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FEATURE ARTICLE

Interacting in Japanese and English in the
English as a Foreign Language Classroom

Andrew McCarthy

Oberlin Academy
https://doi.org/10.37546/JALTTLT45.1-1

Due to recent directives from the Japanese government, high
school English teachers in Japan are under increasing pressure
to conduct their classes mostly in English. This study explored
the attitudes of Japanese high school students toward the use
of English in language classes to better determine when and
how teachers may integrate English and Japanese into their
lessons. The researcher conducted quantitative and qualita-
tive research, including action research, with 12 participants
to devise pedagogy that high school teachers in Japan could
adopt and implement to make better and more authentic use
of English in the classroom. The results suggest that most of
the student participants favour more classroom English use for
the purposes of improving their speaking and listening skills.
Pedagogy implemented following the research comprised
specific tasks that teachers can adopt in their English classes
to increase L2 use.
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Culture, Sports, Science and Technology (MEX-

T)’s Commission on the Development of Foreign
Language Proficiency stated in a policy document
that in Japanese high schools “conducting classes in
English is required to expand students’ contact with
English, and to make classes a place for real commu-
nication” (p. 9). This has compelled researchers and
English teachers in Japan to come up with new ways
for Japanese English teachers to teach English, as it
seems they can no longer rely on simply translating
English texts into Japanese and conducting their
classes mostly in Japanese (Miller, 2014). Howev-
er, due to the concerns of many Japanese English
language teachers and educators, MEXT announced

I n 2011, the Japanese Ministry of Education,

in late 2019 that plans for a new, more communica-
tive university entrance exam were to be postponed
until at least 2024 (“Private English tests...”, 2019). In
the interim, Japanese high school English teachers
are expected to develop pedagogy that allows for
lessons to be conducted in both Japanese and English
to prepare their students for the coming changes

to the university entrance exam and high school
curriculum. This study investigates the attitudes of
high school students towards speaking English and
evaluates ways in which both English and Japanese
can be used by students and teachers in the English
as a foreign language classroom. Therefore, the main
research question being asked in this study is: “How
can both Japanese and English be used in the English
as a foreign language classroom to assist in the acqui-
sition of English?”

Using the L1 and the L2 in the Foreign
Language Classroom

The argument for or against the use of the stu-
dents’ first language (L1) in the second language
(L2) classroom has been the source of much debate.
Theorists against the use of the L1 in the L2 class-
room would argue that students need maximum
exposure to the L2 for acquisition and negotiation
of meaning to take place (Ellis, 2005; Krashen, 1982;
Littlewood, 2013). Researchers have pointed out
that teaching methods such as the direct approach
and communicative language teaching have allowed
teachers whose first language is English to teach in
many different contexts around the world due to
an adherence to ‘English only’ rules in the language
classroom (Miles, 2004). In Japan as well, not only
MEXT, but many educational institutions prefer an
English-only approach to English language educa-
tion (Carson & Kashihara, 2012).

Proponents of the bilingual L2 classroom argue
that students want their L1 to be used in the L2
classroom, and studies in the 1990s began to dis-
credit English-only policies by showing how the L1
was more effective for teaching new vocabulary and
difficult concepts (Atkinson, 1993; Auerbach, 1993;
Schweers, 1999). More recently, studies have shown
how contextual and motivational factors need to
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be taken into account when deciding on when and
how often the L2 should be integrated with the L1
in the L2 classroom (Lee, 2013).

Concepts such as interlanguage (Selinker, 1972),
interaction as modified input (Long, 1996), and L1
and L2 codeswitching (Turnbull & Dailey-O’Cain,
2009) provide legitimacy to the argument for not
conducting lessons solely in students’ L1 or L2.
Selinker (1972) argued that L1 utterances for most
learners of a second language are not identical
to that of their target language, and as such they
generate an interlanguage to model the relation-
ships between the different languages. By modified
input, Long (1981) referred to interactions between
speakers whereby they modify their speech during
interactions to make themselves understood.

More recent research focuses on the pedagogical
implications of L1 use in the L2 classroom with
particular attention to when and how often to use
it, along with the roles that students and teach-
ers play in determining its use (Turnbull & Dai-
ly-O’Cain, 2009). Turnbull and Daily-O’Cain (2009)
found that codeswitching was beneficial for both
learners and teachers during a study of a German
language course in Canada, and as a result argue for
the “reconceptualization” of the foreign language
classroom as a bilingual environment and language
learners as “aspiring bilinguals” (p. 131). However,
in the Japanese foreign language environment, and
in particular the high school context, advocating
for codeswitching and referring to Japanese high
school students as aspiring bilinguals may prove
problematic due to the often low levels of English
learning motivation among young Japanese learners
(Hayashi, 2009).

The fact that English is not used very often in
English classes in Japanese high schools may be
confusing to readers who are unfamiliar with the
Japanese high school system. However, Japanese is
widely used by Japanese English teachers in Japan
as the main method of instruction, with heavy
reliance on yakudoku (FR#t - the grammar transla-

tion method) to carry out their classes (Clark, 2009).

Lee (2013) notes that this is in contrast to MEXT’s
guidelines, which recommend an English-only poli-
cy in Japanese high school English language classes.
He also notes that this reliance on the use of Japa-
nese by high school English teachers in the English
classroom has adversely impacted the students,
specifically “regarding their attitude to the teaching
and learning of English” (p. 1).

The Language Teacher ® Feature Article

Methods: A Mixed Methods Action Research
Study

This study was part of a larger project on English
learning motivation involving a mixed methods
action research study that combined quantitative
analysis, qualitative thematic analysis, and action re-
search. In total, 12 students (out of 320 who received
an invitation letter) agreed to take part in the study,
referred to here as participants A to L. They ranged in
age from 15 to 18 at the time of the research and were
all Japanese high school students in the school where
the study took place. Two are male and 10 female. All
12 agreed to take part in an interview and complete a
survey. Four agreed to keep a journal over the course
of one academic year. Appendix B overviews the
procedures and timeline of the research.

The survey was used to triangulate the interview
data and to provide context for the interviews.
While the survey included questions relating to the
overall research project, only those related to the
present study are discussed here. The survey used
a Likert scale (see Appendix A) with 5 options: 1, 2,
3,4, 5. Options 1 and 2 were interpreted as negative
responses, while options 4 and 5 were interpreted
as positive. Options 1 and 2 were explained as ‘not
at all’ and ‘not so much’ respectively, while options
4 and S were explained as meaning ‘yes’ and ‘very
much so’ respectively. The middle option, ‘a little,
was interpreted as a negative response due to the
Japanese translation of ‘a little’ being more closely
related to a negative response. Also, the researcher
provided translations for the parts of the surveys
that Japanese colleagues believed participants may
not be able to understand or may find ambiguous.

Interviews were carried out on an individual
basis between the researcher and each participant
using an interview guide that included a list of
questions and statements from the survey. These
were semi-structured interviews (Shoaib & Dornyei,
2005), audio recorded in both English and Japanese,
each lasting 15 to 30 minutes, which were then
transcribed. The questions and responses from the
interviews were grouped into themes relating to the
questions in the interview guide. The themes were
either pre-determined or emerged from the data
(Braun & Clarke, 2006; King, 2004). For the action
research part of the present study, the researcher
and four of the participants kept journals to provide
a more dynamic day-to-day record of what was hap-
pening in the classroom, how they felt about it, and
a critical self-analysis of the students’ performance.
Thematic analysis was used again to explore the
data for recurring themes, with data gathered from
the journals translated into English if originally
written in Japanese.
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Results and Discussion

Results relevant to classroom interaction in Japa-
nese and English are discussed here. This includes a
discussion of when and how often the participants
think English and Japanese should be used by teach-
ers and the students themselves, as well as the partic-
ipants’ overall attitudes towards speaking English.

Students’ Overall Attitudes Towards Speaking
English

Questions from the survey (Appendix A) related

to speaking English are the first theme discussed.
Question 5 refers to speaking English with other
students; 6 to speaking English with an English
teacher; 7 to speaking English in front of the class;
and 11 to speaking English outside of school. Figure
1 displays the results for these questions.

Attitudes Towards Speaking English
10

0 I I I I
Qs Q6 oy Q11

m Positive Attitudes

o

No. of Participants
»

N

Negative Attitudes

Figure 1. Attitudes towards speaking English.

In their answers to question 5, 8 of the 12 partici-
pants indicated positive attitudes towards speaking
English with other students (1 did not answer the
question). For question 7, 9 participants expressed
positive attitudes towards speaking English with
their English teacher. In responding to questions 7
and 11, half of the participants (6) expressed a neg-
ative attitude towards speaking English in front of
the class and outside school. It is important to note
that some of this unwillingness to speak English
could be in part due to a general reluctance towards
public speaking rather than being exclusively relat-
ed to speaking in English.

Themes Concerning Students’ Attitudes Towards
Speaking English

The thematic analysis from the interviews facilitat-
ed extracting more specific data relating to Japanese
and English use in the classroom, from which three
main themes emerged.

McCarthy: Interacting in Japanese and English in the English as a Foreign Language Classroom

Theme 1: A desire to change the way English is
taught at school in Japan

In their interviews, three of the twelve participants \
expressed dissatisfaction with how English is taught
at schools in Japan. Participant H stated that she
wanted to learn how to communicate in English
and that she felt there was too much focus on gram-
mar. She also stated that she would like to learn
more practical vocabulary. Participant L stated that
the most important thing was to learn how to speak
English and communicate. Participant D argued

for an ‘all English’ approach where students learn
how to negotiate meaning with their teacher and
think about what they want to say in class, rather
than memorising texts. Most significantly perhaps,
Participant A clearly stated that she believed Japa-
nese teachers speak too much Japanese in class and
should speak more English.

-

Berger (2011) used anonymous course evaluation
data and surveys to investigate whether, as a teacher,
her belief that using the L1 in her English lessons
was what her students wanted. At the beginning of
her study she was very much against her institution’s
demand that the L1 not be used in the classroom.
However, the findings of her research showed that it
was indeed a good policy as even though the students
liked having a bilingual teacher, they wanted teachers
to use only English in the classroom. Researchers in
Puerto Rico arrived at a similar conclusion on the use
of L1 Spanish with students studying English, when
they observed English classes led by teachers whose
L1is Spanish (Schweers, 1999). The results from the
classroom observations were combined with the
results of questionnaires completed by the teachers
whose classes the researchers had observed. The
findings showed that the majority of the students
wanted teachers to use only English in the classroom.
However, most participants also stated that Spanish
should be used to explain difficult concepts, gram-
mar, and vocabulary. This is a key point that seems to
parallel research in Japan (Von Dietze & Von Dietze,
2007) and some of the present study’s findings.
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Theme 2: An acknowledgement that Japanese is
needed in the English language classroom

Participants C and K shared that if English teach-
ers did not use Japanese in the L2 classroom, then
it would be hard for them to learn. In fact, of the
twelve participants, C and K were the only two who
seemed hesitant about changing the way English

is taught at school in Japan. It is important to

note that they both carried out their interview in
Japanese and as such their views could result from a
lack of proficiency in English. Their views, however,
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would seem to add weight to the argument for the
use of the L1 in the classroom.

Berger (2011) used the results of other studies and
the students’ voices from her own study to conclude
that: 1. Students do not mind the teacher using
Japanese occasionally, 2. They like the teacher to
use English, 3. They feel understanding the mes-
sage is important, and 4. When and how to switch
languages in the classroom should be considered.
Even though Berger’s research was carried out in a
university setting, her findings, in particular those
related to considering when and how to switch lan-
guages, are also relevant to high school contexts.

In their study of whether Japanese university
students prefer the L1 or L2 to be used in their
university classes, Carson and Kashihara (2012)
pointed out that for instructive use of the L1, begin-
ner students often rely on L1 support in class more
than advanced students. They also found that even
though varying degrees of L1 use is necessary in the
L2 class, depending on the level of the students, the
participants in their study felt strongly that the L1
was not necessary for testing.

Cook (2001) also stated that when the L1 is used
in the classroom, it should be used for negotiating
meaning, explaining difficult grammar, and class
management, even though he acknowledges that
the level of learner 1.2 experience is also an import-
ant factor to consider. Cook stated that there are
four basic merits to using the L1 in the L2 class-
room. These are: 1. Efficiency; 2. It helps the learner;
3. It feels more natural and comfortable for the
learner; and 4. It may have more external relevance
in terms of how useful the L2 will be outside of the
classroom. However, as stated at the beginning of
this article, English classes in Japanese high schools
are generally focused on explaining difficult gram-
mar and the meaning of difficult concepts (Clark,
2009), and as such, this may leave little room for the
use of English. There is therefore uncertainty sur-
rounding when and how often teachers should use
English in English high school classrooms in Japan.

Theme 3: A desire to try the ‘English only’
approach even if it is difficult

Participants B, E, F, G, 1 and ] all expressed positive
attitudes towards ‘English only’ even though they
stated it would be difficult. In particular, participant
I said that she “would like to try it,” and participant
] stated that “English only would be difficult but 1
want to try it.” The English only approach is not
widely used by Japanese teachers of English in high
schools in Japan; in fact, the opposite seems to be
the case (Clark, 2009). However, among ‘native

The Language Teacher ® Feature Article

speaker’ teachers of English, ‘English only’ would
seem to be much more common (Ford, 2009). In his
qualitative study, Ford (2009) interviewed 10 ‘native
speaker’ university teachers of English in Japan and
found that none of them had any system for using
the L1 (Japanese) in their classes. In fact, 9 out of

10 of the teachers only used Japanese occasionally
for humor or effect. Only one of the teachers stated
that it was important to use Japanese for lower
level students, in order to make them feel at ease
and to show support to those students who “are
dealing with required English classes” (p. 72). Ford
concludes that when and how to use the L1 in the
classroom tends to be “determined by pragmatism,
individual beliefs, and personality” (p. 63).

English Learning Strategies Preferred by the
Participants

The action research element of this study allowed
for the examination of the day to day opinions of
the student participants concerning their English
classes. Specifically, in their journals they wrote
about their preferred English learning strategies
that they saw as a good way to improve their En-
glish speaking and listening skills.

That students would like to hear their teachers
speak more English in the English classroom was
a theme in three of the four journals. For example,
Participant ] wrote:

[English teachers] must speak English in the
class. Because listening is very important to
study English. —Extract 1, Participant ]

Other references to a desire to listen to more
English in the L2 classroom came from participants
B and D. Participant B makes specific reference to
a technique called shadow reading, which some
English teachers use. She stated she enjoyed this ac-
tivity and found that her listening ability improved
since she was first exposed to it. By shadowing,
she is referring to students reading along with the
teacher at almost the same time, repeating what the
teacher is saying almost simultaneously.

Enjoying active learning was mentioned by partic-
ipant D.

I went to American school and 1 (found out) that
active learning is so (much) fun. —Extract 2, Par-
ticipant D

He calls for more discussion time in English in
class and notes that, even though English-speaking
opportunities are given in the L2 classroom, he feels
students are given too much time to prepare and
memorise what they want to say first. He states that

6
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on some occasions he has attempted to purpose-

ly not prepare or memorise before he speaks in
English in front of a class to challenge himself. This,
he adds, is despite him making mistakes and taking
long pauses during his speech. However, Participant
E would seem to disagree and wrote in his journal
that he would like to have more time to prepare and
write short essays.

During a previous study in a similar context
(McCarthy, 2012), one of the participants, a Japa-
nese junior high school teacher of English, stated
that Japanese students prefer to think carefully and
make preparations, preferably in pairs or groups,
before they speak in front of a class. This, she be-
lieved, is due to a cultural and deep-rooted fear of
making mistakes and therefore losing face. Partic-
ipant D and E’s opinions seem to be diametrically
opposed, with the former being more in tune with a
more communicative style of learning which could
be attributed to the fact that he spent time in an
American school. On the other hand, Participant E
is advocating for more time to prepare.

Brown (2001) stated that there are obvious ad-
vantages to an approach that removes the threat of
“making blunders in front of classmates, and com-
peting against peers” (p. 26), which could be asso-
ciated with memorisation, where each student has
the same objective. Therefore, taking these seem-
ingly opposing views into account, the researcher
developed pedagogy which allowed for the students
to prepare before they produced the language,
while concomitantly ensuring that they are inte-
grating their own words and ideas with the target
structures. In other words, removing the notions of
memorisation and rote learning, while at the same
time keeping the focus on form and authenticity, as
the following suggested pedagogy shows.

The Researcher’s Journal and Suggested
Pedagogy

The researcher also kept a journal over one academ-
ic year, making entries after lessons based on data
from the surveys, interviews, and student journals.
Several tasks were implemented and improved on
upon reflection, which included integrating Japa-
nese into activities for which the main language of
instruction was previously English (see Appendix C
for a detailed outline of a suggested task).

This suggested task integrates Japanese into the
activity by allowing the students to speak Japa-
nese when discussing the topic of the lesson. This
enables free sharing of ideas and communicating
in Japanese without English language constraints

McCarthy: Interacting in Japanese and English in the English as a Foreign Language Classroom

and inhibitions. The English is first integrated
through translations in a word bank format, which
is a list of key words and phrases in both English
and Japanese that can be practiced with the teacher
during a listen-and-repeat activity. This limits the
teachers’ Japanese use and increases teacher talk
time in English. As Japanese is used to scaffold the
students during the word bank and pair discussion
activity by assisting them in their understanding of
the language and in idea generation, the final stage
allows for maximum L2 (English) use. This final
application stage also encourages the students to
negotiate meaning in English with their partner and
the teacher, rather than having them memorise and
present their passages in a more controlled and less
authentic way. Upon reflection and after changes
were made to the implementation of the activity,
the researcher/teacher included more vocabulary
and grammar phrases in the word bank for subse-
quent lessons. Students were encouraged to refer
to this during the application stage to help them
answer their partners’ questions.

Y

Limitations of the Study and Conclusion

This study has found a strong desire among the Jap-
anese high school students examined here to listen
to and speak more English in the English language
classroom. It also reveals how and when Japanese
high school English teachers can integrate English
into activities that may be mostly taught in Japa-
nese. This maximises English classroom use while
concomitantly utilising Japanese to aid understand- |/
ing during authentic and autonomous lesson tasks.

SNDO4 1vr L SIXVd 1TVF

The limitations of this study are that it was based
on a relatively small participant sample and con-
ducted in one Japanese high school. As the partici-
pants volunteered to participate in the study, it can
also be said that they potentially chose to because
they like English, which might bias the findings.
Future research into Japanese and English use in the
Japanese high school classroom could be carried out
on a larger scale while still utilising a combination
of instruments with a focus on action research. As
this was part of a larger project examining English
language learning motivation, subsequent research
could also emphasise the integration of Japanese in
the English language classroom, which might result
in more varied findings. Nonetheless, this study can
benefit English teachers and educators in Japan and
in other contexts who are interested in integrating
L1 and L2 in their language classes.
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Appendix A

Items from the Survey used in this Study

McCarthy: Interacting in Japanese and English in the English as a Foreign Language Classroom

1=notatall

2 =not so much

QS. 1like speaking English with other students. i 4 £t & 555
QO. 1like speaking English with my English teacher. FED/eEERFEEFTHET DU ZTT,

Q7. 1like speaking English in front of my classmates. 277 AA— DRI TRGEZFE T IENFETT,
Q11. 1 like speaking English outside of school. “#DH THREBZFET ZEMNIFE T,

4 =yes

Participants answered by choosing (circling) one of the 5 options for each item:

3 =alittle 5 = very much

ETOMFETT,

Appendix B

Overview and Timeline of Methodology

- 2™ year students
« ACFGHLKL
-3 year students

- 2™ year students
e« AGFEGHLKL
- 3" year students

Mixed Methods Action Research
Quantitative Qualitative
Instrument Surveys Interviews Journals
To gather daﬁa relating To gather more detailed To gather more specific
Purpose of to th? part1c1pants’ L2 quality data relating data relating to the
InstEument identities and L2 learning | to the participants’ L2 participants’ L2 classroom
experiences. identities and L2 learning | experiences in a more
experiences. dynamic way
o Descriptive statistics e Thematic analysis o Thematic analysis
Analysis Tools P . Y . Y
o Colour coding o Colour coding
L o English o English o English
anguage . . .
Medium Japanese Japanese Japanese
e (choice) e (choice) e (choice)
Number of o 12 e 12 e 4
Participants o Researcher
Participants A - L Participants A - L Participants B, D, E &
e B&D « B&D e B&D
Profile of - I year students - It year students - It year students
Participants « EYJ - EY] « EY]

- 2 year students

Performance in Education (PIE) SIG

The PIE SIG had to postpone its June Conference on PIE Research and
Practice until February 20, 2021. It is now a one-day online conference
that is a combination of uploaded videos to the PIE SIG YouTube
channel and Zoom plenary speeches by Rod Ellis and Dawn

Kobayashi. Submission deadline: December 7.
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Appendix C
Suggested Pedagogy

Language Awareness | 1. The teacher reads out an English passage to the students that is deemed by
Stage the teacher to be of interest to them.

2. New words and grammar phrases are also written in English and Japanese
in a word bank and are practiced after the first reading of the passage. This
is done by utilising a listen and repeat activity.

3. Shadow reading - Students read the passage along with the teacher in order
to mimic the pronunciation and intonation of the teacher as closely as pos-
sible. The teacher then asks the students questions in English based on the
passage to check for understanding. The students are encouraged to answer
in English.

Student Autonomous | 1. The students are then placed in groups of three or four, with at least one
Stage strong student in each group.

2. Each group is given a template to construct a passage similar to the one
they practiced with information gaps to be filled in with their own ideas in
English. The template includes written instruction in Japanese about how
to complete the task.

3. They are allowed to use Japanese to discuss ideas with each other. The
teacher then goes between groups to check understanding and negotiate
meaning in English.

Application Stage 1. Students then return to their desks and make questions in English relating
to their passages.

2. The teacher again goes around to check for understanding and negotiate
meaning in English.
3. In pairs, students then swap their original passages with their new partners

and ask them the questions in English. Their partner reads the passage and
tries to answer the questions in English.

4. A time limit of 10 minutes is set for this student to student Q & A in En-
glish. The teacher goes around to encourage them to use English and speak
as much as possible, giving lower level pairs ideas to use in English and
helping them construct answers in English.
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