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In 2003, the Ministry of Education,
Culture, Sports, Science and Technol-
ogy unveiled a new junior high school
(JHS) English as a Foreign Language
(EFL) policy that focused on oral com-
munication. While evidence of policy
non-compliance in schools exists, until
now there has been no research on
the attitudes of students in regard to
learning English speaking skills. This
paper reports on research carried out
in two schools in a mid-sized Japanese
city that investigated the opinions of
students via questionnaires. The study
reveals that although EFL educa-

tion is considered very important,
English is very unpopular compared
to other subjects. While being able

to communicate orally in English is a
JHS EFL education outcome desired
by students, passing the senior high
school entrance examination is their
main concern.
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n 2003, the Japanese Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports,
Science and Technology (MEXT) released an Action Plan to
improve the English speaking skills of junior high school
(JHS) students. However, pressures working within JHS English
as a foreign language (EFL) education negate the efforts of
MEXT. These pressures include the poor English speaking skills
of many Japanese Teachers of English (JTEs), large classes of
mixed-leveled students and negative test impact! . These issues,
along with the unpopularity of English amongst students
(Honna & Takeshita, 2005) have made JHS EFL a controversial
and much debated section of the Japanese education system.
The research conducted in this study can be used by native-
English teachers to better understand the current condition of
EFL and EFL learners in Japanese JHSs. This has been difficult
up to now because many of these teachers are unable to com-
prehend relevant Japanese research due to insufficient reading
skills. In addition, there have been no recent studies in English
dedicated to finding out exactly how students view EFL in JHS.

Research Questions
The following research questions were explored in this study:

1. What do students want from Japanese public JHS EFL
education?

2. Do students believe that possessing English speaking skills
will be beneficial for their future?

3. Do students like English as a JHS subject?

1 Test impact is the impact tests have on aspects of education. It negatively af-
fects EFL education at the JHS level because teachers, due to exam pressure,
feel obliged to teach students exam relevant information only. In Japan, this
usually means speaking skills are ignored.
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Previous Studies

English is the foreign language in Japan (Lo-
Castro, 1996); however, success in EFL has not
been high. In fact, Japan has been considered
the poster child of first-world nations that have
unsuccessful EFL programs (Reesor, 2003, p.
57). The MEXT 2003 Action Plan was an attempt
to rectify this. It stated: “On graduation from a
junior high school, students can conduct basic
communication with regard to areas such as
greetings, responses, or topics relating to daily
life (para 1).” Regarding JHS, “the focus is on
cultivating communication abilities in listening
and speaking (para 9).” To achieve these goals,
students would have to interact with English
rather than be passive receivers of grammatical
information, a goal that would require JTEs to
employ an interactive student-centred style of
teaching. However, the main method of instruc-
tion in Japanese JHS EFL classrooms remains the
teacher-centred, Asian version of grammar-trans-
lation: yakudoku (Gorsuch, 2000; LoCastro, 1996;
Rubrecht, 2004). Yakudoku is mainly conducted
in Japanese, which gives students insufficient
exposure to English to develop any communica-
tive competence (LoCastro, 1996).

Reasons given for yakudoku use are (Brown, H.,
2000; Gorsuch, 2001; LoCastro, 1996; Rubrecht,
2004):

e Low JTE English proficiency
e Implementation requires few teaching skills

* Fear of making mistakes in English and
losing face during lessons

e The simplicity of making and marking tests
based on translation

Test impact may also promote the use of yaku-
doku either positively or negatively. If assessment
matches course goals, objectives, and teaching
practice, then the impact is positive. If assess-
ment does not match these factors, it is negative
(Brown & Hudson, 1998). Tests are extremely
important in JHS, none more so than the senior
high school (SHS) entrance examination. This
test dictates which schools students can attend
and has huge implications for their future.
Unfortunately, it negatively affects JHS student
English speaking competency because the
exam has no oral component (Akiyama, 2003).

It reduces English to a collection of discrete
items (Honna et al., 2005), which lowers student
motivation to speak in lessons because it is not a
relevant test skill.

Methodology
Research setting and participants

This research was undertaken in two public JHSs
in a mid-sized Japanese city. The participants
were the students of the schools and ranged

in age from 12 to 15 years old. Japanese JHS
students normally receive three 50-minute EFL
lessons per week. However, the research location
is a special educational district of English, one of
only 34 such districts in Japan. While the location
has no greater need for English than anywhere
else, the language was held in high regard by
members of the city council. To become a special
district of English, city officials must apply to the
central Board of Education in Tokyo. The most
important outcome of acquiring this status is the
placement of a native speaking English teacher
in every JHS to provide an additional 50-minute
EFL lesson each week, over and above the
scheduled 150 minutes.

Questionnaire development,
administration, and analysis

Two focus group sessions involving three JTEs
per group were arranged to assist questionnaire
item production. A question enquiring about
foreign culture and world affairs knowledge was
requested by JTEs and added to the item list to
show gratitude for their assistance. The item list
was sent to a journalist and an EFL professor

for analysis. Ambiguous items were highlighted
and were either reworded or deleted, leaving the
questionnaire with six items. Likert scales were
then developed. The traditional strongly agree...
strongly disagree scale was avoided because the
term strongly suggests an emotional component,
a degree of conviction or caring about the
answer over and above the cognitive task that

is the central question (Fowler, 1995). Completely
agree...completely disagree was used instead, and
negative choices were placed on the left end of
the scale to reduce bias (Brace, 2004; Bradburn,
Sudman, & Wansink, 2004).
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To promote comprehension, the questionnaire
was translated into Japanese. Translation accura-
cy was ensured by employing a back-translation
method in the following stages:

1. Questionnaire translated from English into
Japanese

Questionnaire translated back into English
using a different translator

The English questionnaire from Stage One
and the re-translated English questionnaire
from Stage Two were compared

Non-matching items analyzed and fixed by a
third translator

The Japanese questionnaire was given to JTEs
to critique and piloted by a JHS English Club
to ensure its appropriacy. Following its accept-
ance by the principals of the two schools, it was
printed and distributed to the JHSs (see ap-
pendices). At one JHS, all students completed the
questionnaire during class. In the other school,
administration was done at JTE discretion. 337
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completed student questionnaires were received.
Results were statistically analyzed to identify
meaningful results.

Findings and discussion

Students selected their three most important
school subjects. These selections were calculated
to provide the subject importance ranking shown
in Figure 1. To determine subject popularity,
students ranked their favourite subjects from one
to nine, one being their favourite. Only the top-
three ranked subjects were considered, as these
were the ones students would be most adamant
about. To calculate the subject popularity selec-
tion, numbers were inverted (i.e., a selection of
one had a true value of nine points). The finding
that English was a very unpopular subject in JHS
supported the 2005 MEXT survey mentioned
previously (Honna, et al., 2005). Reasons for the
unpopularity of English could be:

e Alack of variety, creativity, or physical
movement (probable motivational factors
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Figure |. JHS subject popularity and importance ranking
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for this specific age group) found in other since students who cannot enter a good SHS will
subjects, such as art or physical education probably not attend university. In Japan, this
* Negative attitudes towards English borne usually means a future of low paying, menial
through the belief that English is only a en.lplc?yment. Three Qf the four next favoured
necessary evil in scholastic advancement skills involved speaking, yet the gap between
them and passing the SHS entrance exam was

e Yakudoku use

significant.
Students demonstrated little interest in world

English, ranked within the top three mostim-  ;¢fairg and foreign cultures-- perhaps they were
portant subjects and not far below the top subject ., busy with the present to be concerned about
(Japanese), was a significant finding. It is likely something so seemingly distant. The desire
that this importance ranking was boosted by the ¢ ;¢e a1l taught English vocabulary must be
fact that English is a prominent part of the SHS considered an untenable expectation given the
entrance examination. This point complements small amount of time dedicated to EFL and
the findings shown in figure 2 below. In gather- the demands of other subjects. However, this
ing this data, students were asked to choose as demonstrated an active attitude toward language

many options as they wished in the item regard- learning where the language is used rather than
ing the abilities wanted from JHS EFL education.  g¢yred. Students also wanted to learn how to

They were also asked to write any additional greet, give self-introductions, and talk about
desired skills. Each selection was calculated to daily life. These points related directly to the
provide the level of student desire. MEXT JHS EFL goal mandate. However, talking

The importance of passing the SHS entrance about daily life is multi-leveled, so it is uncertain
examination was certainly evident. At this point ~ which level of speech students were advocating.
in a student’s schooling, it is not surprising The majority of students (37.4%) chose don’t

that students value assessed skills above non-

e : know as their response in regards to JHS EFL
assessed ones in this extremely important exam
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Figure 2. Abilities students want to gain from JHS EFL education
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focus, 34.3% felt EFL should have an academic
focus, and 28.3% answered that it should not
have an academic focus. It is likely that more
academically focused students selected the need
for a more studious approach to EFL as they
were probably more motivated in entering a
good SHS and thus appreciated anything assist-
ing that end. Because students did not indicate
which JHS grade they were in when completing
the questionnaire, one could speculate that this
division could have also been between the 3™
grade students, who would have been more
aware of the EFL requirements of the SHS
entrance examinations, and the students of the
lower grades. Regardless of which theory is most
accurate, the disparity between student views
regarding EFL lesson focus shows one of the
difficulties that JTEs must face in keeping their
students satisfied and focused during lessons.
Just over 50% of the students believed they

would need English speaking skills in the future,
while approximately 20% did not (Table 1).

Table |. Students need English speaking
skills for the future

Response Options Response Rates

Completely disagree 17
Generally disagree 41
Don’t know 84

Generally agree 120

Completely agree 25

What is unfortunately not clear in Table 1 was
how students defined future. It is possible that in
the eyes of some students, it meant nothing be-
yond the entrance examinations rather than life
after study, which would have boosted affirma-
tive selections. However, half of the additional
written comments involved either the ability to
communicate with foreigners or being able to
live in an English speaking country, indicating
that many students defined future as sometime
after their SHS entrance exams.

Conclusion

Students regarded JHS EFL education as being
very important, deviating from suggestions
made by scholars such as Guest (2006), who
stated that Japanese people consider English
unimportant because Japan has a “geographic,
linguistic and psychological distance from the
English-speaking world” and the belief that
speaking English might somehow dilute a
person’s Japaneseness (p. 14). However, Guest’s
theory is worth considering because it is possible
that the JHS EFL importance ratings presented
here were influenced by the SHS entrance
examinations. English is a major part of these
exams, and passing them was paramount to the
students.

There appears to be little debate on the
unpopularity of English, which is probably the
result of the yakudoku teaching methodology
more than anything else, though it may also be
unpopular with some students because it does
not seem to be a practical subject for their lives
beyond formal education. Nevertheless, most
students believed that English speaking skills
would be important in the future, though the
future can be a relative thing. Some students may
have viewed it as the looming SHS entrance
examinations. The divide between whether EFL
should be taught academically or for commu-
nicative purposes in JHS was plainly evident, a
possible indicator of test impact. Entry into SHS
is an extremely important period in Japanese life,
so it is natural that JHS students strongly focused
on academic advancement will gravitate towards
English skills which are assessed, thus rendering
speaking skills a victim of negative test impact.

Avenues for further research

This research has revealed details on JHS student
views regarding EFL tuition in a mid-sized
Japanese city. As a future extension, the data
here could be compared with that from a larger,
more international city, such as Kobe, Osaka,

or Tokyo. This research should incorporate a
greater number of participants, which would
raise the study’s significance. In this study, the
relatively small number of subjects could be
seen as a limitation. Research in the future could
also endeavour to establish why English is seen
as important to JHS students and focus on how
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the SHS entrance examinations affect this view.
Reasons behind EFL’s unpopularity should be
investigated, as this probably adversely affects
learning motivation.

To gather the more subjective data suggested
above, a more thorough, lengthy questionnaire
that allows for elaboration should be used. While
some participants in this study wrote additional
information on their questionnaires, a designated
comments section for each question may have
provided a lot more significant, rich information
to supplement the statistical data. An item asking
students to detail the need for English speaking
skills in the future could have provided English
learning motivation insight and more test impact
evidence. Another obvious drawback was the
fact that Likert scales do not indicate conviction,
meaning that two responses may be identical yet
their sentiment may vary in strength.

No change in policy or shift in teaching
method will result from this research alone. A
more appropriate goal would be an attitudinal
shift in the target audience, the native English
speakers employed as EFL teachers in Japanese
JHSs. Hopefully, after reading this article, mem-
bers of this group will more clearly understand
and appreciate JHS student attitudes towards
EFL. It is hoped this research may also foster
greater empathy in native speaking EFL teach-
ers towards JTEs, which may then support the
development of shared beliefs and goals.
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Appendix A
Administered Student Questionnaire
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Appendix B

Student Questionnaire in English (not
administered)

e Please answer using your honest opinions.
¢ DPlease try to answer all questions.

e When answering the Likert Scales please
circle in the box that is true for you. Circle
only one box per question.

For example

Com- Generally ~ Generally Com-
pletely disagree agree pletely
disagree agree
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1. Please rank the junior high school subjects in

the order in which you like them (from 1~9, 1

being the subject that you like the most)
Art

Mathematics

____Japanese

____ Social Studies
____Industrial Arts/Homemaking
____ Physical Education ___ Science
__ English __ Music

2. Iwill need to be able to speak English in the

future
Com- Generally ~ Generally Com-
pletely disagree agree pletely
disagree agree

3. Please choose the 3 subjects that you think
are most important

____Japanese _ Art

__ Social Studies __ Mathematics
____Industrial Arts/ Homemaking
____Physical Education _____ Science

__ English __ Music

University Accreditation:
How it Impacts You
by Bern Mulvey

East Shikoku Chapter
e Saturday, November 13
e 15:30-17:30
* Kagawa University, Faculty of
Education Campus Room 411
Okayama Chapter
* Sunday, November 14
* 15.00-17.00
* Tenjinyama Bunka Plaza
Please check the JALT Events

Calendar <jalt.org/events> for details
and location map

4. Ishould learn English as an academic subject
rather than for future communication
Com- Gener- Don’t Gener- Com-
pletely ally know ally pletely
disa- disa- agree agree
gree gree
5. After completing 3 years of English lessons

=
|
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|
|
|
1

in Junior High School, what do you want to
be able to do? Please check as many boxes as
you want. For example:

greet in English

give a self-introduction in English

have a conversation about his/her life in
English

write emails in English

use all vocabulary learnt in composition
pass a 3 level Eiken Test

pass the English section of the High School
entrance examination

have a good knowledge in foreign cultures
& world affairs

other (please explain)

)
4

English for
Elementary School
INFERIRGERD

W ith bilingual
articles on
theory and practice
by Watanabe Tokio,
Sakai Hideki, Tonya
/ Kneff, Koya Shinobu and Erin King,
Amanda Carr, Tagami Tatsuto, and
David Ockert, beginning with the
question “What is the foundation of
communicative ability?”.
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For a free copy of the first edition
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— a B5 or A4 SAE with ¥140 postage to:
| | 3-4-1 Nagisa, Matsumoto, Nagano
| T390-0841 REFENATEI-4-1
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