JAPAN ASSOCIATION FOR LANGUAGE TEACHING

>

JALT2022 « LEARNING FROM STUDENTS, EDUCATING TEACHERS—RESEARCH AND PRACTICE

NOVEMBER 11-14, 2022 - FUKUOKA, JAPAN

Clarifying Classroom Responsibilities in Elementary English Education

Akiko Kano
Sophia University Junior College Division

Timothy Gould
Sophia University Junior College Division

Atsuko Nakazawa
Sophia University Junior College Division

Reference Data:

Kano, A., Gould, T., & Nakazawa, A. (2023). Clarifying classroom responsibilities in elementary
English education. In P. Ferguson, B. Lacy, & R. Derrah (Eds.), Learning from Students, Educating
Teachers—Research and Practice. JALT. https://doi.org/10.37546/JALTPCP2022-15

This study reports on expectations and concerns of elementary teachers responsible for
implementing new English education requirements in Japan. Assistant language teachers (ALTs)
have long been key players in supporting English instruction; however, with the introduction
of specialized English teachers (SETs), many changes have occurred, and the roles and
responsibilities of ALTs and Japanese teachers are in flux. Surveys by the authors attempt to
clarify these relationships and begin to envision a path forward. Results indicate that in team
teaching with ALTs, SETs tend to operate as lead teachers, with homeroom teachers (HRTSs)
adopting a secondary role. ALTs are perceived as English speakers rather than educators, while
HRTs express a reliance on SETs as capable English teachers. SETs in this study display an
inconsistent range of English proficiency, experience, and expertise. One concern is that ALTs’
roles may become limited because SETs’ strength in English overlaps with ALTs".
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FARIE BARTHICICEA TN REHBHRICH T /N ERBEBDIFPHRIICOVTREIT 2D TH B, HNE
FBIEEEF (AN FINE CHREBERB X ABSEERFE ChoTeh REBFHHE SET) DEAITHVALTEBRAKE
DFRBNEBEEIKECELURARBN TH 5. EESDHEIEINSDREREREELSBN\DEHZDIFDILZBIET
HDTHDATEDTF— LT —F 27BN SETIE BN BIETE DIRE%E Ric L BEHED (HRT) ISAEREREIC
BEAEAD B DLV BRI TENTLALTIREBE L VO KVITEZDREEREE LR EENTEY — A CSETIRREHE
DIEWFLELTHRTO S DERRFZ IBHEN TS, AL CIESETIEREERE S BB EFIME G LICB WV TEAZEDNKREWNT
EDREN T REEDMEZADE VDR TSETDRAHEALTHINE TRICL CETRBIDEG BT SEALTHRIREID
BORSNTLBTENEREINS,

W ith the inclusion of Foreign Language (English)! in the Japanese elementary
curriculum as a mandatory “subject” for 5th and 6th graders and a required
“activity” for 3rd and 4th graders, the number of English teaching hours required for
Japanese elementary teachers has grown rapidly. Since its inception by the Ministry of
Culture, Sports, Science and Technology (MEXT, 2015), the teacher training system for
teaching elementary school English has been discussed and modified, and it remains

a system in flux. Despite these efforts to improve the system, the increasing demand

for teachers able to teach English in elementary schools outstrips the available supply

of proficient English teachers, as reported by Tokyo Gakugei University (2021) and
Matano and Izumi (2022). In secondary English education in Japan, native English
speakers employed as assistant language teachers (ALTs) have long played a crucial role in
supporting English instruction, to the extent that team teaching by Japanese homeroom
teachers (HRTs) and ALTs has come to be regarded as the standard form of English
instruction (Pearce, 2020) and as such has been adopted in elementary education as well.
The introduction of ALTs into the elementary education system, however, has been
somewhat less than systematic, and with the inclusion of Japanese specialized English
teachers (SETs/senka) in 2018, the relationship between HRTs, ALTs, and SETSs requires
clarification. This paper will attempt to provide this necessary clarification by extending
the efforts of two ongoing research projects based on questionnaires and interviews with
HRTs and SETs, analyzing their responses and comments to gain a deeper understanding
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of what HRTs expect from SETs and ALTs in terms of their teaching expertise and
responsibilities in team teaching.

Research by Nakazawa and Kano (2022), and Kano and Hiratsuka (2023) delved into
elementary school HRTS’ expectations for classroom and team-teaching dynamics with
ALTs and SETs. The HRTs in Nakazawa and Kano revealed a high degree of dependence
on ALTs in terms of classroom English support, and they exhibited a tendency to idealize
the English expertise of SETs relative to their own competence. HRTs in Kano and
Hiratsuka’s study exhibited less dependence on ALTs, as detailed below. The results
also show substantial differences between expectations the HRTs and SETs have about
working with ALTs. The survey and interviews conducted in Kano and Hiratsuka found
alack of clarity in the SETs’ expectations and characterization of responsibilities, and
their overall perspectives differ from the HRTs, which may indicate why the unstable
situation of elementary school English in Japan seems ambiguous and overly complex
to the actors responsible for implementing it in the classroom (MEXT, 2022a). Thus, in
order to maximize elementary school students’ English learning experience, HRTs, ALTs,
and SETs need to have a clear understanding of their respective roles and responsibilities
in the classroom, as well as of each other’s concerns and expectations. The current
research focuses on one element of this relationship, namely the potential overlap
of responsibilities between SETs and HRTs and an attempt to clarify their dynamic
yet unclear relations with ALTs. In the following section we will review research that
provides some context for how the current situation has developed and highlight some
of the issues that prompted the research informing this paper.

Literature Review

1. Team Teaching and the Role of ALTs in Japanese Elementary School
English Education

Assistant Language Teachers (ALTs) have played a crucial role in secondary English
education in Japan for 35 years (CLAIR, 2022). From the beginning, ALTs have
participated in team teaching settings where homeroom teachers (HRTS) ostensibly
take the lead classroom management role (MEXT 2017, 2018). Based on recent changes
to national English education policies, however, ALTs have been introduced into
elementary education, and the system is currently in a period of transition. A wide-scale
survey by Sophia University (2017) and a follow-up study by Kano and Ozeki (2018)
revealed that with the mandatory inclusion of English, ALTS’ responsibilities have
increased significantly, creating a situation where the line between the HRT and the ALT
as to who is the lead teacher, an issue which determines allocation of various workload
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responsibilities, including meeting attendance, grading, and classroom management, has
become blurred. Concurrently, elementary English education is continuing to experience
other drastic changes, such as the increasing number of Japanese specialized English
teachers (SETs) being placed in elementary classrooms. Although the qualifications

and requirements for becoming an SET have not been clearly outlined (or regulated),
and their ranks are currently being filled in an ad hoc manner, SETs have now come to
represent a substantial portion of the teachers working in elementary English education
(MEXT 2022a). Along with the adoption of new official textbooks and the introduction
of digital equipment and materials, the changes wrought by the increase of SETs into
classrooms have converged to create a situation in flux, and while there are many
variables influencing the relation between ALTs, HRTs, and SETs, a consistent and
principled training strategy has yet to be clearly articulated.

2. Implementation of Specialized English Teachers

According to MEXT (2022b), specialized English teachers? are teachers who are solely
responsible for foreign language education and who are not assigned a homeroom of
their own. As noted, the number of SETs being deployed in elementary schools has seen
a marked increase recently, jumping from 9,691 in 2019 to 38,686 in 2021 (MEXT, 2020
& 2022a). The latest report issued by MEXT (2022b) recommends the lessons designed by
licensed teachers. The survey also reflects the continuing fluidity of the current situation,
with HRTs teaching 50.8% of elementary English classes, SETs handling 37.9%, and other
categories of teachers, such as those in charge of other subjects and part-time teachers,
conducting the rest of the classes as the main teacher. Additionally, SETs were often
dispatched to other schools from their own home school, or are ‘roving’ SETs, who do
not have a specific home’ school but travel around a particular district handling English
classes.

Since SETs are a newly implemented and rapidly growing category of teacher, there is
limited research beyond MEXT reports detailing precisely how they are being integrated
into their respective school systems. Research thus far does not fully treat the variety
of circumstances under which SETs are working, nor has it analyzed the qualifications,
experience, and demographics of the teachers placed in the SET position.

Research Design

With the introduction of SETs, the possible combinations of teachers that comprise
team teaching teams has increased, raising the questions of what composition maximizes
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learning outcomes for the students and who should take the lead role (T1) in team Table 1
teaching and solo teaching situations, and, in terms of the composition of the teams, Requirements and Roles of the Three Positions
what is desired or preferred by the two types of Japanese teachers (HRTs and SETs).
To shed light on this complicated situation in Japanese elementary school English Roles HRT SET ALT
education, the authors administered two online questionnaires to HRTs and SETs. The teaching teacher’s license required required not required
questions requested information about the respondents’ current teaching situations qualifications  specialize in not required desired but not  required
for Er}glish lessops, their demographics, and,. in relation to team teaching, who they English educa- required
perceived as the ideal lead teacher and who, in actual practice, usually takes that role. tion
. specialize in required not required not required
Research Questions elementary
How do HRTs and SETs feel about the changes being implemented in the English education
curriculum in Japanese elementary schools? English profi- not required expected to sufficient
RQ1 How do HRTs and SETs feel about team teaching? ciency be proficient,
RQ2 What are SETs’ expectations toward ALTs? but varies in
The research questions set here are of a rather broad scope. However, as SETs have practice
been introduced widely, yet in many cases without specifically defined responsibilities, tasks/rolesin  team teaching  lead teacher lead teacher lead/
the results of the research presented in this paper will lay a foundation for proposals classroom secondary

clarifying the responsibilities and relations among different types of teachers and will
attempt to inform the future development of teacher training programs and curriculum
design.

Table 1 summarizes the differences in the requirements and the roles of the three
positions we explore in this paper. As discussed in subsequent sections, the qualifications,
licensure, and backgrounds of the SETs vary greatly and have not been clearly articulated

teaching re-

teaches all

teaches English

teaches English

by MEXT. The employment or designation of a teacher as an SET, and the exact
requirements necessary for this designation therefore depend on the needs of the school,
the regional BOE, and the municipal government.

sponsibilities subjects classes only classes only (re-
(can conduct quires presence
class inde- of alicensed
pendently) teacher)
Methodology

Participants and Data Collection

Data used for the descriptions and analyses in this paper are derived from two sources.
The first was collected from 72 elementary school homeroom teachers. Three of the
respondents were SETs (4.1% of respondents) and are not included in this data analysis.
The data (Hereafter HRT-1) was collected in November 2021 through a local board of
education using Google Forms. All the participants were Japanese elementary school
teachers teaching grades 1- 6 at public schools. The respondents had team teaching
experience with ALTs, but their experience team teaching with SETs was limited. The
three cities where the HRT-1 respondents taught followed an ALT team teaching system
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where each elementary school employed one part-time ALT and 75.3% of the English
classes had ALTs in every class or every other class.

The second data set, from March 2022, was also collected via Google Forms. The
questionnaire was distributed to attendees of elementary school English study groups
and study seminars. The participants volunteered to respond, and all the participants
gave informed consent, and the project was cleared with the institutional review board.

While the 69 participants in the first data set (HRT-1) were all HRTs, the second
set includes responses from HRTs, SETs, and others. Because some of the survey
respondents were ex-teachers, private English teachers, researchers, and others who were
not directly involved in elementary school education, these responses were excluded. The
remaining data from 28 HRTs (HRT-2) and 51 SETs (SET-1) currently teaching English at
elementary schools were analyzed. The categorization of teachers as either HRT or SET
was based upon the respondents’ own answers to the relevant questions.

Results
Quantitative Data: HRTs and SETs in Relation with ALTs

The first data set consisted of HRTs (HRT-1) who expressed a high degree of
dependence on ALTs, which coincided with results found in Machida (2016). When asked
who they felt was the de facto main teacher, 54.4% indicated that it was the ALT. 83%
responded, however, that they thought the ideal lead teacher would be the SET. Only
10% of these HRTs felt HRTs should be T1, and those who felt ALTs should take the role
of T1 were merely 8%. These results reveal a discrepancy between what HRTs convey
as the ideal situation for team teaching and the actual situation as it plays out in real
world classrooms. It must be noted that most of the HRTs who chose SETs as the ideal
candidate for taking the lead teacher role did not have actual team teaching experience
with SETs. This may be a reflection of their idealized expectations toward SETSs.

In contrast, 75% of the HRTs who responded in the second data set (HRT-2)
answered that they were the actual T1 in team teaching situations. Most of these had
team teaching experience with ALTSs, but not with SETs. Two respondents who had
team teaching experience with SETs felt that they were the actual T1. SETs displayed
a strong sense that they occupied the T1 role when team teaching with ALTs, with
85.7% responding that they considered themselves the T1, while only 10.2% of the SETs
considered themselves the T2 when teaching with ALTs.
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For the question, who do you think is the best candidate for the T1 position in elementary
school English education? the respondents in HRT-2 gave the highest preference to
themselves (HRTSs). SETs were believed to be the second-best candidates for T1 and ALTs
were seen as third choice. SETs answered that they (SETs) would be the best choice for
the T1 role, followed by HRTs. Both HRTs and SETSs expressed a preference to have a
licensed Japanese teacher as the lead teacher. According to their comments, they believe
that the Japanese teachers have a deeper understanding of the Japanese education
system, the MEXT course of studies, the students, and classroom management.

As team teaching partners, native English-speaking ALTs were the HRTs” and SETS’
first choice. The second preference for both were non-native ALTs. While HRTs
displayed a clear preference for Japanese ALTs as a third choice, SETS’ responses varied.
This weaker preference may be attributed to the higher English proficiency of SETs and a
belief that they have an advantage by being native Japanese speakers and understanding
the elementary school system, while at the same time being fluent in English.

All three categories of Japanese teachers responded to questions exploring their
perceptions and expectations of ALTS’ responsibilities, both inside and outside the
classroom. The results in Table 2 show the wide variety of responsibilities that the
Japanese teachers believe that ALTs should assume.

Table 2
Expectations Towards ALTS:
Q: What do you expect from the ALTSs? HRT-1 HRT-2 SET-1
In classroom
Introduce their own cultures 87.5% 89.3% 92.2%
Model English pronunciation 94.4% 92.9% 88.2%
Conduct lesson demonstrations with Japanese teachers  88.9% 89.3%  90.2%
Interact with students 81.9% 92.9% 100%
Out of classroom
Support assessments 20.8% 35.7%  60.8%
Attend meetings to assist with class preparation 414% 357% 51.0%
Support in-school training sessions 27.1%  357%  29.2%
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Expectations towards ALTS’ classroom roles are similarly high among the three groups.
Since ALTs have been involved in the Japanese English teaching system for a long time in
secondary education, there seems to be a stable model of ALTs’ classroom responsibilities
based on the model of junior high school English classes. However, Sophia University
(2017), Kano and Ozeki (2018), Hiratsuka (2022) have found that the ALTs themselves
are not always satisfied with their specific yet somewhat limited roles.

The expectation that ALTs should “support assessments” was much lower than
expected from both groups of HRTs, while 60.8% of SETs did believe that this should
be a responsibility for ALTs. In the comments, several SETs noted that they oversaw
hundreds of students from multiple schools, reflecting an enormous workload regarding
grading and assessment. Their responses here may indicate their desire for help in
this area from ALTs. Another reason for their responses here may be recognition of
the growing emphasis on “evaluating students’ performance” in elementary schools.
Evaluation of students’ in-class interactions and presentations is a growing area where
ALT involvement is natural and expected.

Demographics of SETs

A comparison of the demographics of HRT-2 and SETs was conducted for the second
set of data. This included 28 HRTs from HRT-2 and 51 SETs from SET-1 from across
Japan who were all teaching in elementary schools at the time. However, 18% of the
SETs had licenses for junior or senior high school, but not elementary school. 78.6% of
HRTs and 43.1% of SETs had not had any experience teaching in junior high schools or
private institutions. These results indicate that some SETs may not be familiar with the
elementary school system and the school culture and may have limited to no experience
teaching English to young learners in the classroom.

Asked to assess their English proficiency, 11.8% of SETs perceived themselves as
advanced, equivalent to Eiken Grade 1 or CEFR C1, while none of the HRT-2 rated
their English proficiency at those levels. 70.9% of SETs described their English level as
high intermediate (Eiken G2-preG1/CEFR B2), where only a third (35.7%) of HRT-2 did.
Only 5.9% of SETs judged themselves at a basic level (Eiken G3/ CEFR Al), compared
to 35.7% of HRT-2. These self-evaluations suggest that SETs may have higher English
proficiency than the majority of elementary school teachers in general. However, it must
be taken into account that the SETs who responded to the survey were members of
professional study groups, so were likely to be highly motivated teachers willing to learn
and interested in improving their skills. The implementation of SETs is administered
differently according to the region and the school, and from interviews conducted we
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learned that not all SETs have the necessary background or expertise to teach English in
elementary schools. This is an issue that requires further research.

Qualitative Data: Open-Ended Questions

A qualitative analysis of the open-ended questions from the HRT-2 and SET-1
surveys supports and clarifies to some extent the findings of the quantitative data. Using
KH Coder analysis software (Higuchi, 2017) as a tool for text mining, we attempted
to analyze the text data in a structured manner. Text data were also displayed as co-
occurrence network charts. (See Appendices A and B.)

For the question, who do you think is best suited to take on the role of T1 in future team-
teaching instruction?, we extracted from the HRT-2 and SET data sets some frequently
appearing keywords. As expected, the number of keywords found is relatively small, as
this data set itself is quite small. The most frequent keyword, do (9 %), was used 24 times,
with most of the other keywords appearing only a handful of times. Since the number
of participants in each group was not uniform (HRT-2 n=28, SET-1 n=52), we did not
focus on the number of appearances of each keyword, but rather on the ones used by
both groups, as well as those that were specific to each group. Table 3 shows the list of
keywords examined.

Among the commonly appearing keywords were subject (B#}), license (%§F), and
expertise (8:F1). These words were used to address issues or problems the respondents
might have with different types of teachers: ALTs, HRTs and SETs. The term
understanding (Bf#)(H>71 %) of class/students was used by HRTs to emphasize the
strength of Japanese teachers (both HRTs and SETs) in contrast with the ALTs. SETs,
however, used this keyword specifically as a way of differentiating themselves from the
ALTs. A common theme emerged that SETSs generally feel they have a better grasp of and
deeper understanding of the nature of the students, appropriate classroom management
techniques, and the goals and principles of the elementary school system in Japan. The
keyword license also appeared in the comments of both groups, but it was more often
used by the SETs. The thrust of the comments that contained license focused on the fact
that a weakness of the ALT system is that they (ALTs) do not (and are not required to)
hold either an elementary teaching license or an English teaching license.

A keyword that was specific to HRT-2 was cross-curricular (R T /2806 #4), which
was used to indicate the strength of elementary school teachers who handle all required
subjects by themselves, a feature that enables them to implement flexibility into the
curriculum. On the other hand, the SETs used assessment/evaluation (FFifi) and grades/
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school record (F%##) in ways suggesting their roles and responsibilities in the position were
added benefits of their inclusion in team teaching. The keyword grades/school record (5
##) was also found to co-occur with the keyword difficult (% L\). There were two aspects
to this response in the comments, one was related to the difficulty of assessing hundreds
of students, and the other was related to teaching licenses. ALTs, because they do not
hold teaching licenses, were perceived as weak in expertise, thus not considered the best
candidates to assess students and reward grades.

Table 3

Keywords Extracted from the Free Descriptions

HRT-2 SETs

Keywords in common  ALT, HRT, SET, T1, English, subject, license, expertise,
teacher, student, elementary school, class/lesson/instruction,

understanding of class/students

Keywords specific to
group

cross-curricular, reality of
class/children

grades/school record
assessment/evaluation

Discussion and Further Implications

Before and after the survey was conducted, the first author found opportunities to
interview SETs and HRTs from various districts throughout Japan and asked about the
specific conditions under which they are actually teaching. Their responses differed
depending upon the districts and schools they worked in, but even within the same
school, there appears to be a wide variety of duties and expectations encountered by the
SETs. Although the SETs in this study displayed some unique characteristics compared
to the HRTs, the precise demographics of SETSs have yet to be carefully researched.

In informal conversations and interviews, their English proficiency and expertise in
teaching English to young learners also varied quite significantly from one to another.

1t should be noted again that the SETs in this study were recruited through online
study group sessions and teacher development seminars. Such attendees may generally
be more confident or motivated than teachers in general. This type of self-selected,
highly motivated cross section of teachers thus may not be representative of SETs as
awhole. We have learned that the reasons for and circumstances under which people
have become SETs differs from person to person, and we need to be cautious not to
overgeneralize the results and demographics of SETs in this study.
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According to MEXT (2022b), the number of SETs dispatched in 2021 was 38,686.
Compared to the number of ALTs in elementary schools, which was 13,903 in 2021,
this seems a significant difference. Still, it is less than a quarter of the total number of
elementary school teachers (160,273) who are in charge of elementary English education
classes. Whether there should be additional SETSs, or even if the position of SET should
be continued in elementary English education is unclear. The authors are concerned
that, by relying too heavily on SETs, the know-how, advantages, and strengths-the
institutional memory, as it were-that have been cultivated over the years, as a result of
team teaching between HRTs and ALTs, will not be passed on.

In their responses, HRTs generally assume SETs to be experts in teaching English.
Expectations of HRTs towards SETs are thus quite high. In a way, SETs have become a
beacon of hope for HRTs of a possible resolution to the ongoing problem of overworked
and under-trained teachers in elementary schools having to teach English. Another
reason HRTs have come to have such high expectations towards SETs may be the
introduction of the new evaluation policy and use of certified textbooks along with the
Course of Study (MEXT, 2017). In order to fully follow these new guidelines and teachers’
manuals, proficiency in spoken and written Japanese, a thorough understanding of the
elementary education system in Japan, as well as the necessarily significant time which
must be invested to read, assimilate, and discuss with peers would be required. Neither
ALTs nor HRTs can meet such a goal in the current situation. Therefore, it is natural that
HRTs perceive SETs who specialize in English education as a solution.

However, it needs to be emphasized that the above notion of HRTs does not take into
account the issue of whether SETs are actually the most suitable teachers for teaching
English to elementary students. In other words, it has not been considered if SETs are
the best option as instructors for elementary school children. Although SETs in this
study rated their own English proficiency quite favorable relative to that of HRTS, as
discussed, this does not directly equate to evidence of actual proficiency or that they
are the ideal English instructors for children. SETs may be unfamiliar with individual
elementary school systems and, because of the ambiguous nature of the requirements to
fulfill this position, may not always be fully competent or confident in teaching English
to elementary students. Due to the high dependency HRTs have shown towards ALTs,
the authors fear that the promise of SETs may become idealized, which eventually leads
to a potential clash of expectations versus reality.

At this point, HRTs, SETs, and ALTs comprise important components of elementary

English education in Japan. Each category is currently vital to the endeavor and their
collaboration in team teaching appears to provide unique advantages to elementary
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students. As we have seen, the system is in flux. To stabilize it, a robust system must be
developed to ensure that all of the component parts work together seamlessly in service
of enhanced English language outcomes for young Japanese learners. Future surveys,
encompassing a much larger number of team teaching situations, along with a wider
range of questions exploring the relationship, both real and desired, of SETs, HRTs,

and ALTs are needed to provide a clearer picture of what is necessary for long-term
sustainability. With research based on a further accumulation of data, we will continue
to analyze this complex situation in elementary schools and outline recommendations
that will help to develop more robust and pedagogically sound training plans that
consider and are considerate of ALTs, HRTs and SETs.

Notes

1. The official name is “Foreign Language (English)” for Grades 5 and 6, and “Foreign
Language (English) Activities” for Grades 3 and 4. In this paper, we will refer to these
as “English” and “English Activities” for simplicity.

2. InJapanese, [ EREEIE | 03, SMEREEFH OHEH YL TLEEDED. FHRBEEL2>T
WEWHET THEREBEZHY T8 MEND,
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Co-occurrence Network Graph of SET-1
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Co-occurrence Network Graph of HRT-2
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