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Introduction

The teaching of foreign languages in Japan has been atopic of concern for many years. The
Japanese Sudy foreign languages-—-especidly English--for three yearsin junior high school, another
three years in senior high school, and in the case of many people, & least another two years in
universty. Yet, when the results of the TOEFL are published by ETS every two years, we hear
only sighs from across the country--not once, until the results of the computer-based TOEFL were
published in 1999, had the Japanese average surpassed the 500 mark. Worse 4ill, in terms of
ranking in comparison with other ASan countries, the Japanese now find themsalves dmod a the
bottom of the lig, jus two points aove North Korea-even in the results of the new
computer-based TOEFL (Cf. Educationd Tegting Service, 1998).

One of the primary reasons that have been given for this dismd Stuation is the entrance
examindion-oriented teeching of foreign languages.  Although thereis evidence to the contrary (cf.
Watanabe, 1997), thereislittle doubt that entrance examinations do have astrong influence on the
way foreign languages are taught in Jgpan.  In the present Study Guiddines prepared by the
Minigry of Education, there arethree Ord Communication subjectslisted (A,B & C) fromwhich
Sudents mugt choose a leest one. Ord Communication A is basicdly a conversation course with
emphas's on spesking activities, Ord Communication B is a lisening comprehenson course, and
Ord Communication C isa course requiring the sudents to perform higher level cognitive tasksin
English, such as giving gpeeches, conducting discussons and performing debates (Minigry of
Education, 1992). However, there are many entrance examinaion-oriented high schools where
Ord Communication C is adopted only to be changed to what has become aterm of ridicule, Ord
Communication G--where G gandsfor grammar, in preparation for college entrance examinations.

The Curriculum Council Report
In the summer of 1998, the Curriculum Coundil, an advisory committee of the Minigry of
Education, rdeasad itsfind report, in which was emphasized two key concepts for the betterment
of education in Japan. They were ‘yutori' (having the time and space to rdax) and ‘ikiru chikara
(thezest for living). Theterm ‘yutori,' when gpplied to the educationd Stuation in Jgpan, could be
better interpreted as 'pressure-freg education, where not only the physca agpects of time and space
but dso, and more importantly, the psychological aspect of being freed from the pressure of
studying for the sake of passing examinationsisimplied.
The implication is that many Japanese children have logt the zest for living due to the



pressures impased upon them by the examination-oriented educationa environment.  Thevicious
cycle of achild faling in his sudies, forming a negetive image of himsdf, failing further in his
gudies, forming an even more negative image of himsdf, etc. (cf. Baley, 1983), isbdieved to be
amegjor cause of the child losing his 'strength’ to live--to find meaning in hislife. *

To put an end to this vicious cycle, the report recommends severd concrete remedies, among
which arethefollowing:

1. Implementation of a five-day school week

At the present time, dl public schools are being run under the sysem of five days aweek plus
Saurday morning dasses every other week.  However, the recommendation presses for a
completeimplementation of the five-day school week from the year 2002.

2. Reduction in number of classroom contact hours --up to 30% per subject
To give the sudents more 'yutori' in ther lives, the report suggests a 30% reduction in the
number of classroom contact hoursfor al regular subjects.

3. Back to basics

The children nat only have little time to find meaning in their lives, but they are made to study
too many things, thus making it difficult for many children to fully acquire the content of the
subjectsthey are qudying. Therefore, the report recommends the concentration of teeching on the
most essentid content materids for each subject.

4. Introduction of a "Period for Integrated Studies’

The report dso recommends the cregtion of a more integrated 'experientia’ course tregting
such red-life problems as internationd undergtanding, environmenta issues, information society,
and sodid wefare issues It is hoped that these topics will be conducted not Smply by reading
textbooks, but by actudly getting the children to take part in various activities, experiencing and
thinking about their causes and remedies

Foreseeable Problems with the Recommendations
Although the recommendations of the Curriculum Council are in effect adopted by the

Minidry of Education asthe bads of its educaiond policy, there are important issues which must
be congdered before they can be acogpted whole-heartedly by the educationd world.

Thefirg problem that comestomind is will the reduction in dassroom contact hours have a
poditive or negative effect on ultimate leve of learning?

| have asked many junior and senior high school English teechers who have atended my
workshops whether or not they fdt thet they presently have enough time to teech everything thet
they would like to teach. Although less than | had expected, the mgority fed that they do not.

! For more details, of.  Central Coundil for Education, 1998.



With the implementation of the new curriculum regular English dassesin junior high school will
be reduced from the present four hours aweek to three hours aweek. In senior high schoals, the
number of dasseswill be reduced from the present five or Sx hours aweek to four or five hoursa
week. If many teachers fed even now thet the number of English dasses is less than aufficient,
what will happen when the number of hoursisfurther reduced?

The second problem is with the redization of the new curriculum, will ‘pressurefreg
education redly be redized? In other words will amply reducing the number of dassroom
contact hours in the regular schools bring about ‘pressure-freg education and provide an
opportunity for the children to find meaning intherr lives?

In the summer of 1999, newspgpers reported that the Minidry of Educaion had
acknowledged the contributions of private after-school inditutions and prep schodls in the
education of our children. It went even further by proposng to subgdize hdf the tuition of
children who will be sudying English in 'modd’ programs to be indituted in these privaie
after-schoal inditutions on Saturday mornings-when children will no longer be going to the
regular schools (Asshi Newspaper, Aug. 30, 1999). Although these private inditutions have
heretofore been targets of criticiam for having indigated the overhested competitive educationd
society which the minigtry is now trying to get rid of, they have, de facto, played ahuge rolein the
academic training of Jgpanee children. Now, the minidry is formaly acknowledging ther
contribution.

Although this news came as awe come step in the direction of amore open educationd policy
by the Minigtry of Education, it poses a problem when examined in the light of the new reforms
congdered for regular schools. It opens the door for children to officialy dedare the importance
of going to 'juku,’ or after-school inditutions, and prep school.  In fact, recently amgor prep school
for dementary school children aming to get into top leve private junior high schools rleased an
advertissment in Tokyo subways in which they show a mathematics problem with the note "from
the year 2002 a lot of learning content will no longer be taught (in the regular schools).” The
implied message is, of course: come to us, and we will teach you everything you need (thet your
schoolswon't teach you) to get into the best junior high schools. Wll children Smply compensate
for lossin school-centered learning by attending ‘jukus and prep schools?  If so, will thereredly be
‘pressure-freg education?  And whet will betherole of the regular schools?

The find problem is will teachers be abile to make the necessary changes to medt the
chdlenges brought aout by the reforms? The reforms were recommended because people fdt
that the present educationad sysem is not working. If teechers are not prepared to change their
philosophy, their ways of teaching and educating the children, what will become of our schools?

Key words in the New Study Guidelines
In order to try to find an answer to the find problem above, let us firg look a the idess
presented by the Ministry of Education to see whet the government thinks about the goalsand ams
of foreign language education in Japan.
The Study Guiddines (Minisry of Education, 1999) are written for the purpose of redizing



the ideds presented in the Curriculum Council Report.  Separate guiddines are cregted for each
subject, and our focus will be on the English course guiddines written for junior and senior high
schools

Thefollowing are the main objectives which the guiddines am to accompligh:

1. Foster positive attitude to communicate

This objective wasfird introduced in the present guiddines (Ministry of Education, 1992) and
was intended to 'motivate the sudents to want to communicate in English. However, after ten
years, it hasdill not redly tekenroot.  Theintroduction of thousands of foreign assstant teachers
into the Japanese sthool system has exerted a pogitive influence on the Sudents in thet they have
been given the opportunity to come in contact with people who speek a different language and
come from a different culturd background. However, the sudents leve of English, in generd,
has not improved by much, a leest by TOEFL dandards. Hence, the importance of again
emphasizing the need to motivate the sudents to want to communicate in English.

2. Develop practical ability to communicate

The new sudy guiddines has added this objective in order to make the motivationd objective
more concrete by emphasizing the need to get our sudentsto actualy communicatein English.  In
the new guiddines, for thefird time, thereisalig of so-caled practica Stuationsin which English
should be practiced, as well as alig of language functions (eg. requedts, asking for informetion,
etc.) which should be learned in order to acquire English as a practicd tool for communication.
The stuaions and functions are to be consdered when textbook writers and publishers come out
with new textbooks based on the new guiddines. They are dso to be consdered by the teechers
themsdves when they teach English in the dassroom.

3. Deepen understanding for languages and cultures

The need to emphadze the understanding of foreign languages and cultures, as wel as
internationdl underdanding as an am in learning English is nothing new (cf. Yoshida, 1999).
People have been emphasizing it for thirty years, and yet, it can never be overemphesized.  Asthe
world becomes smdler, the more need there is for people of different languages and cultures to
understand each other.

4. Integrated treatment of skills

Findly, athough this is not mentioned in the item noting the ams of foraegn language
education, it is mentioned as an important premise for how foreign languages should be taught.
The idea is that foreign languages should be taught usng dl the four kill aress, thet ligening
cannot be separated from gpeeking, nor reading from writing. What students hear and sy in a
"here-and-now’" context, must dso be written and read for the purpose of displaced communication.
Communication in our modern world is conducted not smply by means of sounds. It is
conducted dso, and very often even more o, through the medium of writing.



The above ams presented in the Sudy guiddinesmight be'ided.”  However, the emphasisit
places on the development of communicative proficiency is something that can no longer be
ignored as being ‘idedigic’ The problems expected as the result of the implementation of the
reforms mentioned in the Curricullum Council Report must be met and chdlenged, and the
direction that has been given to do this is through the redization of the ideds mentioned in the
sudy guiddines-by changing the mentdity of the teachers as to the purpose and ams of foreign
language teaching in Jgpan.

A Look at Two Major Models of Teaching Foreign Languages

It was mentioned earlier that when asked if they had suffident time to teech dl thet they
thought was necessary for ther sudents, the mgority of the teechers answered thet they did not.
However, in afew more years, the number of dassroom contact hours will be reduced.  How will
these teachers cope with the Stuation of less contact hours if they think that even now, they do not
have enough time to teach everything they think their sudents need?

Back to bascs  Maybe schoals are trying to teach too much.  If the number of items taught
is reduced, and only the most essentid materids retained, then the problem of 'not enough time
might be solved. But will it solve the qudity of education? If ‘jukus and prep schools keep
providing the children with what will no longer be taught in the regular schoadls, then-for good or
for bad--there will be children as well as parents who will depend on the 'jukus and prep schools,
and not the regular schoals, for their children's education.

The only way out of this nightmare for the regular school teacher is to find a better way to
educate the children in lesser time and with fewer 'mandatory’ teaching materias, and yet, produce
better results than they are producing a the present time. The White Pgper on Education (1999)
recently released by the Minigtry of Education stresses the point thet dthough the quantity of the
materids to be taught may be reduced, thiswill not bring about a lowering in the academic ability
of thesudents. It goes on to make the point thet with the reduction in the quantity of the materids,
sudentswill be given more opportunities to think on their own and will be able to discover the zest
for living emphasized in the Curriculum Coundll Report.

This, then, means that teachers will be reguired to make quditetive changes in their methods
as well as philosophy of education.  As far as the teaching of English is concerned, dthough
many teachers have been blaming the entrance examination system as the reason for not being able
to change their traditiond ways of teaching to the more communicative way, there are changes
being made a the university level. For example, Yomiuri On-Line (Sept. 20, 1999) reports thet
the Universty Entrance Examinaion Center is now sarioudy congdering the long overdue
induson of a ligening comprehenson ssgment in the naionwide universty entrance
examingions in the not-too-far future  Although thisis only agart, it is fdt that this will provide
an impetus for high schools to begin incorporating more communicative methods in their teeching
of English.



The Teacher-centered Approach

At this point we will look more dosdy a a traditiond gpproach to the teeching of
English--especidly in Japanese senior high schools--which isthe most widdly adhered to approach
in Japanese high schools a the present time.

In this gpproach, the teacher is the one in control--not only of the materids for learning, but
aso for how the materids areto belearned.  Through repetition, reeding out loud, explanationsin
grammar, trandaion exercises, answering digolay questions (cf. Long & Sato (1983) for a
discussion on display and referentia question forms) and pattern practice, the teacher's objective is
the sudents learning of the forms and rules of the language. The meanings conveyed by the
formsare usudly of secondary concern.

Along with the forms and rules of the language, each of the four ills is usudly trested
spaady as tages of leaning, as can often be seen in dasses focusng on ligening
comprehenson-where the emphasis is on the teaching of lisening skills and on the "objective
comprehenson of the meaning--again a display activity--rather than on the ligener's own
interpretation of the content of what the sudent has listened to.

Onefurther point to be mentioned isthat because the emphasisis on theforms, rulesand skills,
the find assessment is usudly biasad in the direction of accuracy. Despite the fact that some
teachers do indude referentia--genuine communication--activities in their dasses it is usudly the
cae that when test time comes, the assessment is based on the accurate recognition and
reproduction of the forms, rulesand ills.

It should be noted that aslong as teachers adhere to this gpproach the teaching of English, the
reduction in dassroom contact hours will definitely pose a big problem. How can they teach dl
thet needs to be taught within the reduced number of hours they will have--especidly when many
teachersfed that even now they do not have enoughtimetodo s0? At thesametime, if evenwith
the amount of materias Sudents are reguired to learn now, the leve of English--granted the result
of the TOEFL is an accurate measure of English proficiency--is far from sufficient, then what will
become of the Jgpanese English learner's ahility when the amount of teaching materidsis cut?

A quditative change in the gpproach to the teeching of English must be consdered if weareto
redize the ideds and fulfill the objectives laid out by the Minidry of Education for English
education in the coming century.

The Learner-centered Approach

In contragt to the teacher-centered gpproach described above, the learner-centered gpproach
assumes that the learner is not only the recipient but aso an active contributor to the learning
process. As Nunan (1991) and others note, in this gpproach, English is learned through the

2 1t should be noted that, for our present purpose, athough dividing language teaching approaches
into just two types was thought to be sufficient, others use more detailed divisons depending on
their research objectives eg. Long & Robinson, 1998, Richards& Rodgers, 1986.



process of interactior?, through the use of authentic materials and persondized experiences. What
is important is not necessarily the product--language form and language kills-but the process of
learning the language through meaningful interaction and communication.  Furthermore, it ismore
important to mativate the students to become active and autonomous learners (Aoki, 1996) capable
of learning on their own by activating their knowledge and interests outside the dassroom than to
relegate them to the postion of passive recipients of language materias provided soldy by the
teecher.

In this gpproach, sudents are condgdered to be providers of ther own learning through
authentic and meaningful interaction. They are not passve ‘containers which teechers mugt fill
with linguigic knowledge, but they are generators of ther own learning materids. They learn
language forms and rules, not because somebody dse thinks they are important for them but
because they themsdves experience the need for them in order to expressther desiresand opinions.
AsClark (1983) mentionsfor children acquiring their first language, and as Krashen (1982) implies
for learners of a second language, communicative mativetion is congdered to be the essentid
moativating forcein the learning of alanguage.  If sudentsfed the need to communicate, they will
learn the language form necessary to overcome this need. In other words, in this approach the
emphads is not on the direct learning of language form or rule itsdf, but on acquiring the best
possible way to express meaning.

The so-cdled four skills are dso nat in themsalves the targets of learning, but the necessary
toolsto express and understand meaning.  Wecan practice the skills of spesking, ligening, reeding
and writing, and yet, without genuine communicative Stugtions in which the use of these killsis
essntid in solving red problems, we would not redlly acquire them.  On the other hand, no
meaiter how little we might have practiced these kills formdly, ther necessity in the actud
communicative Stuation will force usto understand the language and to express oursaves.

We can rephrase the above by dressng the importance of the efforts of the learner to
communicate with other people--by trying to undersand and by trying to express himsdf. In
order to do s0, however, we must dso acknowledge the fact that neither a complete and perfect
knowledge of language form nor a ndive-like proficency in the four kills is a prerequisite.
Learner language, or interlanguage (cf. Sdinker, 1972, Corder, 1981), is a necessary kind of
language that dl learners acquire. No one acquires language forms or kills perfectly from the
vey beginning. Yet, in many language dasses, there tends to be too much emphasis placed on
accuracy of form and perfection in language skills. For the Japanese, the didtinction, both in
perception and production, between /r/ and /I/ is something that cannot be acquired from the very
beginning. In fact, Lobo & Yoshida (1982, 1985) have shown thet, & least in perception, the
didtinction can be made in a meaningful context much earlier than in a decontextudized phonetic
context. In fact, it might never redlly be possible for Japanese to acquire the ability to disinguish
between /r/ and /l/ in a decontextulized phonetic context. Yet, he might be able to meke dl the
necessary didinctionswherever it isneeded in ameaningful communicative context.

3 Cf. dsoLong & Robinson (1998) on therole of interaction in the learning process



The acknowledgement of this learner language is essentid in any learner-centered approach
to language leaning. If we want our sudents to communicate in English, then we must accept
thar 'My Englih (Taneka, 1997)--which is the sudents verson of leaner language. I the
individua sudent's'My English' is not communicable, then the need to communicate will become
an impetus for the gudent to change his individud 'My English' to a more commonly understood
'Our English!  Students learn to communicate through communication; they learn the linguidtic
meansto do so aso through communication. (Figure 1)

The atainment of native-like knowledge of and ability in the foreign language is not the
beginning but the ultimate god (albeit ided) of agradud process of language learning.

Conclusion

In this pgper, | have discussed the problems underlying the direction in which English
education in Japan is headed in the coming century.  Although there are practica problems thet
have to be solved, the basic idedls and tenets presented by the Minigtry of Education are reechable
gods if teachers agree to change their ways of teaching from the traditiond teecher-centered to a
learner-centered gpproach.  Human beings cannat live isolated from each other.  One of the most
basic neads we have isto understand and to be understood by the peoplearound us. As Clark and
othersimply, our cognition aswell as linguistic ability grow through communication. The teaching
of foreign languages dso should be geared towards the fulfilling of this basic need to communicate.

If this basic need is met, then reductions in dassroom contact hours will have minima effect
on our sudents because they will be motivated to use English both in and out of the classroom.
ThereisEnglish dl around us. We do not have to be in the dassoom to be exposed to it.  If we
can motivate our sudents to find meaning in the English that surrounds them, they will be
moativated to learn it.

The*zegt for living' can only be attained by our children if they are e to ‘find meaning’ in
what they are doing. Smply ‘understanding’ the structure of English is no guarantee thet the
sudents will be mativated to useit. It is only through learner-initiated communication thet they
can become autonomous learners capable of learning English on their own, for their own persond
objectives

A quditative change in the teaching of English in Jgpan from the teecher-centered to the
learner-centered goproach is probably the only solution there is to the problems we face in meeting
the demands of the new educationd system in Japan for the 21% century.



Figure 1 The development of learner language through communication
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