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u n Ive rSI Beginning in 201 I, all fifth- and sixth-grade students in Japanese elementary schools must complete 35
hours of compulsory English. The Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, Science and Technology has

. stipulated that homeroom teachers, rather than language teaching specialists, will carry out instruction

. in elementary schools. Many current and pre-service teachers are unprepared for this role. Significant

E ngl ISh Cou rse. research with in-service teachers has been carried out, by both the government and independent re-
searchers. However, pre-service teachers have not been included in data collection until now. Two

groups of pre-service teachers (n = 14, n = |9) were surveyed regarding their perceptions of and con-

L]
N eed S an alys I S fidence in English teaching in elementary school. Results suggest that educational background, particularly

in English, may play an important role in what pre-service teachers perceive as relevant to preparing for
their future career.
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levels of Japanese education will have compulsory language learning curricula. The addi-

tion of language curricula to elementary school teaching, however, has created a number
of issues that current as well as new teachers will have to resolve. Up to the present, Japanese
teachers of English (JTE) and native speaking Assistant Language Teachers (ALT) have primar-
ily been employed to carry out language instruction at junior high school and high school in
Japan. However, in the elementary school context, homeroom teachers (HRT) are to be the
primary instructors of English. In addition to the necessity for current and future HRTs to ac-
quire sufficient English skills, language-teaching skills must also be acquired. Both present and
pre-service teacher education will need to integrate these components into current curricula.
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Before integration can effectively occur, needs analyses which
take pre-service teachers’ current educational backgrounds as
well as the Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, Science and
Technology (MEXT) guidelines into consideration should be
undertaken.

Background

In 1998, MEXT added a new comprehensive teaching compo-
nent to the national elementary school curriculum: International
understanding (Kokusai Rikai). Schools were instructed that
within this new component, it was permissible to teach foreign
languages (MEXT, 1998). In 2002, MEXT informed all elementary
schools that they could begin teaching a foreign language within
the comprehensive teaching component added to the national
curriculum in 1998. By 2002, more than 50% of Japanese elemen-
tary schools reported teaching some English (MEXT, 2003).

In 2006, the Central Education Council (Chuokyoikushingikai)
(MEXT, 2006) specified that, unlike in high school and junior
high school contexts, HRTs should be responsible for English
language instruction. However, neither exactly how teachers
were to accomplish this new type of instruction nor the poten-
tial supporting role of JTEs and ALTs was addressed.

In 2008, MEXT (2008) published survey results suggesting
that: 1) more than 97% of elementary schools were teaching
English within the foreign language component; 2) more than
90% of the English instruction in elementary school class-
rooms was being carried out by Japanese national HRTs. Also
in 2008, MEXT published its 10-year Curriculum Guidelines
for Elementary School Teaching. The guidelines stated that
foreign language was a compulsory course: Fifth- and sixth-
grade students were expected to study language for one class
per week—around 35 hours per year. At the same time, MEXT
instructed HRTs and/or JTEs to take charge of constructing
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weekly teaching plans.

Research regarding the effect of English instruction curricula
in elementary school contexts has been ongoing for nearly a dec-
ade. From 2005 to 2008, both public and private English instruc-
tors were included in research regarding preparation needs and
general teacher perceptions (Hojo & Matsuzaki, 2008; Kanazawa
& Ito, 2008; Kobayashi & Miyamoto, 2008).

The results from government surveys suggest that elementary
school teachers are concerned about their readiness for language
instruction (MEXT, 2005). This concern is easily understood, as
many of these teachers have had little or no preparation for this
kind of instruction during their university education. Looking
ahead to the next generation of teachers, it is important that
universities provide adequate opportunities for learning about
teaching language to young learners. This paper focuses on the
perceptions of pre-service teachers and their concerns regarding
readiness for the new elementary school teaching climate.

Aims

Although teachers currently working within Japanese elemen-
tary schools have been questioned regarding what they feel is
relevant for teaching and learning English at elementary school,
similar feedback from pre-service teachers has not been ob-
tained. This paper aims to examine quantitative and qualitative
feedback from education students and students interested in
education at two universities in Japan.

Methods
Sample

The participants for this needs analysis were students currently
enrolled in elementary school English teaching courses at one of
two universities (A: n = 19; B: n = 14) in Kyushu, Japan. Students
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enrolled at University A, were third-year students working
towards a teaching certificate in elementary school teaching.
Students enrolled at University B were third-year students with
a wide range of English related interests. Many of the Uni-
versity B students were currently taking courses towards the
completion of a teaching license for junior high school or high
school. In addition, some of the University B students suggested
that they were either currently pursuing or planning to pursue
an elementary school license via correspondence.

Instrument

In April 2010, pre-service teachers from two universities (A and
B) were asked to voluntarily complete a short survey of their
perceptions and expectations with regard to teaching English
in Japanese elementary schools. Students from University A
majored in education and students from University B majored
primarily in international studies. The surveys were distributed
and completed during the first class of their elementary school
English teaching course. In both of these cases, this was a new
course that began that year; courses were optional and aimed at
third/ fourth-year students. The survey employed was designed
as a preliminary needs analysis for courses preparing pre-
service elementary school teachers for a new foreign language
curriculum. On average, students completed the survey in less
than 15 minutes.

Part one of the survey began with six open questions,
each with the same stem: With regard to teaching English at
elementary schools please write about 1) Your areas of low
confidence, 2) Necessary experience, 3) Necessary English skills,
4) Necessary knowledge, 5) Necessary teaching skills, 6) Dif-
ferences between HRTs” and JTEs’ roles. Following these open
questions, part two of the survey asked students to rank 12
components related to teaching and teacher development with
regard to their relevancy for teaching English at elementary
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school: Communication skills, teaching experience, class man-
agement, general English knowledge, listening skill, speaking
skill, pronunciation, reading skill, writing skill, grammar, going
abroad, and other. Part three of the survey asked students to
complete a Likert scale of one to five, referring to how often they
employed the four skills of English (speaking, listening, reading
and writing). Part four of the survey asked students to rank the
same 12 components listed in part two based on their lack of
confidence in their current abilities. Students were instructed to
rank only those skills in which they felt under-confident.

Results and discussion

This section will proceed by presenting the students’ ranking of
teachers’ needs (part two of the survey), as contained in Table

1 below. Explanations and comparisons of the two groups’
perceptions will be supported by students” answers to the
open-ended questions from part one of the survey. Students’
open-ended answers were originally in Japanese, but have been
translated into English here.

Table |. Pre-service teachers’ ranking of elementary
school teachers’ “needs” to be successful teaching
English within the new curriculum

Communication skill 1 1
Teaching experience 5 2
Class management 4 2
Knowledge 7 3
Listening skill 3 3
Speaking skill 2 4
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Pronunciation 3 5
Reading skill 6 6
Writing skill 7 7
Grammar 8 7
Going abroad 9 8
Others (e.g., interesting) 9

Note: Where the teacher components tied in ranking, they were attrib-
uted the same rank.

As Table 1 shows, students from both institutions (A and B)
perceived communication skills to be the most important com-
ponent for elementary school teachers to be successful English
instructors. This reflects the fact that the students are clearly
aware of the fact that MEXT has stipulated communication to be
the primary objective of the elementary school foreign language
curriculum:

[The overall objective of foreign language activities is] to
form the foundation of pupils’ communication abilities
through foreign languages while developing the under-
standing of languages and cultures through various expe-
riences, fostering a positive attitude toward communica-
tion, and familiarizing pupils with the sounds and basic
expressions of foreign languages. (MEXT, 2010, p. 1)

In addition, Student A-1 noted the necessity of basic com-
munication skills for being able to “say what you think and
understand what others have to say.”

Reading and writing skills, grammar and experience abroad

were all ranked the least important by both Students A and
B. These results also clearly reflect the general MEXT guide-
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lines, which exclusively isolate “oral” communication as the
language learning goal of instruction. Reflecting the relative
unimportance of grammar, writing and reading, Student A-4
remarked that “we will not be teaching very difficult English to
our students, so there is no need to be competent with complex
grammar or advanced skills.” Student A-5 similarly remarked
that “there is no need to teach the details of grammar or general
English skills. Instead, we should be teaching the expressions,
like self-introduction, necessary for easy communication.”
Finally, Student A-6 remarked that “rather than English skills in
general, we should be focusing on speaking skills specifically.”

It is understandable that students would perceive reading,
writing and grammar skills as less important in light of MEXT’s
guidelines; however, as the guidelines clearly state the over-
arching goals to be “developing the understanding of languages
and cultures through various experiences” (MEXT, 2010, p. 1), it
is surprising that students vest so little importance in experience
abroad. In an environment within which HRTs are expected
to be the primary instructor, it is difficult to imagine them as
effectively aiding students in developing such an understand-
ing without some first-hand experience of their own. Where the
student comments supported their low ranking of grammar,
writing and reading, some of their comments reflected a dif-
ferent perspective with regard to the importance of experience
abroad for elementary school teachers. Student A-8 remarked
that “experience going abroad and speaking to foreigners is
important I think.” Student A-13 also placed significant impor-
tance on such experience stating, “it is necessary for teachers to
go abroad and learn proper pronunciation and English use, as
well as speak directly to foreigners in their own country.”

The difference in the two student groups surveyed is clear in
what they ranked as the next most important component for
elementary school teachers. Following communication skills,
University A students felt that speaking, pronunciation and lis-
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tening skills were the most relevant. This is in direct accordance
with the teaching guidelines, which state that one of the aims

of foreign language curricula is “To become familiar with the
sounds and rhythms of the foreign language...” (MEXT, 2010,

p- 1). University A’s students, in preparing explicitly to become
elementary school teachers, are familiar with these aims and as
such perceive speaking, listening and pronunciation skills to be
very important. Student A-2’s lack of confidence with regard

to pronunciation was highlighted in the comment that “I have
little confidence in my pronunciation/accent; within elementary
school, English pronunciation is particularly important.” Stu-
dent A-4 stated that “for the children, rather than thinking about
the structure of language, they will copy us, so pronunciation is
particularly important.”

The difference in the two groups is again highlighted by
University B students’ perceptions of teaching experience,
classroom management and general English knowledge as the
next most important components, following communication
skills, while University A students felt these were only of mid-
dling importance. University B students’ perspective is a depar-
ture from MEXT'’s objectives, and reflects the students” univer-
sity English learning experience. As students from institution B
were generally majoring in an area related to English, they had
regularly studied listening, speaking and pronunciation. Their
casual experiences with these components likely led them to
see the possession of these skills as assumed for new teachers.
In addition, they reflected on their own reasons for studying
English and pursuing it as a field of study at university, and sur-
mised that teaching quality itself was of significant importance.
As student B-2 stated, “It is important for the children to have
fun, and we must ensure that when they proceed to junior high
school and high school English, they have not developed an “al-
lergy’ to English.” From this student’s perspective, the quality of
the teaching plays a greater role in ensuring that students enjoy
English and that teachers “foster a positive attitude toward com-
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munication” (MEXT, 2010). Student B-1 had a different reason
for feeling these components were relevant, stating that “most
elementary school teachers have not studied about English, so it
is particularly important that they are confident in their teaching
skills.” This student suggests that teaching skills may make up
for some lack in English knowledge.

Part four of the survey asked students to again rank the same
12 teacher development components, based on their areas of
under-confidence (Table 2).

Table 2. Pre-service teachers’ ranking and number of
times they marked areas of under-confidence

Pronunciation 1 18 (95%) 3 7 (50%)
Communication skill 1 13 (68%) 1 8 (57%)
Speaking skill 2 17 (90%) 1 10 (71%)
Class management 2 19 (100%) 1 8 (57%)
Listening skill 3 14 (74%) 4 9 (64%)
Teaching experience 3 18 (95%) 3 9 (64%)
Knowledge 4 19 (100%) 2 6 (43%)
Grammar 5 14 (74%) 5 10 (71%)
Reading skill 5 13 (68%) 2 9 (64%)
Writing skill 6 14 (74%) 2 7 (50%)
Experience abroad 7 16 (84%) 1 7 (50%)

Note: Rankings are from least confident (1 being the least). Components
in which students felt they were sufficiently confident were not ranked.
“Marking” refers to how many times the component was chosen as an
area of under-confidence. The percentages are the portion of the entire
group which selected that component as an area of under-confidence.
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The overlap across the two student groups with regards to
confidence is relatively clear. Communication skills, which are
the primary skill students perceived as being necessary for Eng-
lish teachers, is an area both groups of students seemed to lack
confidence in. One might presume that the overlap in speaking
skills stems from a similar source of concern. Student A-17’s
comment reflects this lack of confidence: “If a teacher has never
communicated using English, then teaching children will be
difficult, I think.” Class management skills is an unusual source
of under-confidence, which might be explained by the fact that
students may be daunted by facing up to forty children in a
future English teaching context. Student A-2’s comment brings
this concern to the forefront: “When I actually become an el-
ementary school teacher, I am not sure what to be careful about
and how to handle students in the classroom.” The primary
difference in the two student groups’ responses was that group
A seemed to have generally checked off all of the areas available
on the survey as a source of under-confidence. Group B was
more selective and in many cases only checked half of the com-
ponents as sources of confidence concern. Group B’s apparent
relative English confidence—noted earlier—is likely due to their
greater prior experience learning English during university.

Conclusions and suggestions

Both university groups felt that communication skills were the
most important for teachers within the new language curricu-
lum. Conversely they felt that experience abroad and grammar
skills were not particularly important.

Student group A felt speaking, pronunciation and listening
to be especially important. These are all oral communication
related English skills which are directly tied into the component
seen as the most important: communication. These students, as
education majors, have not had sufficient opportunity to use
and learn English. They therefore see English skill itself, particu-

larly oral English as this is what MEXT has focused upon, as a
major barrier to becoming a good teacher.

Student group B stated that following communication skills,
teaching experience, classroom management and general Eng-
lish knowledge were the most important components. These
students have had a reasonable amount of experience with Eng-
lish and therefore have moved beyond English as the primary
requirement for new teachers. These students saw experience
as being what they needed in order to function effectively as a
teacher in this new environment.

These results suggest that the amount and type of prior univer-
sity English learning opportunities students have had strongly
affects expectations and perceptions of teaching in the future.
University students of all types of backgrounds aim to become
elementary school teachers. Some students return to university
after graduation to complete courses for elementary school
licenses. For university educators preparing these students, it
seems important to take these backgrounds into consideration
and ensure that students understand the range of skills necessary
to effectively teach English to elementary school students. It is
important to encourage students to reflect on what they see as vi-
tal for their prospective career. University educators’ role should
include providing students with some balance to ensure that
their areas of under-confidence are not negatively affecting their
understanding of the demands of becoming an elementary school
teacher. The sample examined here is small, which means that
the results should be treated with caution. However, they appear
to suggest that student group A’s relative lack of English experi-
ence may be focusing their concerns on English itself rather than
on the practice of teaching it. These students are nearing the end
of their university experience and have already participated in
internships at various elementary schools. As a result, one would
expect them to value the essential teaching experience and skills
necessary to join their chosen profession.
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This short paper can only contribute a few small suggestions
as well as highlight concerns, which may appear self-evident.
1) If university students are to be effectively prepared to teach
English as a compulsory subject, then they need to have ad-
equate English skills to begin with. This means expanding both
the quantity of teaching-learning hours as well as the range of
courses to include topics such as pronunciation/phonics into
current university curricula. 2) University educators need to
be aware of and account for the range of backgrounds which
students preparing to become elementary school teachers may
have. 3) Finally, the guidelines (MEXT, 2008a, 2010) which
MEXT has produced in support of its new elementary school
curriculum seem to be somewhat lacking in focus. Students
are often unsure about exactly what they will be teaching and
how they might be most effective. One student (A-5) reflect-
ing this concern stated explicitly that “within English activities
(Eigo Katsudo) I really don’t know what I should be doing, I am
concerned.” With stronger words, Student A-6 questioned, “Is it
enough to just have fun classes, and teach nothing?”

Future directions

It seems relevant to briefly outline a few areas that are in need
of further research, especially as the April 2011 due date for

the beginning of these curricula draws closer. Future research
should follow students from pre-service into their new posi-
tions and examine the challenges they face in the first few years
of their teaching. Also, in order to effectively expand the types
of English courses available for pre-service teachers, curricular
development research will be necessary. Currently, there is a
range of education universities, each with its own strengths in
this field, but little inter-university research has been embarked
upon. If strong pre-service English curricula are to be created,
each of these institutions must be drawn into a Japan-wide ef-
fort for the benefit of students and teachers everywhere.
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MEXT has stated clearly that “communication abilities” is the
goal of the upcoming elementary school curricula; however,
MEXT has failed to clearly describe what they mean by com-
munication abilities. Students participating in this study had a
range of conceptions of communication. It seems likely that if
MEXT fails to clarify the goal of the imminent curricula, then
misunderstandings on the part of teachers and students alike
may interfere with future learning outcomes.
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