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This study investigates Japanese high school students’ atti-
tudes toward English proficiency tests, specifically the Test of
English for Academic Purposes (TEAP) and university entrance
examinations. Three rounds of interviews with five highly mo-
tivated learners at a prestigious high school were held over
a period of 1.5 years. The interviews focused on their beliefs
about English and their study methods; their impressions of
and study methods for TEAP and other entrance exams; and
their post-graduation plans. The interview data reveals stu-
dents felt studying for TEAP provided an opportunity for au-
thentic language study, which was in line with their high school
study and would be useful for their futures. In contrast, they
felt other entrance exams often focused on different skills and
knowledge, making preparation for them both challenging
and frustrating. These academically minded students found
studying English merely for university entrance purposes to
be demotivating, but a necessary evil to achieving their im-
mediate goals.

AHFIE. REENZRIE T HEER. BARICIE TEAP (SEEERRES
AERER) ( ROAFASI T HARDEREDER F=HEL TN
2o 1FHITOL O BREBRDFET. K OIRICFBERDB
SEDFBEEENRIEA R 1—=RE LT, A2 1—E it

K. TEAPDfc&HDIMFRT %, T DDA, ZRERDERICOVNTTH
Ofce AVRE1—T =R TEAPDTHICFE BT B &I BEDFFESF
BOBRLEGY, BRCOEBDLSZTNDLDTIFEWED DN FRIC
BLTHLERTHAOIERERLTVB T EZR LTz, WIBMIT, T DDA
i LELIZREBD ATV PHBEICERZ BTV TDTd D%EfE
IFEEL EBITRERO D ERLET Ve, MIRBDEINSDERE
I BICKFARDCHDREBFBIFBHRDOETITOGNZDLDEREL
TWB—ATC ELDERZERTIHERTHDHELEZATCVNDIL

S ayae) e
E huge reforms with the end of the Center Test
and the introduction of four-skills tests of En-
glish by external test providers (see Saito, 2019). The
primary reason for these reforms is the Center Test
and in-house university entrance exams are insuf-
ficiently aligned with the national course of study,
which aims to develop communicative competence
in the four skills (Yoshida, 2018). The Center Test

nglish-language entrance exams will undergo

primarily assesses reading ability, although listening
questions comprise a fifth of the test. Writing and
speaking, essential skills for communicative compe-
tence, are not directly assessed. In-house developed
university entrance exams primarily test reading and
writing; few of them test listening skills, and even
fewer of them test speaking (Brown & Yamashita,
1995; Kikuchi, 2006). This remains the case for main-
stream entrance systems for universities in Japan.

This unbalanced study for entrance exams,
known as juken eigo (entrance exam English), can
lead to skewed language proficiency. For instance,
Allen (2017) investigated washback to the learner,
which is defined as the effect of tests on learning be-
havior, attitudes, and outcomes. The study revealed
that 190 undergraduates at a prestigious univer-
sity in Tokyo had markedly higher proficiency in
receptive skills compared to productive skills when
assessed with the International English Language
Testing System (IELTS). Utilizing extensive survey
and interview data, this level of skill difference was
identified as almost certainly a result of preparation
for the university’s entrance exam. Thus, entrance
exams can have important consequences for learn-
ers’ language development.

Although learners are the most important stake-
holders (Bailey, 1996), previous washback research
in Japan has tended to focus on washback to the
teacher. Watanabe (2004), for instance, has shown
that exam washback on teaching varies according
to teacher beliefs, education and academic back-
ground. Watanabe’s research highlights two wash-
back maxims: washback is a complex phenomenon,
and simply introducing a test will not necessarily
change pedagogical or learning processes. Never-
theless, tests do have important consequences, and
it is crucial to both plan for positive impact when
designing tests and to evaluate whether the desired
impact has been achieved (Saville, 2010).

With this in mind, Allen and Nagatomo (2019)
began a project funded by the Eiken Foundation of
Japan (henceforth referred to as Eiken) to investigate
washback to the learner from the Test of English
for Academic Purposes (TEAP), which is one of the
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ministry-approved tests universities may select for
admission purposes. TEAP is a balanced four-skills
test developed by Eiken, Sophia University, and the
Centre for Research into English Language Learn-
ing and Assessment (CRELLA) in the U.K,, and is
administered by Eiken. Importantly, it was designed
with the specific aim of creating a positive impact on
Japan’s English education system (Green, 2014). For
this reason, we investigated whether TEAP generated
its intended impact by researching student learning
behavior and perceptions. Ours is one of a number
of test validation projects conducted by independent
researchers with no affiliation to Eiken (see <http://
www.eiken.or.jp/teap/group/report.html>).

This article presents a new synthesis of interview
data from Allen and Nagatomo (2019). We highlight
prominent themes related to language learning, test
preparation, and test taking (both regarding TEAP and
other entrance exams). Our aim is to give voice to the
learners, those with the most to lose or gain, so that
they may be heard by language educators in Japan.

Method

Five highly-motivated second-year students from
our larger study (N=46) at an academically pres-
tigious all-female high school volunteered to be
interviewed three times over an 18-month period.
This longitudinal design, which allowed us to gain
deeper insight into learners’ beliefs surrounding En-
glish language testing, was implemented relatively
straightforwardly because the school was affiliated
with our university. Once ethical approval was ob-
tained, the interviews were conducted in Japanese
by a research assistant. The first interview, which
took place prior to two brief study sessions in which
the TEAP test was introduced, occurred when
students were in their second year. The second in-
terview took place after taking the TEAP test eight
months later, during the summer of their third year.
A final interview was held around the time of grad-
uation, when students’ post-graduation plans had
been finalized. A content analysis was performed
immediately after each interview and themes that
identified students’ beliefs toward language study
and tests were identified. We acknowledge that

our interpretation of the interview data may be
influenced by our knowledge of the educational
context in which the participants study as well as by
information obtained by interviewing their teacher
as part of our larger study.

Findings and Discussion

The first interview focused on participants’ beliefs
and methods regarding English language study. All
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believed English proficiency would benefit their
academic and professional futures. They envisioned
themselves as becoming proficient speakers of
English and they exposed themselves to authentic
English through studying abroad, attending conver-
sation schools, following foreign celebrity websites,
messaging friends, listening to music, and reading
books. Particularly, they were fully cognizant that
English could be socially and financially rewarding.

Classes at their high school, at least as second
graders, focused on four-skill proficiency. Students
learned how to infer meaning from texts and how to
express oral and written opinions. Hoping to enter
high-level universities, they believed focusing on
practical and communicative aspects of English cov-
ered in school was insufficient. Therefore, they also
attended cram schools where they studied previous
entrance exam questions, learned complicated gram-
matical patterns, memorized vocabulary, translated
between English and Japanese, and took practice
tests. Cram school was viewed as a necessary evil, as
illustrated by Megumi’s' comment below:

1 go to cram school to compensate for my learn-
ing. It’s hard, but I often feel studying at cram
school is good. To understand the structure of
English sentences, Japanese is very important,
but I don’t want to do that very much. At school
we don’t do Japanese translation very much, but
as a normal entrance examinee, 1 should study
like that as study for the entrance exam.

Megumi continued saying how frustrating this was:

I don’t think we can use juken eigo for com-
munication and 1 sometimes feel it is not very
meaningful, translating the sentences into Japa-
nese, for instance . . . and 1 feel demotivated . . .
Even if we remember vocabulary in English and
Japanese, when we use it, we don’t think about
whether or not ‘to’ or ‘ing’ comes after this verb
... We remember a lot of complicated vocab-
ulary with the vocabulary book, and when we
look at this English word, we know the Japanese.
But when we think in Japanese, this word does
not come out when we speak. When I'm in that
kind of situation, I feel irritated.

Another student, Kimie, attended cram school
to compensate for her lack of knowledge about
English, believing her grammar was “really bad”
because she “doesn’t know the difference between
adjectives and adverbs.” Nonetheless, she was a
voracious English reader, reporting she “can read
English books as [she reads] Japanese books.”

1  All names are pseudonyms and all comments have
been translated from Japanese.
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The second interview focused on students’ prepa-
ration methods for and impressions of the TEAP
and was conducted immediately after the test. In
their third year of high school, they were engaged
in serious study not only with English but with
other academic subjects as well. Unable to devote
much time for TEAP study, they still considered
it a personal challenge to do well. They purchased
self-study books and took practice tests. They felt
the TEAP readings and their questions were not
overly difficult, so they practiced reading faster in
order to complete long passages within the allotted
period of time on the test. They also felt confident
with TEAP’s writing component because they had
practiced writing often in their high school classes.
For listening and speaking, they adjusted their study
methods. For example, Mari said she practiced
interviewing her teacher after realizing she would
have to ask questions during the test. Kimie and
Megumi reported taking notes while listening in
order to increase their comprehension of long texts.

Table 1 shows the students’ scores with their
CEFR band equivalents in parentheses (Kaori
missed the test due to illness). Despite spending lit-
tle time preparing specifically for TEAP, the scores
indicate very high English proficiency (B1-B2) when
compared to typical Japanese high school students
(A1-A2) (Negishi, Takada, & Tono, 2012).

The final interview was held after post-gradua-
tion plans had been finalized during the spring of
their third year. It focused on participants’ im-
pressions of entrance exams, and whether or not
studying for TEAP had been beneficial for those
examinations. As entrance exams were of extreme
importance to the participants and strongly guided
their study methods, the test that students took and
their future plans are shown in Table 2.

With the exception of Megumi, who had gained
early admission into a national university through
suisen (special recommendation exam), all interview-
ees took multiple exams. Mari failed a suisen exam,
so she took the same university’s traditional exam
and passed. Noriko had gained acceptance into a
private university, submitting her TEAP scores with
her application, but she continued studying until
she passed the examination of a national university.

Table 1. TEAP scores
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Kimie and Kaori failed to gain university admission
and would study for one more year.

Table 2. Exams taken and immediate future plans

Exams taken for
admission purposes

What they will do
after graduation

Megumi

Mari

Noriko

Kimie

Kaori

Center Exam
Suisen (special
recommendation
exam) at national
university

Suisen for pharmacy
school

Center Exam
Private university
exam

Center Exam
Private universities
exams

National university
exam

TEAP

Center Exam
National university
exam

Private universities
exams

Medical school
exams (private and
national)

Center Exam
National university
exam

Private universities
exams

Go to nation-
al university
to study social
studies

Go to private
university to
study pharmaceu-
tical science

Go to national
university to
study Chinese

Study one more
year to enter
medical school

Study one more
year to enter an
information sci-
ence university

We asked if studying for and taking TEAP had

helped them on other entrance exams. Overall, they

noted that because each university’s test differed,
they studied accordingly. The perceived usefulness
of TEAP depended on if there was overlap with a
particular exam. Therefore, no one believed prepar-
ing for TEAP’s speaking component was helpful be-
cause no university exams assessed English speak-

Reading Listening Writing Speaking Total
Kimie 100 (B2) 100 (B2) 76 (Bl) 100 (B2) 376
Noriko 81 (B2) 85 (B2) 73 (B1) 95 (B2) 334
Megumi 79 (B2) 75 (B2) 76 (B1) 95 (B2) 325
Mari 75 (B2) 70 (B1) 97 (B2) 73 (Bl) 315
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ing. However, the listening test, which was felt to
be quite difficult, was noted as helpful, particularly
as they found the Center Exam to be much easier

in comparison. Studying for TEAP reading helped
them increase their reading speed. It also helped
them when entrance exams required them to infer
meaning through global understanding. Not all uni-
versities had an English essay writing component,
but for those that did, TEAP writing as well as their
high school English classes gave them confidence.

In contrast, when in-house university exams test-
ed juken eigo (entrance exam English), the partici-
pants admitted having difficulty. Noriko said some
exams she had taken included lengthy readings,
required fill-in-the-blank answers, and asked for
Japanese explanations of English phrases. Under-
standing the gist was insufficient; she needed pre-
cise understanding of English vocabulary to “change
words into natural Japanese.” Reordering words
into sentences was tricky, and she understood what
was being tested was not her ability to use English, but
her knowledge of grammar. Mari reported encoun-
tering similar questions involving long passages,
multiple-choice questions concerning difficult
grammatical points and Japanese-English transla-
tion. In other words, when students were asked to
demonstrate understanding of a reading, they were
confident. However, they struggled when asked to
demonstrate knowledge about English.

Kimie, with perfect scores in three out of four of
the TEAP components, felt in-house entrance exam
questions focused on two aspects: “details” and
“overall flow.” While she was confident with those
dealing with overall flow, questions focusing on
details were challenging. Translation tasks requiring
her to “understand the word precisely” were diffi-
cult because she was unable to recall words or form
new sentences using various grammatical patterns.
Thus, she said she selected easier ones, but worried
whether this was a good strategy. Unable to enter
any of the eight schools she had applied to (includ-
ing four medical universities) she planned to spend
the upcoming year studying at a cram school, where
she intended to boost her vocabulary by starting
“from the beginning” of an academic vocabulary
book.

Several participants wondered if the main
purpose of in-house entrance exams was not to de-
termine their English ability, but to test the extent
to which they had studied. Some tests seemed to
examine content knowledge as well. Kaori, for ex-
ample, who will study one more year to enter a sci-
ence university, said, “l had to solve questions about
physics which were beyond what we studied in high
school and they were written entirely in English.
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Some words 1 didn’t know, but 1 had to read them
anyway.” Likewise, one exam Kimie had taken after
being waitlisted at a medical school required her
to write a Japanese essay after reading an English
article. She said,

I didn’t understand it. Even the first question
was about one man’s symptoms. The man’s

wife died and he just stayed at home. His symp-
toms and situation were described and 1 had

to explain the illness. I felt I didn’t know . . . Usu-
ally we don’t know the names of illnesses.

While there were mixed feelings considering the
TEAP’s usefulness for entrance exams, the par-
ticipants strongly believed studying for the TEAP
raised their actual English abilities, and the skills
they had acquired would serve them well in their
future academic and professional lives. Importantly,
they felt studying for and taking the TEAP during
their ‘examination-hell’ year provided the oppor-
tunity to return to real English; all participants
expressed concerns over losing communicative
skills while concentrating on entrance exams. Kimie
summed up their feeling: “By doing TEAP . .. 1 was
able to maintain my English proficiency.”

Our participants seemed to agree with the notion
of introducing four-skills tests for university en-
trance exams. Noriko felt emphasis on one aspect
of English over others was detrimental: “The best
way to measure English proficiency is to do every-
thing: speaking, reading, writing and listening, with
a good balance . . .. It is hard [to study everything],
but I think it is fine to do all four skills.”

However, the participants believed how such
skills are tested is important. For instance, Noriko
took some private university exams that assessed
listening but thought some students might be able
to “solve those questions,” even if they did not “have
any listening abilities at all.” She said studying only
to answer test questions was “meaningless.”

In line with Noriko’s criticism, Kimie questioned
the type of English assessed. Her comment below
will resonate with those who feel there is too much
distance between typical juken eigo and the ability
to use English:

For me, English for the [in-house] exam and
English for actual use are completely different.
But in the society, communicating with people,
talking about everyday issues in English is im-
portant. I feel so because my father works as a
doctor in an international context. He told me
that although people passed the internal exam
because of juken eigo, many of them couldn’t
speak at all when they visited his workplace.
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Conclusion

In this paper, we have investigated how highly mo-
tivated secondary school students study English for
proficiency and for examination purposes. Several
key themes emerged: Firstly, focusing on test-ori-
ented study that does not promise future rewards
was demotivating. Nonetheless, participants supple-
mented authentic English study with juken eigo to
deal with the demands of in-house entrance exams,
knowing that having knowledge about English (i.e.,
grammatical manipulations and accurate transla-
tions) could determine their success or failure on
competitive exams. Secondly, they believed study-
ing four skills, both for exams such as TEAP and in
classes, was important for their future and beneficial
for their ability to use English. Finally, they identified
key differences in how TEAP and in-house entrance
exams assessed their English abilities.

We want to emphasize that while there are
various expert and public opinions on the current
entrance exam reforms, these are learner views of
English learning, tests and test taking. In this time
when universities must consider adopting one of a
range of four-skills tests (see Koizumi, 2018), we felt
it was timely to consider how English tests in Japan
affect those who have the most to gain and lose: the
learners. They are the ones who must prepare for
and take these exams, and their lives are affected
most by them. They, together with their teachers,
must negotiate the conflicting demands of the na-
tional curriculum and the entrance exams that they
take—the outcome of which will have a tremen-
dous impact on their lives. Yet students’ voices are
rarely considered in the debate. Therefore, further
longitudinal, qualitative research with learners from
various academic backgrounds is essential to un-
derstand more comprehensively both their learning
motivations and perceptions of English exams.

Acknowledgements

The Eiken Foundation of Japan funded the original
study on which this article is based. We would also
like to thank Takayuki Tsukui at the high school for
his support, and our research assistant, Saki Suemori.

References

Allen, D. (2017). Investigating Japanese undergraduates’
English language proficiency with 1ELTS: Predicting
factors and washback. IELTS Partnership Research Papers
2. Retrieved from https://www.ielts.org/teaching-and-
research/research-reports

Allen, D., & Nagatomo, D. H. (2019). Investigating the

consequential validity of TEAP: Washback to high school
learners of English. Tokyo: Eiken Foundation of Japan.

Nagatomo & Allen: Investing in Their Futures

Bailey, K. M. (1996). Working for washback: A review of
the washback concept in language testing. Language
Testing, 13(3), 257-279.

Brown, ]. D., & Yamashita, S. O. (1995). English language
entrance examinations at Japanese universities: What
do we know about them? JALT Journal, 17(1), 7-30.

Green, A. (2014). The Test of English for Academic Purposes
(TEAP) Impact Study: Report 1 - Preliminary Question-
naires to Japanese High School Students and Teachers.
Tokyo: Eiken Foundation of Japan.

Kikuchi, K. (2000). Revisiting English Entrance Exam-
inations at Japanese Universities After a Decade. JALT
Journal, 27(1), 77-96.

Koizumi, R. (2018). JiE4FRET A RDEU S &N —%2Y
OB EMS— (How to select and use four skills English
tests from the viewpoint of validity). Tokyo: ALC.

Negishi, M., Takada, T., & Tono, Y. (2012). A progress
report on the development of the CEFR-]. Studies in
Language Testing, 36, 135-163.

Saito, Y. (2019). Impacts of introducing four-skill English
tests into university entrance examinations. The Lan-
guage Teacher, 43(2), 9-14.

Saville, N. D. (2010). Developing a model for investigating the
impact of language assessment. Research Notes, 42, 2-8.

Watanabe, Y. (2004). Teacher factors mediating wash-
back. In L. Cheng, Y. Watanabe, & A. Curtis (Eds.), Con-
text and method in washback research: The influence of
language testing on teaching and learning (pp. 129-146).
Hilsdale: Lawrence Erlbaum.

Yoshida, K. (2018). 3&3% 4 £REFBROALE AT &8 FHDTED
F71ZDWWT (On the position and utilization of English
four-skills tests). Trends in University Entrance Exams,
35,29-42. Retrieved from https://www.dnc.ac.jp/sp/
research/nyukenkyou/kankoubutsu.html

Diane Nagatomo is Professor at
Ochanomizu University, Tokyo.
Her research interests include
teacher and student beliefs and
identity, as well as materials de-
velopment. Her previous publi-
cations include Identity, Gender,
and Teaching English in Japan and
Exploring Japanese English Teachers’
Professional Identity.

David Allen is currently Associate
Professor at Ochanomizu Uni-
versity, Tokyo, where he teaches
courses on language teaching
methodology, second language ac- \
quisition and English language. He [#8
gained his PhD from the Universi-
ty of Nottingham, UK, in 2013. His !
published and ongoing research
mainly focuses on language assessment and vocabu-
lary-related issues.

)

L

SIXVdd LIVl

SNDO4 1vr L

-

THE LANGUAGE TEACHER 43.5 e September / October 2019 7



