomously, learners not only practise language skills 
and put context-specific knowledge into practice, but also develop critical thinking 
processes (Beglar & Hunt, 2002) and become less dependent on the teacher (Fewell, 
2010). The ability to support students’ autonomy is often viewed as one of the 
most important factors in humanistic teaching (Deci, Ryan & Williams, 1996) and 
encourages students to value the task and to view it positively (Grolnick, Ryan & 
Deci, 1991). Consequently, developing student autonomy enhances engagement 
(Connell, 1990) and positively influences cognitive behavior (Zin & Eng, 2014).

The behaviors that educators exhibit can affect students’ feelings towards, and 
engagement in, learning, including providing choice, encouraging self-initiation, 
minimising the use of controls, acknowledging the perspective and feelings of others 
(Grolnick, Deci & Ryan, 1997), and clarifying the relevance of expected behaviors 
(Skinner & Belmont, 1993) as well as materials and tasks (McAdams, 1993). Further 
research suggests that suppressing criticism and independent opinions, interfering 
with students’ natural learning rhythms, and forcing meaningless or uninteresting 
activities can decrease autonomy (Assor, 1999). It is therefore essential that students 
are given choices, allowed to work autonomously, encouraged to offer their own 
opinions, and given the opportunity to engage with materials relevant to them. 

When providing students with choices in assessments, certain aspects of their 
decision-making processes must be considered. Taylor (1984, p. 3) defined decision-
making as a process that “implies deliberation and thought and suggests a conscious 
act”, and Brinkers (1972, p. 19) stated that decision-making is a deliberate act 
made “in the hope, expectation or belief that the actions envisioned in carrying out 
the selected alternative will accomplish certain goals”. However, when faced with 
decisions, students can often make selections reflectively, based on natural reaction 
or unconscious acts (Carroll & Johnson, 1990).
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Conditions such as the student’s norms, habits and personal characteristics, 
the limits of available information, constraints in the selection of alternatives, and 
the acceptance of an implemented course of action all influence the decisions that 
students make (Tversky & Kahneman, 2000). While the level of influence that 
each condition has is unique to each individual and dependent on the student’s 
own values and perceptions, there are major cultural influences that link a group of 
learners together.  

Differing levels of knowledge of the variables that constitute a decision can create 
uncertainty, making the decision process more complex. Students with insufficient 
information are more likely to experience difficulty identifying the decision problem, 
the resources available for solving the problem, and the events that may affect the 
outcome (Payne, Bettman & Johnson, 1993). However, a decision environment that 
is characterised by too much information can make the process more challenging 
as the student is forced to manage too wide a range of factors and their inter-
connectedness (Moody, 1983). The decision can also be made more complex by time 
pressures, the magnitude of perceived difference between each alternative, and the 
number of people involved in the decision-making process. It is therefore imperative 
for educators to provide students with equal amounts of input material for each 
possible alternative, sufficient time for the decision-making process, and choices that 
can be easily compared. 

Methodology

Participants

Eighty-eight students from all four year groups of the Tourism and Business 
Management Department and the English and I.T. Department at the university 
enrolled in three different English for Tourism and Hospitality classes. The classes 
were made up of 46 (Class A), 26 (Class B) and 16 (Class C) mixed-ability students. 
Throughout the academic year, a total of nine students from the three classes dropped 
out. Consequently, this article describes data collected from 79 students (M = 20.1 
years old, SD = 1.7).

Materials and Procedure

The three courses were taught over a 15-lecture semester at a university in the Kanto 
region of Japan. The different classes covered the same course materials focusing on 
five different areas: Asia and Oceania, Europe, Africa, North and Central America, 
and South America. The course structure was as follows: Lessons 1-5 focused on 
Singapore, Greece, Botswana, Alaska, and Argentina. Lessons 6 and 7 were used as 
assessment lessons. Lessons 8-12 focused on Bhutan, Switzerland, Tunisia, Jamaica, 
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and Chile. Lessons 13 and 14 were assessment lessons and Lesson 15 was set aside 
for review and feedback. 

The students in the three classes were assessed in four different ways: individual 
written projects, individual presentations, group presentations, and group 
conversations. All of the assessment components had equal weighting towards 
the students’ final grade. Due to time constraints created by the different sizes of 
the groups, Class A and B students were assessed via individual projects, group 
presentations, and group conversations, while Class C students were assessed via 
individual projects, individual presentations, and group conversations. For individual 
projects, individual presentations, and group presentations, students were given a 
free choice of which destinations they could focus on. For the group conversation 
assessment, the students could only choose destinations that had been covered in the 
course materials.

Data was collected via a tally count of destinations chosen by all of the students 
for their assessments. After the assessments had been completed, a total of 12 semi-
structured interviews were conducted with respondents selected using a convenience 
sampling method. It should be noted that while this method allows general data 
and trends to be obtained, it can lead to sampling bias. Illustrative comments from 
the interviews have been presented to support the findings. All data were collected 
anonymously and the purpose of the research was explained to all participants. It was 
clearly stated that their contribution was voluntary. The significance of the results 
was tested using Pearson chi-squared tests.

Results

Table 1 illustrates that the majority of students participating in the courses opted for 
countries in Europe (33.5%) and Asia and Oceania (30.1%). Destinations in North 
and Central America were the third most frequently selected (15.5%), followed by 
South America (13.1%) and Africa (7.8%). These results indicate that even though 
the course materials focused on the five different regions equally, the students still 
tended to select destinations from regions other than Africa.

When asked about the factors influencing their choices, students often referred 
to previous travel experiences and/or a personal interest in a country, area or culture 
as their main reason for selecting a destination to focus on. This can be seen in 
student comments, such as I have been there, so I could use that experience, It’s the 
only place outside of Japan that I have been to, I’m interested in the music and culture of 
Korea, and The USA is the best place in the world, so I chose there. Also, the perceived 
amount of information available regarding the areas also affected choice, as shown in 
comments such as I thought it would be easy to find lots of information about the UK, It 
was easy to find a lot of websites that were about Canada written in English and Japanese, 
and China is a big country with lots of history, so I could write a lot.
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Table 1. Choices of destination by region and assessment type

Type of Assessment Region
Asia and 
Oceania

Europe Africa North and 
Central 
America

South 
America

Total

No. % No. % No. % No. % No. % No.
Individual projects 25 31.6 33 41.8 3 3.8 10 12.7 8 10.1 79
Individual presentations 6 50.0 4 33.3 0 0 1 8.3 1 8.3 12
Group presentations 7 28.0 11 44.0 0 0 5 20.0 2 8.0 25
Group conversations 24 26.7 21 23.3 13 14.4 16 17.8 16 17.8 90
Total 62 30.1 69 33.5 16 7.8 32 15.5 27 13.1 206

However, when presented with a restricted choice in the group conversation 
component of the assessment, the number of student groups that opted to focus on 
African destinations, or at least include them in their conversations, was 13 (14.4%). 
While still the smallest percentage of the five areas, it does indicate increased 
engagement with African destinations in comparison to the other assessment types. 
Furthermore, as each group consisted of two or three students, a total of 28 students 
were demonstrating knowledge of African destinations and a willingness to use 
that knowledge in a context important to them, i.e. during an assessment. When 
the choice of destination was restricted, students stated that it was easier to decide, 
indicated in comments such as I knew that I needed to choose a place from the teacher’s 
list, so that made it easier, I was surprised, but relieved when I knew we had to choose a 
country from the lessons, and When we had an open choice, there were so many options. 
It was difficult for me to think where to start. A Pearson chi-squared test indicates that 
the difference in destination selection when choice was restricted compared with an 
open choice was statistically significant, where x2(1, N = 206) = 9.95, p = 0.0016. 
Thus, (1) H1 “Limiting student choice of destinations will increase engagement with 
African destinations in assessments” is supported.

Table 2 indicates that the most popular region for choice of destination during 
individual and group assessment types was Europe (40.7% and 27.8%, respectively), 
followed by Asia and Oceania (34.1% and 27.0%), North and Central America 
(12.1% and 18.3%), South America (9.9% and 15.7%), and finally Africa (3.3% and 
11.3%). While African destinations were chosen least often for both assessment types, 
there was a difference of 8% between them. Furthermore, the difference between the 
most and least popular destinations was higher in individual assessments (37.4%) 
than in group assessments (16.5%). This implies a greater willingness to engage 
with destinations across the five regions during group assessments. The Pearson chi-
squared test indicates students engaged with African destinations significantly more 
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often in group assessments than during individual assessments, where x2(1, N = 206) 
= 4.55, p = 0.0329. Thus, (2) H1 “Students will engage with African destinations 
more during group assessments than in individual assessments” is supported.

Students stated that they were more confident engaging with African destinations 
in groups as they felt that they would not be so isolated and open for negative 
feedback or comments, indicated in comments such as I wasn’t confident to choose 
a strange place by myself, I thought it would be easier to write about a less famous place 
in a group, and In a group, it felt easier to talk about an unusual place. Some of the 
comments in relation to this item were disappointing as they highlight the fact that 
many students still view African countries as “poor” and that some members of the 
groups were worried they would be laughed at or thought strange if they chose an 
African destination; for example, I wanted to choose a clean place for my presentation, 
but it was OK to talk about a bad place with other students, People might have thought 
I am a bit strange [if I chose an African destination], and It is more likely people would 
laugh if I chose a poor country. It is stereotypically negative views such as these that 
need to be addressed in order to encourage students to engage with all cultures, 
countries, and peoples.

Table 2. Choices of destination by region and individual or group assessment

Type of Assessment Region
Asia and 
Oceania

Europe Africa North and 
Central 
America

South 
America

Total

No. % No. % No. % No. % No. % No.
Individual 31 34.1 37 40.7 3 3.3 11 12.1 9 9.9 91
Group 31 27.0 32 27.8 13 11.3 21 18.3 18 15.7 115
Total 62 30.1 69 33.5 16 7.8 32 15.5 27 13.1 206

It was also stated that it was easier to incorporate African destinations into the 
group conversations as it was possible to use them as comparisons with destinations 
in other regions, indicated in comments such as In the conversation, we could compare 
the different places, We could talk about how Europe and Africa are different, and It was 
good to use our African place to show how big and developed Singapore and Switzerland 
are. In view of this last point and another comment (We didn’t need to focus the whole 
conversation on an African destination, we could just use a bit of information about it), 
it may be worthwhile to make a distinction between main focus, equal focus, and 
minimal focus on destinations during group conversations in future studies.

Table 3 indicates that student choices of destinations for presentations and other 
assessment types followed a similar pattern, with European destinations being most 
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commonly chosen (40.5% and 32.0%), followed by Asia and Oceania (35.1% and 
29.0%), North and Central America (16.2% and 15.4%), South America (8.1% and 
14.2%), and Africa (0% and 9.5%). However, while the ranking of the regions was 
the same, it is notable that no African destinations were chosen during presentations, 
whereas 9.5% of the destinations chosen for other assessment types were from the 
African continent. This is a striking difference and implies that students were far 
more willing to engage with African destinations when they were not making a 
presentation in front of their teacher and peers. A Pearson chi-squared test indicated 
that the students were significantly less likely to engage with African destinations 
during presentation-style assessments than other kinds of assessments, where
x2(1, N = 206) = 13.73, p = 0.0002. Thus, (3) H1 “Students will engage with African 
destinations less during presentation-style assessments than during other assessment 
formats” is supported.

Table 3. Choices of destination by region and presentations or other assessment types

Type of Assessment Region
Asia and 
Oceania

Europe Africa North and 
Central 
America

South 
America

Total

No. % No. % No. % No. % No. % No.
Presentations 13 35.1 15 40.5 0 0 6 16.2 3 8.1 37
Others 49 29.0 54 32.0 16 9.5 26 15.4 24 14.2 169
Total 62 30.1 69 33.5 16 7.8 32 15.5 27 13.1 206

Similar to the responses gained in relation to individual and group assessments, 
students stated that they were more comfortable dealing with African destinations in 
a context which they perceived to be less threatening. This is indicated in comments 
such as I would have been scared talking about a place that people might not have liked. 
I chose Guam because I know it is a place Japanese tourists like to go to, Talking about an 
African place in front of the class would have made me very nervous. I think it was better 
to talk about South Korea, and It was OK to use an African destination when it was 
just the teacher listening. The other students could not see or hear what we were talking 
about. A desire to write presentations on destinations that they perceived to be most 
interesting to the other students was also identified as a reason for focusing more on 
destinations in Europe and Asia and Oceania, as shown in comments such as I knew 
that the other students would want to hear about the UK, I think most of the students in 
the class like the USA and want to go there. That’s why I chose there, and Everyone wants 
to go to France. It’s interesting.
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Limitations

It must be noted that the group conversations for the assessment with the restricted 
choice were written and conducted after the other open-choice assessment types, and 
this may have affected student choice. This can be identified in comments such as 
My presentation was on Canada, so I wanted to do somewhere not so usual, I didn’t want 
all of my tests to be on either Asia or Europe, and I thought it would be too easy to choose 
another European country. Furthermore, during the individual projects, individual 
presentations, and group presentations, the students only focused on one country, 
whereas during the group conversations, many student groups decided to speak 
about multiple destinations from within the restricted choice. This was interesting 
as it was not an option that had been discussed with the students, but seems to have 
been generally interpreted as the accepted approach.

Furthermore, the courses were not conducted in isolation and other external 
factors, including both formal and informal learning, may have affected the findings 
outlined above (Erstad, Gilje, Sefton-Green & Vasbo, 2009).

Conclusion

During task-based activities and assessments, it is imperative that students are able 
to choose which destinations they focus on in order to help them gain a full sense 
of ownership of their work. However, it is also important for educators to promote 
a well-rounded approach to global studies, especially in tourism and hospitality 
courses. The findings presented in this paper indicate that by giving learners the 
opportunity to study African destinations and then encouraging them to use the 
knowledge they have gained by limiting choice to the destinations covered in the 
course materials, more students will choose African destinations than when given a 
completely free choice. Thus, in order to encourage more interaction with a wider 
range of tourism destinations, it may paradoxically be better to avoid giving students 
a totally free choice.

It was also found that students were more likely to engage with African destinations 
in group assessments and assessments other than presentations. Unfortunately, some 
of the reasons given by the participating students for this were found to be based on 
stereotypically negative views of Africa. Therefore, as a first stage in an action plan 
to increase student engagement with less popular or negatively viewed destinations, 
educators should teach courses using materials that encourage students to question 
their own attitudes and possible stereotypical views of certain destinations, cultures, 
and peoples. As a second step, they should aim to incorporate group assessments and 
assessments other than presentations into their courses.

While teaching any course, educators can either reinforce or challenge 
stereotypes and negative sociological ideologies (Apple, 1990). This is especially true 
in tourism and hospitality courses, which often have a multicultural aspect to them. 
By encouraging students to engage with issues and destinations in Africa and to 
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view the continent in a reflective and neutral manner, educators can help revise 
negative and damaging opinions. If educators are “social leaders, cultural advocates, 
and moral visionaries” as claimed by Purpel (1998, p. 361), encouraging students to 
engage with Africa more is a positive step forward.

Open Access: This article is distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution 
License (CC-BY 4.0) which permits any use, distribution and reproduction in any medium, 
provided the original author(s) and the source are credited. 
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