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Japan's Course of Study aims for elementary school students
to develop fundamental abilities for actual communication
in English. This study evaluates how the seven English text-
book series used in Japanese elementary schools facilitate
the development of communicative abilities by examining
their representation of form-focused and meaning-focused
activities. Activities from all 14 elementary school textbooks
in these series were evaluated on a form-meaning scale. The
results indicate that the textbooks have a higher proportion of
form-focused activities—particularly in speaking, reading, and
writing—and relatively few meaning-focused activities. Conse-
quently, students may be impeded from actively engaging in
actual communication unless relevant adaptations are made.
Moreover, the preponderance of form-focused activities may
limit opportunities and incentives to think about language use
and instead place priority on mechanical learning.
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lished for the fifth and sixth grades in Japanese

elementary schools (JES). These textbooks were
screened by the Ministry of Education, Culture,
Sports, Science, and Technology (MEXT) and deemed
suitable for the revised Course of Study (COS; MEXT,
2017). According to the COS, students are to learn
how to communicate about themselves and every-
day topics at a basic level. It reasonably follows that
MEXT-approved textbooks should facilitate instruc-
tion for the development of communicative abili-

I n 2020, seven English textbook series were pub-

ties. Prior research suggests that MEXT-approved
textbooks do not always align with Japan’s curric-
ular goals and should, thus, be evaluated (Glasgow
& Paller, 2019; Gorsuch, 1999; Ogura, 2008). This
study aims to evaluate the seven JES textbook series,
particularly the representation of form-focused and
meaning-focused activities within them.

Textbooks and Form-Meaning Focus

Textbooks, as interpretations of curricular poli-
cies, present sequences of pedagogical content that
aim to shape classroom activities. Although text-
books do not determine teaching methods, they still
influence curricular implementation. For example,
teacher self-report data from the cross-national
Third International Mathematics and Science Study
indicate that textbooks strongly affect content
selection, presentation, and instructional approach
(Valverde et al., 2002). Furthermore, during periods
of curricular change, textbooks provide a pedagog-
ical framework for teachers to follow and a means
for re-skilling and training (Hutchinson & Torres,
1994). In the context of JES English, which is a
relatively recent introduction to the curriculum, it
is essential that textbooks provide a framework to
effectively facilitate the achievement of COS objec-
tives. Additionally, as a training source, textbooks
should impart methodologies that prioritize the
development of communicative abilities.

Communicative approaches contend that learn-
ers develop communicative abilities through
interaction and engagement in meaning-focused
communication (Richards & Rodgers, 2001). Mean-
ing-focused communication provides learners with
practical experience using language, allows learners
to think about their language use, and develops
fluency and confidence (Willis and Willis, 2007).
However, research indicates that solely engaging
in communication may hinder the development of
accurate and complex language and, thus, mean-
ing-focused activities should be bolstered with
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form-focused instruction (Lightbown & Spada,
2013). Form-focused instruction enhances aware-
ness and noticing of language features, helps au-
tomatize explicit knowledge, and provides learners
with corrective feedback (Ranta & Lyster, 2017).
Form-focused instruction is most effective when
part of a meaningful context (Nassaji, 2017). Thus,
a combination of both form- and meaning-based in-
struction is better than either one alone. Although
the optimal balance between form and meaning
remains a topic of inquiry, research increasingly
suggests that primarily meaning-focused contexts
are most conducive to effective language learning
(Lightbown & Spada, 2013).

MEXT (2017) implicitly calls for a combination of
meaning-focused communication and form-focused
instruction. According to the COS, students should
experience purposeful, meaningful communication
across various contexts allowing them to utilize any
language at their disposal. At the same time, MEXT
also acknowledges the need for form-focused
instruction, emphasizing that language input and
form-focused practice should be linked to functions
and meaningful contexts. Accordingly, a well-de-
signed textbook should facilitate both meaning-fo-
cused communication and form-focused instruc-
tion to align with COS guidelines.

Measuring Form-Meaning Focus

Measuring the degree to which textbook activ-
ities focus on form or meaning can be done using
form-meaning scales. At present, such evaluative
work has not been conducted on JES textbooks, but
several studies have evaluated textbooks designed
for communicative English courses in Japanese high
schools (Glasgow & Paller, 2019; Gorsuch, 1999;
Ogura, 2008). The general conclusion of these stud-
ies is that those textbooks contain a disproportion-
ate number of form-focused activities (because of
exam washback), despite the goal of these courses
ostensibly being to develop communicative abilities.

Textbook publishers contend that teachers are
free to supplement their lessons with their own
(meaning-focused) activities (Gorsuch, 1999).
However, for many JES teachers, who are uncertain
about their English and ability to teach it (Otsuki,
2020), having a textbook that also facilitates mean-
ing-focused activities would be more beneficial for
classroom support and teacher re-skilling. Under-
standing the form-meaning composition of JES
textbooks is a critical first step in determining how
they should be used by teachers.

The current study will address the following ques-
tion: How are form-focused and meaning-focused
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activities represented in JES textbooks? A scale
proposed by Littlewood (2004, 2011) will be used
for evaluations. Littlewood provides a framework in
which form-focused analytical learning and mean-
ing-focused experiential communication contribute
to the development of communicative abilities. An-
alytical learning promotes conscious learning and
practice of form, form-meaning pairings, isolated
skills, or other discrete aspects of language. Expe-
riential communication provides opportunities for
experimenting with and integrating different lan-
guage components and developing fluency through
holistic practice. Importantly, learners practice
actual communication, which is the ultimate goal of
any communicative approach.

Method
Materials

The following MEXT-approved, fifth- and sixth-
grade textbook series were evaluated:

o New Horizon Elementary (Tokyo Shoseki,
2020a; 2020b)

o Junior Sunshine (Kairyudo, 2020a; 2020Db)

o One World Smiles (Kyoiku Shuppan, 2020a;
2020b)

o Junior Total English (Gakkotosho, 2020a;
2020b)

e Here We Go! (Mitsumura Tosho, 2020a; 2020b)
e Crown Jr. (Sanseido, 2020a; 2020b)
o Blue Sky Elementary (Keirinkan, 2020a; 2020b)

Only activities within the main units were
evaluated. Preliminary or supplementary sections
were not included, as the author concurs with
Ogura (2008) that the main units represent the
material that publishers and teachers consider
most important to cover. Activities were grouped
by language skill (listening, speaking, reading, and
writing) according to how they were categorized by
their textbook. If a single activity was categorized
into multiple language skills, each corresponding
part of that activity was coded separately, and if an
activity had multiple or numbered steps, each step
was categorized and evaluated separately on the
basis of the skill-related words in the instructions. A
fifth category, oral-written integration, was created
for activities that involved reading or writing while
simultaneously listening.

Evaluation Scale and Procedure

Activities were evaluated with a five-level, form-
meaning scale developed by Littlewood (2004,
2011). The scale is shown in Table 1 along with the
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evaluation criteria used for this study. As stated
earlier, experiential communication is primari-

ly meaning-focused, while analytical learning is
primarily form-focused. On the end of experien-
tial communication is authentic communication,
which mirrors what would be experienced outside
the classroom. Next is structured communication,
which is defined by the occurrence of unpredictable
language, but regulated to a degree, by either the
teacher or the materials. Moving into communi-
cative language practice, the focus shifts to form.
This level still involves the communication of new
information (meaning), but language is controlled.
Next, pre-communicative practice does not require
communication of anything new, but learners must
attend to meaning in order to complete the activity.
On the end of analytical learning is non-commu-
nicative learning, which includes activities such as
pronunciation practice, consciousness-raising, and
mechanical drills.

A single evaluator (the author) conducted evalu-
ations using the rubric in Table 1. The evaluation
scores for each language skill were then given
frequency counts.

Results

Across all 14 textbooks, 2,880 activities were eval-
uated. Listening and speaking activities constituted
75.6% of all activities. Much fewer were reading and
writing activities, which made up 16.6%. Oral-writ-
ten integration activities made up the remaining
7.8%. Within oral-written integration activities,
56.0% of them were Listen-and-Read and 44.0%
were Listen-and-Write.

Table 1

Overall, 83.0% of the activities involved analytical
learning and 17.0% were experiential communi-
cation. The proportions differed across language
skills. Moreover, the distribution of levels along the
evaluation scale differed within each language skill.
Table 2 summarizes these points. First, analytical
learning characterized 89.4% of speaking activities
and 68.0% of listening activities. The difference be-
tween speaking and listening was most pronounced
at the ends of the continuum. Speaking had more
non-communicative learning activities associated
with it than did listening. Many of these activities
were in the form of drills, chants, and other choral
exercises. Conversely, listening had more structured
communication activities associated with it than
did speaking. These activities often appeared at the
beginnings of units and required students to focus
on meaning and deal with unpredictable language
while considering the scene, the characters’ in-
tentions, and the language being used. Moreover,
listening was the only skill to involve authentic
language activities in which students learn about
another topic through English with relatively high
unpredictability, but these activities were few (N =
20). Although comparisons between series are out-
side the scope of this study, it is worth noting that
64 of the 124 structured communication speaking
activities occurred in the New Horizon Elementary
series. The proportions of analytical learning and
experiential communication activities between
textbook series are included in the Appendix.

The proportion of analytical learning activities was
also high in the written skills area. Reading activi-
ties were 86.0% analytical learning, such as reading
alphabet letters or example sentences. Analytical

Levels of Analytical Learning and Experiential Communication

Dimension Level Evaluation Criteria
Experiential Authentic *Focus on meaning
communication communication *Communicating with unpredictable language
E;neeszgigr;g and Structurgd . *Focus on meaning

communication *Structured but with some unpredictable language
Analytical Learning Communicative *Focus on form

(form and meaning)

Language practice

Pre-communicative
practice

Non-communicative
learning

*Use of pre-taught language but communication of new
meaning

*Some attention to meaning required but nothing new
communicated

*Attention given to form-meaning pairings

*No focus on conveying meaning

)
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learning was even more common among the writing
activities (94.8%). Most writing activities involved
non-communicative learning and pre-communi-
cative practice, such as handwriting drills or simple
sentence completion drills. A similar result was
found for the oral-written integration category,
which included rote learning activities to make con-
nections between phonetic sounds and written text.

Discussion

The objective of this study was to determine the
representation of form-focused and meaning-fo-
cused activities in JES textbooks. The results indi-
cate that both form-focused and meaning-focused
activities are present, but that there is a much great-
er proportion of form-focused activities, especially
for speaking, reading, and writing. In other words,
if a teacher were to use one of the current JES
textbooks as is, students would spend little time en-
gaged in communication. While the current study
cannot definitively answer whether the observed
proportion of form-focused and meaning-focused
activities is appropriate for JES students, it raises
concerns about the limited opportunities for mean-
ing-focused output.

Meaning-focused activities in JES textbooks tend
to center on listening, as exemplified by Authentic
Conversation and Structured Conversation in Table
3. Authentic Conversation is a video about Swit-
zerland, while Structured Conversation is about a
brother and sister discussing the following school
day. The repeated use of “have” in Structured Con-
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versation shows a greater focus on form relative to
Authentic Conversation, but both activities encour-
age students to listen for meaning while consider-
ing the context and situation of the video content.

Language output, on the other hand, is largely
form focused. Non-communicative learning and
pre-communicative practice, which comprised
54.5% of speaking and 79.5% of writing activities,
often involve mechanical learning at the word or
sentence level, as exemplified in Table 3 by Chant
and Pointing Game. With Chant, students simply
listen to and repeat expressions. The Pointing Game
shows a frequently observed choral drill. Here,
students listen to a word, phrase, or hint and then
point to its corresponding picture in their textbook.
The activity is often expanded to include saying the
word or answer in unison. These types of activities
neither require students to think deeply about the
language they produce, nor do they place language
within any meaningful context.

Communication between students mainly occurs
during communicative language practice, as exem-
plified in Interviews 1 and 2 (see Table 3). In Inter-
view 1, one student asks a predetermined question,
and another student responds with a predeter-
mined sentence that has one slot to complete with
personal information (in this case, “January 27%”). A
similar activity is seen in Interview 2, but here the
question is manipulated (i.e., “play shogi” is sub-
stituted with “ride a unicycle,” “skate,” and finally
an action of the student’s choosing). The answer
is restricted to either “Yes, I can,” or “No, I can’t.”
Despite conveying some meaning, these activi-

Table 2

Number of Analytical Learning and Experiential Communication Activities in JES Textbooks
Level Skill

Listening  Speaking  Reading Writing Oral-Written Total
Integration Number

Authentic 20 0 0 0 0 20
communication (2.0%) (0%) (0%) (0%) (0%) (<0.1%)
Structured 304 124 24 16 1 469
communication (30.0%) (10.6%) (14.0%) (5.2%) (0.5%) (16.3%)
Communicative 444 406 23 47 21 941
language practice (43.9%) (34.9%) (13.5%) (15.3%) (9.3%) (32.7%)
Pre-communicative 128 125 47 133 32 465
practice (12.7%) (10.7%) (27.5%) (43.2%) (14.2%) (16.1%)
Non-communicative 115 510 77 112 171 985
learning (11.4%) (43.8%) (45.0%) (36.3%) (76.0%) (34.2%)

Note: Percentages are based on the total count within each column and rounded to the first decimal point.
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ties limit discourse and require minimal language
manipulation. They will be referred to as combined
communicative-mechanical drills (CCMDs), based on
Paulston’s (1970) classification of mechanical and

Table 3

communicative drills. The communicative language
is located in the manipulable slot (e.g., “January
27" “play shogi,” “Yes, 1 can”), and the mechanical
language is everything else.

Exemplary Activities and Language in JES Textbooks

Level

Authentic
communication

Structured
communication

Communicative
language
practice

Pre-
communicative
practice

Non-communi-
cative learning

Exemplary
Activities

listening about
people or places

listening and
guessing meaning;
listening for gist;
talking in pairs;
presenting

listening for
information;
talking in pairs;
presenting;
completing
writing frames for
classmates to read

listen-point-repeat;
matching word to
picture; completing
writing frames

chants; songs; jin-
gles; phonics; oral
repeating; tracing
or copying letters or
words

Exemplary Language

Authentic conversation
A: In Switzerland, we use four languages.
B: Four languages? What languages do you speak?

A: German, French, Italian, in Romansh. And we use English for
tourists.

B: Excellent!

A: Look at this picture. This is the Matterhorn in German and
English. In French, this is Mont Cervin. In Italian, this is Mont
Cervino.

B: It’s interesting. The mountains are very high. (Tokyo
Shoseki, 2020b, p. 59)

Structured Conversation

A: What do you have on Wednesday, Nick?
B: Well, I have math and music on Wednesday.

A: 1 see. Anything else?

B: 1have science, calligraphy, and homeroom on
Wednesday, too. And 1 have P.E...Oh no! 1 don’t have P.E.
tomorrow.

A: Oh, ¢mon Nick! (Mitsumura Tosho, 2020a, p. 40)

Interview 1
A: When is your birthday?

B: My birthday is (January 27%). (Kyouiku Shuppan, 2020a,
p- 30)

Interview 2

A: Can you (play shogi / ride a unicycle /skate / ____)?
B: (Yes, 1 can. / No, 1 can’t.) (Keirinkan, 2020a, p. 47)

Pointing Game

Teacher: 1 want to play baseball!

Students: <pointing to the baseball illustration> I want to
play baseball!

Teacher: 1 want to see pandas!
Students: <pointing to the panda illustration> I want to see
pandas! (Kairyudo, 2020b, p. 26)

Chant

A: What did you do in summer?
B: 1 went to the mountains. 1 enjoyed hiking.

A: That’s nice! (Mitsumura Tosho, 2020b, p. 52)

Y
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The problem with CCMDs is that the mechanical
language is already expected by all students and
does not require processing. Consequently, it can be
spoken incomprehensibly, ignored, or even replaced
with incorrect language (e.g., “What is your birth-
day?”) without detriment to completing the activity.
As a result, students do not have to consider how
the language they are practicing relates to function
and meaning (Wong & VanPatten, 2003). Instead,
practice centers on shallow rehearsal of sentences
and recall and recognition of vocabulary used in the
slot. Furthermore, the minimum communication
required to complete such activities reduces the in-
centive for independent language use. If one expres-
sion is sufficient to complete an activity, why would
students decide to use other, unnecessary language?
This is why communicative language practice is
not a substitution for structured communication.
Moreover, even communicative language practice
should require students to focus on more than one
form so that they can have choices and reasons
to think about the language they use. Otherwise,
student interaction becomes just a more intricate
mechanical drill with only minimal meaning being
exchanged.

Teacher Attitudes and Form-Focused
Textbooks

Similar to Japanese high school textbooks, JES
textbooks display a high proportion of form-fo-
cused activities. High school students need to focus
on form to prepare for entrance exams, but JES
students do not have any such requirement. Why,
then, do JES textbooks contain such a high propor-
tion of form-focused activities? One possible expla-
nation is that JES textbooks have been designed to
accommodate classroom management and teachers’
English skills. Form-focused activities require less
interaction, thus making them easier to control in
large classes. It is unknown if JES teachers hold such
attitudes, but Japanese high school English teachers
tend to prefer more controlled activities regardless
of whether they are communicative, audiolingual,
or grammar-translation (Gorsuch, 2001). Form-fo-
cused activities also use more predictable language,
which may be desirable for teachers who do not feel
confident with their English skills. In one sample of
teachers surveyed by Otsuki (2020), 65.5% reported
feeling hesitant to teach English, and those who
were not hesitant expressed desiring more training.
It is possible that textbook publishers, aware that a
significant number of JES teachers lack confidence
in English, produce materials that would be and feel
more linguistically manageable in order to sell more
textbooks.
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The preponderance of communicative language
practice activities may be what Glasgow and Paller
(2019) refer to as a compromise between a com-
municative classroom and teachers who prefer
the security of form-focused language teaching.
However, the implementation of meaning-focused
activities is essential if students are to have oppor-
tunities to think about the language they are using
and to benefit from communicating with class-
mates. Moreover, the absence of meaning-focused
activities in textbooks does not exempt teachers
from incorporating them, as these activities are still
required by the COS. Including these activities in
the textbooks would not only improve alignment
with the COS but also serve as a valuable resource
for teachers, particularly those who are unfamiliar
with such activities.

Textbooks as Training Sources

For busy teachers, textbooks are positioned to be
an accessible training source. Teacher guides that
accompany textbooks already provide some in-
structions on lesson planning and classroom En-
glish. Moreover, the New Horizon Elementary series
includes a training manual for teachers with topics
similar to those in a language-teaching methodology
course, such as accuracy versus fluency, teacher ver-
sus facilitator, and error correction (Tokyo Shoseki,
2020c). Unfortunately, such manuals tend to remain
unused at schools, at least in the author’s experience.
The most commonly used resource is the teacher’s
textbook (shidousho). To enhance its effectiveness as
a training tool, it would be beneficial to incorporate
more language-teaching methodology information
in future shidousho, including guidance on designing
and implementing meaning-focused activities, which
would help teachers improve their skills and confi-
dence in teaching English.

Textbooks can also provide training through
their day-to-day use. Much of teacher development
occurs on the job, with senior teachers mentoring
their junior counterparts. However, this hierar-
chy can stifle pedagogical change and perpetuate
entrenched ways of teaching (Sato et al., 2020).
Textbooks can mediate this development and
provide a space for negotiation between teachers by
laying out lesson content and clear, precise proce-
dures (Hutchinson & Torres, 1994). As such, future
textbooks should include more meaning-focused
activities, especially for output. Additionally, they
should provide detailed instructions in the shidousho
to ensure their proper implementation. Further-
more, future textbooks could improve communi-
cative language practice by reducing the number of
CCMDs.
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Limitations and Future Research

This study evaluated textbooks under the as-
sumption that teachers follow them closely. How-
ever, teachers may modify textbook activities. For
example, they may change the focus from form to
meaning or vice versa. Learners’ focus can also differ
from a textbook activity’s intention. For example,
students could complete a form-focused activity
without actually focusing on form (e.g., “You birth-
day?” “(January 27)”) and, thus, missing the intended
purpose (i.e., to practice “When is your birthday?”
and “My birthday is (January 27%).”). Students could
also complete a communicative language practice
activity without sharing new information. In this
case, the activity becomes pre-communicative prac-
tice in which students just go through the motions
of the activity. For example, two students might ask
each other, “When is your birthday?” even if they
already know the answer. With these limitations in
mind, it is important to note that textbook content
still influences instruction (Valverde et al., 2002).
The current study contributes to our understand-
ing of JES textbooks’ influence by reporting their
proportion of form-focused and meaning-focused
activities. However, further research should explore
the textbooks’ actual use in classrooms.

Two other methodological limitations of this
study must also be noted. First, the evaluations
were conducted by only one person (the author). To
prevent bias, a rubric was used to keep evaluations
as objective as possible. Second, this study focused
only on student textbooks. It did not evaluate any
additional materials included with each series. As
a final point, textbook evaluations, such as the one
presented here, can focus on the materials them-
selves, but they can also focus on student perfor-
mance and outcomes (Hadley & Hadley, 2022). Fur-
ther research is needed to determine what learning
outcomes students are actually obtaining through
JES textbooks.
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Analytical Learning and Experiential Communication Differences between JES Textbook Series
260
///////% N Authentic Communication
240 =
220 % % 7% Structured Communication
200 % % Communicative Language Practice
7
8 180 % ® Pre-communicative Practice
Ig 160 /% ® Non-communicative Learning
2 140 % ’ o 7
g 120 %//% % w
5 .
2 100 ////%%// / W
5 ]
z 80 /
60 % w
,,,,,,,, % 72 23
ool Bl e sl
'l _seunlz sililss - -.HER
= L g a =] ] =} (=} Q5 g = L 3 a = =z L 3 a
O 5 - S 5 [OR— 5 =2 ) =2 )
S O TEfGE L FESGE L TEELE L TEETE R T EEEE
2 - - ~E8E 7 ~E8E 7 aE-E- - =5 4§ E
= 52° 2 £2° 2 £2° 2 52° 2 52°
Listening Speaking Reading Writing Oral-Written Integration
Skill by JES Textbook Series
10 THE LANGUAGE TEACHER Online e https://jalt-publications.org/tlt


https://jalt-publications.org/tlt
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1944-9720.2003.tb02123.x
mailto:adisorbo@gmail.com
mailto:adisorbo@gmail.com

