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This paper presents a preliminary report on teaching sociolinguistic knowledge 
in an EFL class at a Japanese high school. The teaching approach is based on 
Ellis' (1991) consideration that creating awareness of rules should be an important 
goal in helping Japanese students acquire sociolinguistic competence. In teaching 
sociolinguistic knowledge, many non-native speaker (NNS) high school teachers 
face problems such as their own lack of knowledge, the existing curriculum 
requirements, the various teaching goals, student motivation, and evaluation 
procedures. However, this report suggests that such problems can be overcome 
and that students strongly benefit from the active teaching of sociolinguistic 
knowledge. 
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T he concept of communicative competence, first introduced by 
Hymes (971) and further developed by Canale and Swain (1980), 
has contributed to a fundamental shift in the aims and content of 

second language (L2) pedagogy away from an emphasis on mastering 
the formal properties of a language to an emphasis on learning how a 
language is used to realize meaning (Ellis, 1991). The importance of 
such communicative competence as one goal of English language 
instruction in Japanese high schools was made explicit through the 
establishment of three Oral Communication COC) courses in April, 1994 
under the direction of the Japanese Ministry of Education, Science and 
Culture CMonbusbo, 1989). 

Three years before OC started, Ellis (1991) suggested the need to teach 
communicative competence in Japanese EFL classrooms. He noted that 
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communicative competence consists of two aspects: linguistic knowledge 
and functional ability. Linguistic competence includes knowledge of for
mulas and rules, while functional competence entails sociolinguistic, dis
course, and strategic knowledge (p.108). Citing Beebe's research (Beebe & 
Takahashi, 1989; Beebe, Takahashi & Uliss-Weltz, 1990) on the type of 
sociolinguistic problems which many japanese learners of English face, 
such as miscommunication caused by indirectness when responding or by 
unspecified excuses when refusing, Ellis recommended that EFL teachers 
must promote the development of Sociolinguistic knowledge-how to use 
English in socially appropriate ways. Beebe (1995) has also argued that the 
social rules of speaking are part of the basics of second language acquisi
tion and need to be taught from the very beginning. 

Responding to these considerations, the following paper discusses 
some problems associated with implementing the teaching of 
sociolinguistic aspects of English communication in japanese high schools. 
It also presents. a preliminary report on teaching lessons designed to 
raise japanese high school students' sociolingustic awareness and ex
amines student reactions to the lessons. Several suggestions for teaching 
sociolinguistic competence in japanese high schools are also presented. 

Problems in Teaching Sociolinguistics 

Curriculum 
Unfortunately the sociolinguistic aspects of English language com

munication are not addressed by the present OC curriculum. The 
Monbusho's guidelines (1989) do not mention that OC should include 
the teaching of cultural knowledge necessary for communication. 

At present the OC courses consist of three different subjects: Oral 
communication A, B, and C (OC-A, OC-B, OC-C). OC-A basically fo
cuses on speaking in daily life situations. According to the official guide
lines, the objective of OC-A is: "To develop students' abilities to 
understaJ;ld a speaker's intentions and express their own ideas in spo
k~n English in everyday situations, and to foster a positive attitude to
ward communication in English (Monbusho, 1989, p. 32)1. Fllowing this 
objective, the guidelines (Monbusho, 1989) say that teachers should base 
their lessons around everyday situations in school, home and society (p. 
36)~ However, they do not indicate whether these situations are over
seas or in a Japanese school, at home, or in society. Goold, Carter and 
Madeley (1993a) question the validity of this situational approach of 
OC-A, asking: 
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How relevant are the everyday situations of Japanese high school students 
to the everyday situations they might encounter in English speaking 
countries? Do the guidelines consider these foreign situations? Are they 
intended to? (p. 5) 

Basically, OC-A textbooks present model dialogues on daily life top
ics without any specific cultural context. However, it is difficult to un
derstand the speakers intentions without some knowledge of the cultural 
and situation setting. 

The second course, OC -B, deals with listening. This course, too, has 
the saIne kind of objective: "To develop students' abilities to understand 
a speakers intentions, and to foster a positive attitude toward communi
cating in English.1t CMonbusho, 1989, p. 38)2. The OC-B textbooks give 
various types of listening exercises, but. again, no specific cultural knowl
edge is required to complete the tasks. 

The third course, OC-C, deals with several different types of commu
nication such as discussion, public speaking and debate. However, once 
again, consideration of cultural differences do not inform the treatment 
of discourse. Goold, Carter and Madeley (1993b) observe that such com
mon and important English language speech acts as interruption or as
serting one's opinions in discussion tend to be regarded negatively in 
japan and are ignored by the OC-C guidelines Cp.7). Obviously, the 
teaching of sociolinguistic competence has not been considered in the 
newly revised curriculunl of teaching English for japanese high schools. 

Teaching goals: In considering how communicative competence can 
be best taught in japanese high schools, Ellis (1991, pp. 110-111) poses 
three questions: 

1. What aspects of communication should a language programme 
address: linguistic, functional, or both? 

2. To what extent do learners need to develop analyzed knowl
edge? How can this be best achieved? 

3. To what extent is it necessary and possible to develop the learn
ers' control of their knowledge in the classroom? 

In addition to the distinction between linguistic and functional as
pects of language, Ellis' concept of communicative competence also 
distinguishes between the development of knowledge and the control 
of this knowledge. A learners knowledge of grammatical or sociolinguistic 
rules does not necessarily assure the ability to control the rules in actual 
language use. Thus, to answer the questions above, Ellis suggests that 
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the minimal goal of language teaching in japan should be to give learn
ers knowledge, rather than control, of both linguistic forms and 
sOciolinguistic rules of use. 

This proposal takes into account the particular language learning 
situation of most EFL students. They have little or no opportunity to use 
English outside the classroom, and there are practical restraints on teach
ing conditions, such as the limited class hours and the large class size. 
Thus, to give learners analyzed linguistic and sociolinguistic knowledge 
(i.e., knowledge of which the holder has conscious awareness) is more 
feasible than trying to create an appropriate situation for meaning-based 
practice of speaking skills. It is in this context that Ellis recommends 
problem-solving activities designed to raise learners' consciousness, rather 
than practice for achieving control. 

There seems to be little doubt that Ellis' (1991, 1992) comments 
regarding the development of control of sociolinguistic knowledge are 
appropriate for the japanese high school situation. It is impossible for 
japanese students to have an authentic learning situation in which to 
use and practice their SOciolinguistic knowledge. Such aspects of com
munication involve many complex psychological factors such as feel
ings of ethnic identity, solidarity, topic expertise, and the relative status 
of participants (Beebe, 1988). Clearly, the homogeneous japanese high 
school classroom is an almost impossible setting for simulating these 
factors to practice control. 

Another important distinction is between content-teaching goals and 
language-teaching goals. Ellis (1991) suggests that, by using English as a 
medium. for carrying out conSciousness-raising tasks in learning 
sociolinguistic knowledge, students can be given opportunities for com
municating in English (p. 125). However, as Sheen (1992) points out, it is 
difficult for high school students to do this because of their limited English 
ability and lack of exposure to meaning-focused input Thus, if high school 
teachers are to teach content effectively, it is easier to use the students' first 
language (L1) as the medium of teaching. The students will also fmd it 
more comfortable. In this way, teachers can teach sociolinguistic knowl
edge about English without using the target language at all. 

However, this report does not recommend that English language teach
ers should neglect the teaching of language for the sake of teaching 
content Instead, it is essential to find a balance between language teaching 
gqals and content teaching goals in teaching SOciolinguistic knowledge. 

The next sections examine different components of the teaching 
situation to determine how they might affect the teaching of 
sociolinguistic knowledge. 
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Motivation 
Motivation is an essential factor for successful language learning 

(Littlewood, 1984, p. 53). How high school students perceive the learning 
of sociolinguistic knowledge is, therefore, one of the primary issues in the 
itnplementation of this subject. The field of motivation in language learn
ing has been extensively investigated (Crookes & Schmidt, 1991; Domyei, 
1994a; Domyei, 1994b; Gardner & Tremblay, 1994a; Gardner & Tremblay, 
1994b; Oxford & Shearin, 1994; Oxford, 1994;). It has been determined 
that motivation consists of various components (Domyei, 1994a), such as 
a course-specific motivational component. This refers to motivational fac
tors which are related to the syllabus, the teaching materials, the teaching 
method, and the learning task. A key consideration here is the students' 
perception of the practicality of the lesson. Keller (1983) called this moti
vational factor "relevance," referring to how much stUdents feel that the 
lesson is linked to inlportant personal needs (Crookes & Schmidt, 1991). 
However, little research exists regarding Japanese high school students' 
motivation for learning Sociolinguistic knowledge. 

Teacher competence 
If language teachers are to teach SOCiolinguistic knowledge, ideally they 

should be trained in both linguistic and sociolinguistic fields. However, 
lack of training can be compensated for by reading teacher-training books 
on teaching culture (Damen, 1987), such as Seelye (1984) or Valdes (1986). 

Evaluation: Damen (1987) points out that testing cultural learning may 
be more difficult than testing language learning. Consequently, in 
exanlination-oriented Japanese classrooms, difficulties in testing 
sociolinguistic knowledge may make language teachers hesitate to even 
considering teaching the subject. 

A Preliminary Report on Teaching Sociolinguistic Knowledge 

This exploratory study addresses two research questions: 1) How do 
Japanese high school students perceive the learning of sociolinguistic 
knowledge? 2) What pedagogical suggestions can be made for the fu
ture implementation of the subject, in terms of teaching goals, teacher 
competence, evaluation, and curriculum requirements? 

Subjects 
Kiryu Girls' Senior High School is a Japanese public senior high school. 

An intact class of 45 second year English course students3 were ran-
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domly divided into two groups of 22 and 23 students respectively to 
reduce the treatment group size during administration of the 
sociolinguistic lessons. While one group of students received the 
sociolinguistic lesson, the other group received a regul~r oral communi
cation (OC) lesson in a separate classroom with a second teacher. Dur
ing the next class period, the two groups were switched. All sociolinguistic 
lessons were given by the author, who had also taught the students 
during the previous academic year. 

The average English level of the students was from Pre-Second Grade 
to Second Grade according to their STEP Test (Eiken)4 scores. The stu
dents had never received formal lessons in sociolinguistics, and the 
teacher had no formal teacher-training in sociolinguistics. 

Five sociolinguistic lessons were administered to the students through
out the Japanese school year, from April, 1992 to March, 1993. Each 
lesson took five periOds, giving a total instruction time of 25 SO-minute 
periods~ or nearly 21 hours. 

Data Collection and Analysis 
Data on the students' perceptions of the sociolinguistic lessons was 

collected through administration of a short, anonymous questionnaire. 
The questionnaire was given at the end of the school year, after all five 
lessons were completed. The questionnaire consisted of two English 
Likert scale items and a Japanese open-ended item. The flfSt Likert scale 
item asked students to rate each lesson on a six-point scale in terms of 
how well they liked the lesson, and the second asked the students to 
state how useful they felt each lesson was. These two items, which were 
completed for each Sociolinguistic lesson, are given below: 

Item 1. How did you like the lesson? 
1. I loved it. 2. I liked it. 3. I quite liked it. 
4. I didn't really like it. 5. I didn't like it. 6. I hated it. 

Item 2. How useful did you think the lesson was? 
1. Extremely useful 2. Very useful 
4. Not really useful 5. Not useful 

3. Quite useful 
6. Meaningless 

Item 1 was intended to determine the students' general feelings about 
the lesson procedure and content. Item 2 was to Qetermine the students 
perception of the usefulness of the lessons. Ratings 1, 2, and 3 were 
considered positive, while 4, 5, and 6 were considered negative. Be
sides these two structured items, the students were given an open-ended 
item in Japanese which asked them to freely write comments about the 
lessons, also in Japanese. 
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FOlty students returned their questionnaires; the other five were ab
sent when the questionnaire was given. Among the forty, thirty-three 
students wrote additional comments. The collected data wa~ first ana
lyzed according to the percentages of student response to Items 1 & 2. 
Then, the additional comments were coded into five categories deter
mined by the author, according to the nature of their content. The cat
egories were as follows: 1. The lessons were useful; 2. The lessons were 
interesting; 3. I wonder if I can use the knowledge in actual communi
cation; 4. I was not so interested; 5. Others. 

To estiInate the reliability of this evaluation instrument, Cronbach 
alpha procedures were used. The present study yielded an internal con
sistency of .86. 

The lesson plan 

Curriculum 
The subject in which the SOCiolinguistic lessons were taught was "For

eign Affairs, n which is a special subject for inclusion in the English 
course, as determined by the Monbusho (1989). However, the content is 
defined ambiguously in the Monbusho's guidelines (1989), and the ex
act methods and materials are completely left to the teachers (Izumi, 
1995). There is no textbook published for the subject, so this allows 
teachers to bring in a wide range of relevant material (Goto, 1993). 

Teaching material 
The textbook selected for the sociolinguistic lessons was The Culture 

Puzzle (levine, Baxter & McNulty, 1987). The materials used in the 
lessons were samples of realistic interactions in which cross-cultural 
lniscommunication occur. Although the materials and exercises mainly 
focused on the American style of communication, they also addressed 
general issues of cross-cultural communication. 

Contents of the lessons 
Each of the five lessons dealt with a separate topic. The topics dis

cussed were cross-cultural differences in ways of addressing people (les
son 1), complementing and responding (Lesson 2), verbal and nonverbal 
conullunication (Lesson 3), and conversation strategies (Lessons 4 & 5). 

Procedures 
As mentioned previously the lesson procedure was based on Ellis' 

proposal that teachers should give priority to developing sociolinguistic 
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knowledge. The basic steps in the lessons were: 

(1) Individual reading of an sample English dialogue which shows 
some form of miscommunication; then answering some ready
made comprehension questions about the dialogue provided 
in the text. 

(2) Brainstorming on the reasons for the miscommunication in pairs 
in japanese. The teacher wrote the students' ideas on the board 
in japanese and then categorized them as "reasons guessed 
from a cross-cultural perspective" and "reasons guessed from a 
universal view of people as human beings," categories which 
were created by the teacher. 

For example, one dialogue presented an interaction in which X re
fuses Y's compliments, and Y did not understand why. If the student's 
analysis was: "X is just being cynical, because X doesn't like Y, JJ this was 
categorized as a universal view of people, while the analysis "In X's 
culture not accepting compliments is considered polite" was put into 
the cross cultural category. The teacher wrote all reasons which were 
suggested to encourage the students to think freely and be open to 
multiple possibilities in interpreting dialogues between people from dif
ferent cultures. All feedback from the teacher was given in japanese. 

(3) Reading and filling in the blanks of an explanatory summary 
about the ineffective dialogue. The summary passage explained 
the reasons for the miscommunication and was taken from the 
textbook. However, in order to teach certain key vocabulary 
items, the teacher made the passage into a cloze test exercise. 

(4) Individually reading the revised dialogue from the textbook 
showing how the communication problem was solved. 

(5) Role-playing both dialogues. A pair was chosen to demonstrate 
the dialogues orally before the class. The pair was encouraged 
to give as authentic a performance as possible, with minimum 
dependence on the written dialogues. The listeners were ex
pected to observe the oral demonstrations without looking at 
the written dialogues. 

(6) Doing additional cross-cultural quizzes and exercis~ from the 
textbook. 

The quizzes and exercises required the students to analyze and dis
cuss the cultural information presented. Some of them stimulated stu
dents to be aware of their own cultural background. 
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Results 

The following two tables show the percentage of the students' re
sponses in each response category for the five socio-cultural lessons. 

Table 1: Student Responses for Item 1 (Like: 1-3/Dislike: 4-6) 

Reponse Category 1 2 3 4 5 6 

Lesson 1 10.0010 27.5% 42.5% 17.5% 2.5% O.OOAl 
2 7.5% 35.0% 37.5% 20.0% 0.0% 0.0% 
3 10.0% 40.0% 35.0% 15.00Al O.OOAl 0.0% 
4 17.50/0 47.5% 17.5% 15.00Al 2.5% O.OOh 
5 15.0% 42.5% 25.0% 12.5% 2.5% 2.5% 

Toral 12.00Al 38.5% 31.5% 16.0% 1.5% 0.5% 

n"" 40 

Table 2: Student Reponses for Item 2 (Useful: 1-3/Not Useful: 4-6) 

Reponse Cmegory 1 2 3 4 5 6 

Lesson 1 25.0% 27.5% 37.5% 7.5% 2.5% 0.0% 
2 30.0% 27.5% 35.00Al 7.5% 0.0% O.OOh 
3 32.5% 35.0% 22.5% 10.OOAl 0.0% O.OOAl 
4 60.00Al 20.0% 15.0% 2.5% 2.5% 0.0% 

5 52.5% 22.5% 22.5% 0.0% 0.0% 2.5% 
Total 38.0% 26.5% 28.5% 5.5% 1.0% 0.5% 

n = 40 

Table 1 shows that a higher percentage of students gave positive 
ratings on Item 1,82% for the total of 1-3; compared with only 18% in 
the total of 4-6. This suggests that the students liked the SOciolinguistic 
lessons. While .50.5% of them answered that they loved or liked the 
lessons (the total of 1 & 2), only 2 % of them clearly expressed dislike 
(the total of 5 & 6). Among the 47.5% students who gave ratings be
tween positive and negative (the total of 3 & 4), the positive response 
(31.5%) was about twice as much as the negative (16%). 

Table 2 shows an even more marked tendency toward a positive 
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view of the sOciolinguistic lessons, with 93% of the students' ratings 
positive (the total of 1-3) and only 7% negative (the total of 4-6). A total 
of 64.5% of the students answered that they thought the lessons were 
useful (1 & 2), while 1.5% did not agree with the pract~cal value of the 
lessons (5 & 6). Among the 34% of the students who gave ratings be
tween positive and negative C3 & 4), the positive response (28.5%) was 
more than five times greater the negative response (5.5%). 

Following analysis of the questionaire data, the students' comments 
about the lessons were translated into English by the author. Five types 
of responses were identified. 

Type 1: The lessons are useful. Twenty-four (60%) students mentioned 
the usefulness of the lessons. Typical comments were: "It 
was very useful to learn practical knowledge about cross
cultural communication problems." "If I went overseas with
out having these lessons, I would be sure to suffer from 
culture shock." "Really useful. This kind of lesson should be 
given not only to English course students, but also to the 
students in other courses." 

Type 2: The lessons were interesting. Seven (17.5%) students men
tioned that the lessons were interesting or enjoyable. 

Type 3: I wonder if I can use the knowledge in actual communica
tion. Two (5%) students expressed concern about their abil
ity to use the knowledge in actual situations. Some com
ments were: "I wanted to practice. Maybe the lessons were 
a little too theoretical, and I may not be able succeed in 
actual communication." "I think these kind of things can 
only be learned by being accustomed to them. However, 
what I learned in the lessons will be activated sometime in 
the future." 

Type 4: I was not so interested. Two (5%) students wrote that they 
wet:e not interested in the lessons. 

Type 5: Others. Three (7.5%) students wrote other types of com
ments: "The content was suitable for Foreign Affairs class." 
"I think that if we had also learned about other cultures in 
addition to the American culture it would have been more 
interesting. II "I couldn't understand some parts of the les
son, perhaps because of my lack of reading ability." 
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Discussion and Pedagogical Suggestions 

TIle majority of the high school students (93%) gave the sociolinguistic 
lessons positive ratings in terms of their usefulness (Table 2). Even though 
the lessons were focused on developing knowledge of cultural issues 
rather than on practice, many students considered them to be extremely 
useful (38%) or very useful (26.5%). Furthermore, most of the com
Inents (24 out of 33) written in response to the open-ended question 
referred to the usefulness of the sociolinguistic lessons. These results 
suggest that learning sociolinguistic knowledge is perceived as having 
practical value. As mentioned previously, this perception is an impor
tant factor in motivating students to learn the subject. 

On the other hand, two students expressed their concern about the 
effectiveness of the lessons in terms of actual usage. This suggests that 
it is also necessary for the teacher to clearly explain the reason for 
putting priority on the development of knowledge rather than on con
trol through practice. 

Most students (82%) liked the lessons (Table 1). In addition, seven 
students mentioned that the lessons were interesting or enjoyable in the 
additional comments. Such interest, defined as the individual's inherent 
cllliosity and desire to know more about the subject, is another important 
component of motivation (Crookes & Schmidt, 1991; Domyei, 1994a). Being 
allowed to use Japanese in discussion, and the teachers use of Japanese in 
his explanation may have also helped to create interest in the subject and 
make it easy to learn, thus enabling the students to enjoy the lessons. 

Regarding balancing the use of the Ll and the L2, using English for 
the receptive tasks and Japanese for the productive tasks may be a 
reasonable c01l1pronlise for achieving both language-teaching goals and 
content-teaching goals. The use of the learners' Ll by both the learners 
and the teacher at appropriate moments seems to be advisable in order 
to avoid ending up with only a superficial understanding of cultural 
problems, the content-teaching goal. 

Howeyer, there are also indications that the students are not satisfied 
if they do not use English communicatively. The questionnaire results 
suggest that Lessons 4 and 5, wllich required student output, were more 
popular than the other lessons. These two lessons included conversa
tion strategies in addition to cultural knowledge. Thus, it is suggested 
that teachers should not neglect language-teaching goals. Pursuing lan
guage teaching and content teaching goals together may result in in
creased benefits; the deepened knowledge of content will enhance the 
learning of language related to that content (Mohan, 1986). 
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As for teacher competence, it is recommended that high school teach
ers complete a basic course in sOciolinguistics before teaching this sub
ject. However, as this report indicates, carefully designed textbooks 
can compensate for the teacher'S lack of knowledge. Teachers can tell 
the students, "Let's learn together from the textbook," while still assert
ing their authority in teaching the linguistic aspects of the text. Also, if 
various teaching materials such as video programs or audio tapes are 
developed to supplement the textbooks, the teachers' burden can be 
greatly lessened. 

When grading students, I evaluated both their participation in class
room discussion and their performance on tests. The test questions in
cluded both sociolinguistic analysis of a sample dialogue and linguistic 
understanding of the text they had learned, focusing mainly on key 
vocabulary items. If the lessons are based on the teaching of knowl
edge, rather than control, it is relatively easy to make the type of objec
tive test questions which are familiar to Japanese high school teachers. 
On the other hand, if teachers are to test students' control of knowl
edge, they must make reliable oral tests. Such a reqUirement may put 
too much pressure on teachers and discourage tllem from teaching the 
subject. Teaching knowledge rather than control, therefore, seems to be 
advantageous in terms of evaluation as well as instruction. 

As a final consideration, it should be noted that the sociolinguistic 
lessons were taught within the relatively free curriculum of Foreign Af
fairS, a class which is open only to English course students. Before it is 
possible to teach sociolinguistic knowledge to all students participating 
in English language learning, it is necessary to wait for a more relevant 
and specific curriculum to be established through future revision of the 
Monbusho's course of English study. 

Conclusions 

If English language education in Japanese high schools seriously aims 
at raising stud~nts' communicative ability and international understand
ing, as the Monbusho (1989) states, it is necessary to pay more attention 
to the teaching of the sociolinguistic aspects of communication. I sug
gest that the Monbusho set up a new course within the OC series in 
which students can learn cross-cultural problems in communication. As 
fil:entioned, there are a number of issues which must be addressed in 
introducing this new subject. Therefore, more action researcll must be 
conducted to facilitate the introduction of this important aspect of En
glish fluency. 
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Notes 
1. The English translation is from Monbusbo, 1994, p. 110. The Japanese original 

of this quotation is: 
~m~Hm~m~~m~m.~.~~~~~.~~. ~~~_~~~~~9 

~~r.T~1J ~~ ? .!: .!: 'b ,~. fIt~froJ~::l ~ .:L =-07- v EI ~ ~rgJ -'5 ; .!: T Q 1l& 
J3£ t:Tt"C Qo 

2. The English translation is from Monbusbo, 1994, p. 111. The Japanese original 
of this quota,tion is: 

~~~~.~~~~~.~Q~1J~~?'!:.!:'bK.ffl~~K::l~.:L=o7-

~EI~~~~?.!:TQ~~~ff"CQo 

3. The English course, a special course offered at public senior high schools, 
requires students take more credits in English than general course students, 
in addition to subjects such as Foreign Affairs and Language Laboratory. 

4, The STEP (Society For Testing English Protlciency) Test is a standard, nation
wide English proficiency test authorized by the Monbusbo. By fall, 1992, 22 
of the 45 subjects had passed the Second Grade exam. By spring, 1993, 31 
h:ld passed. Based on this, the author estimated the subjects English level at 
the time of the study. 
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